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Based on an intuitive generalization of the
Leibniz principle of ‘the identity of indis-
cernibles’, we introduce a novel ontological no-
tion of classicality, called bounded ontologi-
cal distinctness. Formulated as a principle,
bounded ontological distinctness equates the
distinguishability of a set of operational physi-
cal entities to the distinctness of their ontolog-
ical counterparts. Employing three instances
of two-dimensional quantum preparations, we
demonstrate the violation of bounded onto-
logical distinctness or excess ontological dis-
tinctness of quantum preparations, without in-
voking any additional assumptions. Moreover,
our methodology enables the inference of tight
lower bounds on the extent of excess onto-
logical distinctness of quantum preparations.
Similarly, we demonstrate excess ontological
distinctness of quantum transformations, us-
ing three two-dimensional unitary transforma-
tions. However, to demonstrate excess onto-
logical distinctness of quantum measurements,
an additional assumption such as outcome de-
terminism or bounded ontological distinctness
of preparations is required. Moreover, we
show that quantum violations of other well-
known ontological principles implicate quan-
tum excess ontological distinctness. Finally,
to showcase the operational vitality of excess
ontological distinctness, we introduce two dis-
tinct classes of communication tasks powered
by excess ontological distinctness.

1 Introduction
Operational physical theories such as quantum the-
ory serve to instruct experiments and make corre-
sponding predictions. However, owing to their rather
abstract mathematical formalism, these operational
theories are often incapable (on their own) of facili-
tating deep insights into the nature and structure of
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reality. The study of ontology along with the onto-
logical framework enables insights into the structure
of reality the operational theories posit. Apart from
this, the ontological framework also provides a vital
ground for formal notions of classicality. These on-
tological notions of classicality attempt to make pre-
cise the sense in which quantum theory departs from
classical physics [MPK+16, Spe19], and are typically
philosophically well-substantiated ontological princi-
ples which seek to explain certain exclusively op-
erational phenomena by providing them an exclu-
sively ontological basis. For instance, the ontologi-
cal principle of Bell’s local-causality [Bel64, BCP+14]
attributes a local ontological basis to operational
non-signaling correlations. Similarly, Kochen-Specker
noncontextuality [KS67, Cab08, CSW14] provides op-
erational non-disturbance of measurements a noncon-
textual basis. Based directly on the philosophical
premise of the Leibniz principle of “Identity of In-
discernibles", Spekkens’ generalized noncontextual-
ity [Spe05] assigns identical ontological counterparts
to operationally indistinguishable preparations, mea-
surements, and transformations.

In this work, we propose a novel notion of classical-
ity, “bounded ontological distinctness". The extent to
which physical entities may be distinguished or dis-
cerned apart, termed as their distinguishability, plays
a crucial role in physical theories, more generally in
natural philosophy, as well as in our very world views
[Boh04]. For instance, a principle of analytic philos-
ophy, “the Identity of Indiscernibles", first explicitly
formulated by Wilhelm Gottfried Leibniz is inherent
in classical intuition. The principle states that opera-
tional indistinguishability implies ontological identity,
i.e. if two objects cannot possibly be distinguished,
then they are the same (identical) [For16, Spe19]. A
natural generalization of the Leibniz’s principle is the
notion that how well a set of objects may be in prin-
ciple distinguished (i.e. employing all possible mea-
surements) reflects how distinct they actually are.
The ontological principle, “bounded ontological dis-
tinctness" relies on this generalization of the Leibniz
principle and states that maximal operational distin-
guishability of physical entities reflects their ontologi-
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cal distinctness. Here, we refer to the extent to which
physical entities may be distinguished whilst employ-
ing an operational physical theory as their “distin-
guishability" as opposed to their “distinctness", which
refers to how ontologically (actually) distinct these
entities are. In this work, we formulate the principle
of bounded ontological distinctness, and demonstrate
how quantum preparations, measurements, and trans-
formations violate this principle, showcasing their “ex-
cess ontological distinctness".

Requirements for a fundamental notions of clas-
sicality: To be of fundamental significance [Spe17,
Spe19], a notion of classicality should be applica-
ble in a wide variety of scenarios so that it covers
the multitude of experimental tests posited by quan-
tum theory. Furthermore, to reveal the inherent non-
classicality of a large class of quantum systems, such a
fundamental notion should impose minimal demands
on quantum preparations, transformations, and mea-
surements required to violate it. Similarly, such a
notion should only impose minimal, operationally jus-
tified constraints on the ontological explanation. Ad-
ditionally, a fundamental ontological notion of classi-
cality should have as its implications the other well-
known notions of classicality, so that quantum viola-
tion of the latter implicates the violation of the former
[SC19]. As the experimental tests of the consequences
of these ontological principles allow us to extend the
corresponding implications beyond the particular op-
erational theory to Nature itself [MPK+16], such an
ontological notion of classicality should be robust to
experimental imperfections. Finally, such a notion
should be operationally vital so that its quantum vi-
olation yields an advantage in computation, commu-
nication or information processing tasks.

Primary and auxiliary ontological constraints: All
of the aforementioned ontological principles obtain
their primary ontological constraints by requiring on-
tological models to satisfy corresponding operational
conditions on the ontological level, i.e. conditioned
on complete access to (or fine-grained control over)
the ontic state of the physical system. For instance,
the operational non-signaling condition when condi-
tioned on the ontic state of the shared physical sys-
tem forms the primary ontological constraint of Bell’s
local-causality referred to as parameter independence.
However, the primary ontological constraints of these
well-known ontological principles are (on their own)
not enough to warrant consequences directly in con-
tradiction with the predictions of quantum theory.
Therefore, they invoke certain auxiliary constraints
to enable a quantum violation. For instance, along
with parameter independence, Bell’s local-causality
entails the auxiliary ontological assumption of out-
come independence. The inclusion of these additional
assumptions leads to dilution of the implication of cor-
responding quantum violations as they could be in
principle attributed to the violation of the auxiliary

assumptions leaving the primary assumptions intact.
Measure zero operational condition: One of the key

issues with the experimental tests of these ontologi-
cal principles [HBD+15, KZG+09, MPK+16], lies in
the associated operational conditions. Specifically,
the well-known ontological notions of classicality, for
their refutation, require associated zero-measure oper-
ational indistinguishability conditions to hold. Con-
sequently, even the slightest of errors in the experi-
mental composition may cause a deviation from the
zero measure operational indistinguishability condi-
tions. Besides, due to the finite size of experimen-
tal data the observed statistics almost always violate
the zero measure operational conditions. This issue
is often referred to as finite precision loophole, and
to address it for the aforementioned ontological prin-
ciples, several schemes [GKC+10, MPK+16, Pus18,
LZ19, ZGK11, LRZ+18] have been proposed and im-
plemented.

In this work, we show that bounded ontological dis-
tinctness meets all of the aforementioned criteria for
a fundamental notion of classicality. In particular, we
demonstrate the violation of bounded ontological dis-
tinctness for preparations, and transformations, while
employing three instances of two-dimensional quan-
tum preparations and unitary transformations, re-
spectively. Moreover, unlike the other well-known on-
tological principles, the primary ontological assump-
tion of bounded ontological distinctness for prepa-
rations and transformations is enough to warrant a
quantum violation on its own. This in turn leads to
an unambiguous ontological implication, that quan-
tum preparations and transformations are more onto-
logically distinct than they are operationally distin-
guishable. Moreover, we demonstrate that bounded
ontological distinctness implies all other well-known
notions of classicality. This provides a crucial uni-
fying insight, namely, the quantum violations of the
other ontological principles are, in essence, a demon-
stration of the implicate quantum excess ontological
distinctness. Finally, the operational distinguishabil-
ity condition accompanying bounded ontological dis-
tinctness is not a zero-measure condition, and serves
an alternative approach for the resolution of the fi-
nite precision loophole. Note that, a similar approach
for resolving the finite precision loophole for general-
ized noncontextuality was suggested by Spekkens in
[Spe05], wherein, instead of the zero-measure opera-
tional equivalence condition, one would require a mea-
sure based operational similarity condition.

As Spekkens’ generalized noncontextuality embod-
ies the Leibniz principle [Spe05, Spe19], and bounded
ontological distinctness bases itself on a generalization
of the Leibniz principle, bounded ontological distinct-
ness can be viewed as an alternative (or a general-
ization) to Spekkens’ noncontextuality. However, in
contrast to generalized noncontextuality, the mathe-
matical formulation bounded ontological distinctness
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requires a measure of operational distinguishability
along with a corresponding measure of ontological
distinctness. In this work, we have employed the
maximum probability of (minimum error) discrimina-
tion as the measure of operational distinguishability
and distinctness. As a consequence of this particular
choice of measure, bounded ontological distinctness
for preparations generalizes the notion of maximal
ψ-epistemicity introduced in [BCLM14] from a pair
of pure quantum preparations to an arbitrary num-
ber of pure or mixed quantum preparations. Apart
from these, there are several other (relatively less re-
lated) results that deal with ontological explanation
of the precise amount of operational distinguishability
of preparations including [HS10, LM13, Lei14, SS18].
In particular, [SS18] elicits the role of contextuality
in quantum state discrimination.
Summary: We begin by detailing the general for-

mulation of operational theories and ontological mod-
els. In the section that follows, we formalize the
definitions of distinguishability of sets of operational
physical entities and distinctness of sets of corre-
sponding ontological entities. While as a measure of
distinguishability we use the maximal probability of
distinguishing the constituent physical entities out of
a uniform ensemble, as a measure of distinctness we
employ the maximal probability of distinguishing the
corresponding ontological entities when sampled from
a uniform ensemble (conditioned on fine-grained con-
trol and access to the ontic state).

Next, we formulate the principle of bounded on-
tological distinctness for sets of physical entities,
which equates their distinguishability to the distinct-
ness of corresponding ontological entities (Definitions
7). This principle leads to certain operational conse-
quences. For the specific case of two pure quantum
preparations, we note that bounded ontological dis-
tinctness for preparations coincides with the defini-
tion of maximal ψ-epistemicty based on the symmet-
ric overlap of epistemic states [BCLM14]. Later, we
observe that for any operational fragment of quantum
theory entailing two pure preparations, there exits a
maximally ψ-epistemic model that satisfies bounded
ontological distinctness for preparations (Observation
2).

Moving on, based on the distinguishability of three
preparations we obtain an inequality, specifically, an
upper-bound on the average pair-wise distinguisha-
bility of these preparations, valid in all operational
theories that admit ontological models that adhere
to bounded ontological distinctness of preparations
(Proposition 1). Subsequently, we present a set of
three two dimensional quantum states which violate
this inequality thereby demonstrating excess onto-
logical distinctness of quantum preparations (FIG.
2). As maximal distinguishability forms an intrin-
sic property of the set of quantum preparations, this
result presents a novel perspective, the conflict with

bounded ontological distinctness lies in the relation
between two intrinsic properties of the set of quantum
preparations under consideration, namely, the max-
imum distinguishability and the maximum average
pair-wise distinguishability. Moreover, this formula-
tion allows us to infer a lower bound on the extent of
excess ontological distinctness of the epistemic states
underlying the set of quantum preparations. For a
specific set of three two-dimensional quantum states,
we observe that the Kochen-Specker ontological model
saturates this lower bound (Observation 1).

Additionally, for four preparations, the distin-
guishability of a pair of disjoint two-preparation mix-
tures yields an upper-bound on the average distin-
guishability of the remaining disjoint pairs of two-
preparation mixtures, valid in all operational theories
that admit ontological models adhering to bounded
ontological distinctness of preparations along with the
preservation of convexity of operational preparations
on the ontic level (Proposition 2). This forms a robust
version of the preparation noncontextual inequality
featured in [SBK+09], and is a direct implementa-
tion of the aforementioned suggestion of Spekkens in
[Spe05] to employ an operational similarity condition
instead of the zero-measure operational equivalence
condition. Employing four two-dimensional quantum
preparations, we demonstrate a quantum violation of
this upper-bound (FIG. 3). Yet again, our methodol-
ogy allows the inference of a tight lower bound on the
extent of excess ontological distinctness of the mixed
quantum preparations under consideration (Observa-
tion 3).

Moving on, we demonstrate that unlike the case
of preparations, it is not possible to violate bounded
ontological distinctness of measurements in quantum
theory. However, we show that if a pair of two-
dimensional quantum measurements are neither com-
pletely indistinguishable nor perfectly distinguishable
then outcome-deterministic ontological models violate
bounded distinctness of measurements.

Next, employing the distinguishability of a set of
three transformations we obtain an operational in-
equality, valid in any theory which admits ontological
models that adhere to bounded ontological distinct-
ness of transformation (Proposition 3). Subsequently,
employing a set of three two-dimensional quantum
unitary transformations we show that quantum the-
ory violates this inequality, thereby demonstrating ex-
cess ontological distinctness of quantum transforma-
tions.

In the following section, we present two distinct
classes of communication tasks that benefit from
excess ontological distinguishability of preparations.
The first class of communication tasks constrains the
distinguishability of the sender’s preparations. As an
example, we present a communication task and obtain
a bound on the maximum success probability of this
task achievable when employing preparations pertain-
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ing to operational theories that satisfy bounded onto-
logical distinctness (Proposition 4). Subsequently, we
provide an advantageous quantum protocol entailing
three two-dimensional preparations and two binary
outcome measurements, which violates this bound
(FIG. 7). In the second class of communication tasks,
we tolerate a bounded amount of leakage of informa-
tion about the sender’s private information. As an
example, we consider the parity oblivious multiplex-
ing [SBK+09] with a bounded amount of leakage of
information regarding the parity bit. Moreover, we
demonstrate that in general classical models, and in
particular classical d-level communication adheres to
bounded ontological distinctness of preparations sub-
stantiating its candidature as a notion of classicality.

In the penultimate section, we bring forth the fact
that bounded ontological distinctness implies other
ontological notions of classicality such as Spekkens’
noncontextuality, Kochen-Specker noncontextuality
and Bell’s local-causality, which in turn substanti-
ates the insight that excess ontological distinctness
of quantum theory is implicate in the violations of
these ontological principles. In particular, we show
that generalized noncontextuality is a special case of
bounded ontological distinctness. Finally, we proof
the strict unidirectionality of this implication with
the aid of a class of (universally) noncontextual frag-
ment of quantum theory that allows for operational
violations of the implications of bounded ontological
distinctness (Observation 5).

Finally, we conclude by laying out certain impli-
cations of our results, key conceptual insights, and
tentative avenues for future investigation.

2 Preliminaries
In this section, we lay down the specifics of the ex-
perimental scenario employed in this work and revisit
the general framework for operational theories and
underlying ontological models.

2.1 Prepare, transform and measure experi-
ments
In prepare, transform and measure experiments,
preparation of a physical system is followed by a
transformation and finally, a measurement on the
same. In each run of the experiment, a preparation,
a transformation and a measurement are chosen and
the outcomes of the measurement are recorded. The
whole process is repeated several times to obtain
frequency statistics. Crucially, each run of the ex-
periment is assumed to be statistically independent.
However, for the majority of this work, we shall be
concerned with prepare and measure experiments,
wherein the preparation of a physical system is
immediately followed by a measurement on the same.

2.2 Operational theories
An operational interpretation of a physical theory
serves a two-fold purpose: (i) prescription: specifica-
tion of preparation procedures P , transformation pro-
cedures T and measurement procedures M and, (ii)
prediction of probabilities p(k|P, T,M) of obtaining
an outcome k given a measurementM was performed
on a preparation P which underwent a transformation
T .
For instance, quantum formalism prescribes a density
matrix ρ to model a preparation, a completely pos-
itive map to model a transformation and a positive-
operator valued measure (POVM) {Mk} to model a
measurement. However, in this work we need only in-
voke unitary quantum transformations U . The prob-
ability of obtaining an outcome k is given by the so
called “Born rule": p(k|P, T,M) = Tr

{
UρU†Mk

}
.

The operational predictions in prepare and mea-
sure experiments are of the form p(k|P,M). Quan-
tum predictions in such experiments are given by:
p(k|P,M) = Tr{ρMk}.

2.3 Ontological models
An ontological model seeks to explain the predic-
tions of an operational theory, whilst assuming the
existence of observer independent attributes associ-
ated with physical systems. These attributes de-
scribe the “real state of affairs" of a physical system
[Spe05, Lei14]. The complete specification of each
such attribute is referred to as the ontic state λ of a
physical system. The space of values that λ may take
is referred to as the ontic state space Λ. Upon a prepa-
ration the physical system occupies a specific ontic
state λ ∈ Λ. Crucially, in general, operational prepa-
rations may not allow for fine-grained operational con-
trol over the ontic state the system actually occupies
i.e., an operational preparation procedure P , might
only specify the probabilities µ(λ|P ) of the system be-
ing in different ontic states. This in turn requires the
ontic state space Λ to be a measurable space, with a σ-
algebra Σ along with µ : Σ→ [0, 1] being a σ-additive
function which satisfies µ(Λ) = 1. Summarizing, in
an ontological model, every preparation procedure P
is associated with an epistemic state (a normalized
probability density over the ontic state space) µ(λ|P )
such that

∫
Λ µ(λ|P )dλ = 1.

A measurement in an ontological model simply mea-
sures the ontic state of a physical system. Conse-
quently, ontological measurements are modelled by
conditional probability distributions {ξ(k|λ)} which
specify the probability of obtaining the outcome k
given the ontic state λ. These probability distribu-
tions are measurable functions on Λ and satisfy: posi-
tivity: ∀ k, λ : ξ(k|λ) ≥ 0, completeness:

∑
k ξ(k|λ) =

1 and are referred to as response schemes. How-
ever, the outcomes of an operational measurement
procedure might not unveil the ontic state uniquely
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nor even allow for an inference of a set of ontic
states within which the actual ontic state lies. In
other words, the outcome of a measurement proce-
dure might depend on the ontic state on only stochas-
tically due to fundamental in-determinism of nature
or dependence of measurement outcome on certain
degrees of freedom other than the ontic state of the
system being measured. Consequently, every opera-
tional measurement procedureM is associated with a
response scheme {ξ(k|λ,M)} which specifies the prob-
ability of obtaining the outcome k given a measure-
ment M was performed on a physical system occu-
pying the ontic state λ. Averaging the conditional
probabilities ξ(k|λ,M) over our ignorance of the on-
tic state λ yields the predictions of the ontological
model for prepare and measure experiments, i.e.,

p(k|P,M) =
∫

Λ
µ(λ|P )ξ(k|λ,M)dλ. (1)

Crucially, the response schemes {ξ(k|λ,M)} associ-
ated with operational measurementsM form a subset
of the set of general response schemes {ξ(k|λ)} that
are constrained only by positivity and completeness.

A transformation in an ontological model simply
alters the ontic state of the system. However, an op-
erational transformation procedure may do so only
stochastically. To accommodate the same, ontological
transformations are modelled by transition schemes
{γ(λ′|λ)}, which specifies the probability of transition
from the ontic-state λ to the ontic-state λ′. Summa-
rizing, in a ontological model every operational trans-
formation T is associated with a transition scheme
{γ(λ′|λ, T )} such that ∀ λ :

∫
Λ γ(λ′|λ, T )dλ′ = 1. Fi-

nally, the predictions of the ontological model in pre-
pare, transform and measure experiments are given
by,

p(k|P, T,M) =
∫

Λ2
µ(λ|P )γ(λ′|λ, T )ξ(k|λ′,M)dλdλ′.

(2)

3 Bounded ontological distinctness
and quantum violation
The ontological principle, “bounded ontological dis-
tinctness" is based on the natural generalization of
the Leibniz’s principle of “identity of indiscernibles"
which states that maximal operational distinguisha-
bility reflects ontological distinctness. In this section,
we invoke operational measures of distinguishability
for sets of preparations, measurements and transfor-
mation and ontological measures of distinctness for
sets of epistemic states, response schemes and transi-
tion schemes. Subsequently, we mathematically sub-
stantiate the principle of bounded ontological distinct-
ness for the respective physical entities, derive cer-

Figure 1: This figure denotes the set-up for distinguishing a
given set of preparations {Px}nx=1 (dark black device) out of
a uniform ensemble. In each run of the experiment, a con-
stituent preparation Px is prepared, followed by a n-outcome
measurement producing an outcome k. The (single-shot) dis-
tinguishing probability is simply the probability of producing
an output k = x as a result of a n-outcome measurement.
This probability is maximized over all such measurements
(light cyan device) yielding the distinguishability sO of the
constituent preparations. As a consequence of this maximiza-
tion, sO is an intrinsic property of this set of preparations and
forms the operational condition accompanying bounded on-
tological distinctness of preparations.

tain consequences and report on quantum violations
of these consequences.

3.1 Preparations
First, we consider sets of preparations. We charac-
terize these sets based on how well the constituent
preparations can be operationally distinguished (FIG.
1).

Definition 1. p-distinguishable preparations: In an
operational theory, a set of preparations P ≡ {Px}nx=1
is termed p-distinguishable if the constituent prepara-
tions can be distinguished when sampled from a uni-
form ensemble with at-most p probability, i.e.,

sO = max
M

{
1
n

∑
x

p(k = x|Px,M)
}

= p, (3)

where sO denotes the maximum operational probabil-
ity of distinguishing these preparations when sampled
from a uniform ensemble and the maximization is
over the set of all possible n-outcome measurements in
a given operational theory, M is an instance of such
a measurement, and k is an outcome of the measure-
ment M .

Observe that the maximum probability of distin-
guishing the preparations sO, is maximized over all
possible measurements available in an operational
theory. This maximization relieves sO of its depen-
dence on measurements, deeming it to be a suitable
characterizing feature for sets of preparations. In
quantum theory, the maximum probability of distin-
guishing for a set of quantum states PQ out of a uni-
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form ensemble has the expression,

sQ = max
{Mk}

{
1
n

∑
x

Tr{ρxMk=x}

}
, (4)

where the maximization is over the set of all possible
n-outcome POVM {Mk}. For a specific set of quan-
tum states PQ this maximization can be cast as an ef-
ficient semi-definite program which essentially yields
the maximum distinguishing probability sQ, along
with the optimal POVM {Mk} [WGM08, BV04].
Each set of operational preparations P is associated
with a set of epistemic states PΛ. We characterize
these sets based on how distinct the constituent epis-
temic states actually are.

Definition 2. p-distinct epistemic states: In an
ontological model, a set of epistemic states PΛ ≡
{µ(λ|Px)}nx=1 is termed p-distinct if the constituent
epistemic states can be ontologically distinguished
(upon having access to the ontic state λ) when sampled
from a uniform ensemble with at-most p probability,
i.e.,

sΛ = max
{ξ(k|λ)}

{
1
n

∑
x

∫
Λ
µ(λ|Px)ξ(k = x|λ)dλ

}
= p,

(5)
where sΛ denotes the maximum probability of distin-
guishing these epistemic states when sampled from a
uniform ensemble given the ontic state λ, Λ repre-
sents the ontic state space, µ(λ|Px) is the epistemic
state underlying the preparation Px and the maximiza-
tion is over all valid response schemes {ξ(k|λ)} which
satisfy positivity and completeness.

Observe that the set of all possible n-outcome re-
sponse schemes forms a convex polytope for each λ,
the extremal points of this polytope are determin-
istic response schemes, i.e., each extremal response
scheme is of the form: for each λ, ξ(k|λ) = 0 except
for specific k = kλ for which ξ(kλ|λ) = 1. In light
of this observation, we can readily solve the above
maximization by finding out the optimal extremal re-
sponse scheme. Clearly, for each λ, the optimal re-
sponse would be to output the index x of the prepa-
ration which assigns the largest probability to λ. This
in-turn leads us to the following succinct expression
for sΛ,

sΛ = 1
n

∫
Λ

max
x

{
µ(λ|Px)

}
dλ. (6)

This expression further substantiates the fact that
the maximization over response schemes relieves sΛ
from its dependence on response schemes, deeming it
a suitable characterizing feature of the set of epistemic
states under consideration and a measure of the ac-
tual distinctness of its constituents.
If an ontological model explains the predictions of an
operational theory then for a set of preparations P

one may readily re-express the maximum probability
of operationally distinguishing these preparations us-
ing (1) when sampled from a uniform ensemble as,

sO = max
{ξ(k|λ,M)}

{
1
n

∑
x

∫
Λ
µ(λ|Px)ξ(k = x|λ,M)dλ

}
,

where the maximization is over only the response
schemes {ξ(k|λ,M)} associated with operational
measurements M . Observe that as the operational
measurements may not reveal the ontic state λ and,
having access to λmay only enhance the ability to dis-
tinguish the preparations under consideration. There-
fore, in general we have the inequality sO 6 sΛ.
The principle of bounded ontological distinctness for
preparations requires the operational distinguishabil-
ity of preparations to be completely explained by the
ontological distinctness of the underlying epistemic
states, and can be formulated as follows,

Definition 3. Bounded ontological distinctness for
preparations (BODP ): The set of epistemic states
PΛ ≡ {µ(λ|Px)}nx=1 underlying a set of p-
distinguishable preparations P ≡ {Px}nx=1 is p-
distinct, i.e., sΛ = sO = p, yielding the ontological
constraint,

1
n

∫
Λ

max
x

{
µ(λ|Px)

}
dλ = p. (7)

When formulated in this way, BODP serves as a
criterion for characterization of ontological models of
a given operational theory. It is useful, at this point,
to define a criterion for characterization of operational
theories, namely, an operational theory or a fragment
thereof is said to satisfy BODP , if there exists an on-
tological model which satisfies BODP for all sets of
prescribed operational preparations. Conversely, an
operational theory or a fragment thereof is said to vi-
olate BODP if there exists no ontological model which
satisfies BODP for all sets of prescribed operational
preparations.
BODP serves to connect an exclusively operational
phenomenon (distinguishability of operational prepa-
rations) to an exclusively ontological property (dis-
tinctness of epistemic states), consequently leading to
interesting implications.
For a pair of p-distinguishable preparations {P1, P2},
BODP requires the underlying epistemic states
{µ(λ|P1), µ(λ|P2)} to be p-distinct, i.e.,

sΛ= 1
2

∫
Λ

max
x∈{1,2}

{
µ(λ|Px)

}
dλ

= 1− 1
2

∫
Λ

min
x∈{1,2}

{
µ(λ|Px)

}
dλ

= sO = p,

where the second equality follows from the
fact that ∀ (a > 0, b > 0) : max{a, b} =
a + b − min{a, b}. In particular, the term
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(1 − sΛ) = 1
2
∫

Λ minx∈{1,2}{µ(λ|Px)}dλ is re-
ferred to as the (symmetric) overlap of the pair of
epistemic states. Furthermore, for any pair of pure
quantum preparations {P1, P2} corresponding to the
pure states {|ψ1〉 , |ψ2〉}, the maximum probability of
distinguishing them from a uniform ensemble has the
expression sQ = 1 − 1

2 (1 −
√

1− |〈ψ1|ψ2〉|2). Notice
that, the ontological notion of (symmetric) maximal
ψ-epistemicity [BCLM14] requires the (symmetric)
overlap of the underlying epistemic states (1 − sΛ)
to be large enough to explain the indistinguishability
(1 − sQ) of any given pair of pure quantum prepara-
tions. Consequently, for the special case of pairs of
pure quantum preparations BODP is equivalent to
the notion of (symmetric) maximal ψ-epistemicity,
i.e. any ontological model which adheres to BODP

for a given pair of pure quantum preparations
must be (symmetric) maximally ψ-epistemic and
vice-versa. However, as we shall demonstrate in
Observation 2, there exists a ontological model which
satisfies BODP (or equivalently satisfies maximal ψ-
epistemicity) for any prepare and measure fragment
of quantum theory entailing just two pure quantum
preparations along with their convex mixtures.

3.1.1 Bounded ontological distinctness for three prepa-
rations.

Moving on, we explore another implication of BODP

via the following proposition, wherein we employ
BODP for a set of three preparations to arrive at an
upper bound on operational average pairwise distin-
guishability of these preparations, which is then vio-
lated by a prepare and measure fragment of quantum
theory entailing a set of three pure two-dimensional
preparations.

Proposition 1. If an operational theory admits onto-
logical models adhering to BODP , then a set of three
p-distinguishable preparations P ≡ {P1, P2, P3}, are
pairwise distinguishable with the average probability
of success being at-most 1+p

2 , i.e.,

1
3

(
s1,2
O + s2,3

O + s3,1
O

)
6

1 + p

2 , (8)

where si,jO denotes the maximum probability of dis-
tinguishing the preparations {Pi, Pj} out of a uni-
form ensemble, i.e., si,jO = maxM{ 1

2
∑
x∈{i,j} p(k =

x|Px,M)}.

Proof. We proceed in two steps, (i) we obtain an
upper bound on the maximal average pairwise dis-
tinctness for a set three epistemic states in terms
of maximal ontological distinctness and, (ii) we em-
ploy BODP to port this ontological relation to dis-
tinguishability of operational preparations. Recall
that, for a set of three epistemic states PΛ ≡
{µ(λ|P1), µ(λ|P2), µ(λ|P3)}, the maximal probability
of distinguishing them when sampled from a uniform
ensemble, upon having access to the ontic state λ has
the expression,

sΛ= 1
3

∫
Λ

max
x

{
µ(λ|Px)

}
dλ

= 1− 1
3

∫
Λ

min
{
µ(λ|P1) + µ(λ|P2), µ(λ|P2) + µ(λ|P3),

µ(λ|P3) + µ(λ|P1)
}
dλ, (9)

where for the second equality we employed the fact
that ∀ (a > 0, b > 0, c > 0) : max{a, b, c} = a + b +
c−min{a+b, b+c, c+a} along with the property ∀x ∈
{1, 2, 3} :

∫
Λ µ(λ|Px)dλ = 1. Similarly, for the pair

of epistemic states {µ(λ|P1), µ(λ|P2)}, the maximal
probability of distinguishing them when sampled from
a uniform ensemble, upon having access to the ontic
state λ can be expressed as follows,

s1,2
Λ = 1

2

∫
Λ

max
{
µ(λ|P1), {µ(λ|P2)

}
dλ

= 1− 1
2

∫
Λ

min
{
µ(λ|P1), µ(λ|P2)

}
dλ. (10)

Similar expressions can be obtained for s2,3
Λ and s3,1

Λ ,
so as to arrive at the expression for maximal aver-
age pairwise distinguishing probability for the three
epistemic states under consideration,

1
3

(
s1,2

Λ + s2,3
Λ + s3,1

Λ

)
= 1− 1

6

∫
Λ

(
min

{
µ(λ|P1), µ(λ|P2)

}
+ min

{
µ(λ|P2), µ(λ|P3)

}
+ min

{
µ(λ|P3), µ(λ|P1)

}
︸ ︷︷ ︸

> min
{
µ(λ|P1) + µ(λ|P2), µ(λ|P2) + µ(λ|P3), µ(λ|P3) + µ(λ|P1)

}
)
dλ

6
1 + sΛ

2 , (11)

where the inequality follows from the fact that ∀ (a > 0, b > 0, c > 0) : min{a, b} + min{b, c} +
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min{c, a} = min{a+ b, b+ c, c+ a}+ min{a, b, c} and
(9). Consequently, the inequality (11) is saturated
when ∀λ : min{µ(λ|P1), µ(λ|P2), µ(λ|P3)} = 0. As in
general si,jO 6 s

i,j
Λ , we have,

1
3

(
s1,2
O + s2,3

O + s3,1
O

)
6

1
3

(
s1,2

Λ + s2,3
Λ + s3,1

Λ

)
6

1 + sΛ

2 (12)

Now, if an operational theory admits ontological mod-
els that adhere to bounded onotological distinguisha-
bility, every set of p-distinguishable preparations is
associated with a set of p-distinct epistemic states i.e.
sΛ = sO = p. Inserting this into (12) yields the de-
sired thesis. �

3.1.2 Excess ontological distinctness of three quantum
preparations

We are now prepared to demonstrate the quantum vi-
olation of BODP . Consider, three qubit preparations

ρi = I + ~ni · ~σ
2 , i = 1, 2, 3, (13)

where ~σ = [σx, σy, σz] is a vector of the Pauli matri-
ces, ~n1 = [1, 0, 0]T , ~n2 = [cos 2π

3 , sin
2π
3 , 0]T and ~n3 =

[cos 4π
3 , sin

4π
3 , 0]T are Bloch vectors. Observe that for

any three two dimensional quantum preparation the
maximum probability of distinguishing them when
sampled from a uniform ensemble is upper bounded
as sQ = max{Mk}{ 1

3
∑
x∈{1,2,3}Tr{ρxMk=x}} 6

1
3
∑
x Tr{Mx} = 2

3 ≈ 0.667 (FIG. 2). A straightfor-
ward semi-definite program yields the optimal mea-
surement {Mx = 2ρx

3 } which saturates this upper
bound. This implies that these states form a set of
2
3 ≈ 0.667-distinguishable quantum preparations. It
follows from Proposition 1 that if an operational the-
ory satisfies BODP , then these preparations are pair-
wise distinguishable with at-most average probability
5
6 ≈ 0.833, i.e., 1

3 (s1,2
O + s2,3

O + s3,1
O ) 6 5

6 ≈ 0.833.
However, the maximum probability of distinguishing
the pair of quantum states ρ1, ρ2 out of a uniform
ensemble has the following succinct expression,

s1,2
Q = 1

2

(
1 + T (ρ1, ρ2)

)
= 1

2

(
1 +
√

3
2

)
≈ 0.933,

(14)

where T (ρ1, ρ2) is the trace distance between the den-
sity matrices {ρ1, ρ2}, and s1,2

Q is the maximum prob-
ability for distinguishing quantum states {ρ1, ρ2} out
of a uniform ensemble. As the states under consid-
eration are symmetrically distributed, the maximum
probability of distinguishing {ρ2, ρ3} and {ρ3, ρ1} re-
mains unchanged i.e. s2,3

Q = s3,1
Q = s1,2

Q = 1
2 (1+

√
3

2 ) ≈
0.933. This in turn leads us to,

1
3

(
s1,2
Q + s2,3

Q + s3,1
Q

)
= 1

2

(
1 +
√

3
2

)
≈ 0.933, (15)

ρ1

2π
3

ρ3

2π
3

ρ2

{ρx}
M1

2π
3

M3

2π
3

M2

{Mk}

M 1,2
1

M 1,2
2

π
6

π
6

M 3,1
3

M 3,1
1

π
6
π
6

M 2,3
2M 2,3

3
π
6

π
6

{M 1,2
k },{M 2,3

k },{M 3,1
k }

Figure 2: This figure depicts the Bloch vectors
in the x-y plane (x axis being vertical and y axis
horizontal) of the Bloch sphere corresponding to the
set of states {ρx = I+~nx·~σ

2 }x∈{1,2,3} (top) where
~n1 = [1, 0, 0]T , ~n2 = [cos 2π

3 , sin
2π
3 , 0]T and ~n3 =

[cos 4π
3 , sin

4π
3 , 0]T , the POVM {Mk}k∈{1,2,3} (bottom

left) which optimally distinguishes these states such that
sQ = 2

3 ≈ 0.667, and the projective measure-
ments {M1,2

k }k∈{1,2}, {M
2,3
k }k∈{2,3}, {M

3,1
k }k∈{3,1} (bot-

tom right) which maximize the respective pair-wise distin-
guishability such that s1,2

Q = s1,2
Q = s1,2

Q = 1
2 (1 +

√
3

2 ) ≈
0.933, leading to a violation of Proposition 1. Note that the
POVM elements Mx = I+~nx·~σ

3 (bottom left) do not corre-
spond to a vector in the Bloch sphere, instead we have em-
ployed a common heuristic depiction scheme entailing short
thick gray arrows to denote the POVM elements, emphasize
their directions and normalization [KG06].

which is a clear violation of Proposition 1 and
consequently of BODP . This implies that any onto-
logical model that seeks to explain the predictions
of quantum theory must feature excess ontological
distinctness. Specifically, in order to explain the max-
imal average probability for pairwise distinguishing
the aforementioned states the set of epistemic states
underlying this set of 2

3 ≈ 0.667-distinguishable
qubits must be at-least

√
3

2 ≈ 0.866-distinct. Fur-
thermore, we demonstrate extensive violation of
BODP by randomly sampling triplets of pure qubits
and pure qutrits. Remarkably, 72% of randomly
picked triplets of pure qubits and 58% of randomly
picked triplets of pure qutrits (based on a uniform
distribution on the unit hypersphere) exhibit excess
ontological distinctness (FIG. 8). Furthermore, over
46% of randomly picked triplets of mixed qubit
states and over 29% of randomly picked triplets of
mixed qutrit states (based on a uniform distribution
on the unit hypersphere) exhibit excess ontological
distinctness.
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3.1.3 Examples of quantum ontological models

While we have established the fact that any ontolog-
ical model of quantum theory must exhibit excess
ontological distinctness, now we discuss three spe-
cific examples [HS10]: (i) the Beltrametti-Bugajski
ontological model posits that the different possible
ontic-states are simply the different possible quan-
tum states [BB95]. As this model takes the quan-
tum state alone to be a complete description of re-
ality, it is ψ-complete. As in ψ-complete models
each pure quantum preparation is associated with a
unique ontic state, all sets of pure non-identical quan-
tum preparations have sΛ = 1. (ii) Similarly, the
Bell-Mermin ontological model for a two dimensional
Hilbert space is a ψ-ontic model wherein every ontic
state is associated with only one pure quantum prepa-
ration [Bel66, Mer93]. Consequently, in ψ-onitc mod-
els all sets of pure non-identical quantum preparations
have sΛ = 1. (iii) The more intriguing ψ-epistemic
ontological models posit ontic states that are consis-
tent with more than one pure quantum state. A well
known ψ-epistemic ontological model for a two di-
mensional Hilbert space was proposed by Kochen and
Specker [KS67]. In this model the ontic-state space
Λ is taken to be the unit sphere and each pure qubit
preparation P ≡ ρ = I+~n·~σ

2 is associated with the epis-
temic state µ(λ|P ) = 1

π (H(~n ·~λ)~n ·~λ) where H(x) = 1
if x > 0, and H(x) = 0 if x 6 0. Now, we present two
intriguing observations pertaining to Kochen-Specker
ontological model.

Observation 1. Remarkably, the epistemic states
prescribed by the Kochen-Specker ψ-epistemic ontolog-
ical model associated with the aforementioned quan-
tum preparations {ρ1, ρ2, ρ3} (13) saturate the lower
bound on the extent of excess ontological distinct in-
ferred from the violation of (8) i.e. this set is precisely√

3
2 ≈ 0.866-distinct.

Proof. The maximum probability of distinguishing
the epistemic-states associated with ρ1, ρ2 and ρ3

upon having access to the ontic state λ is,

sΛ = 1
3π

∫
Λ

max
x∈{1,2,3}

{
H( ~nx · ~λ) ~nx · ~λ

}
dλ

= 1
3π

∫
Λ

max
{
λx, cos 2π

3 λx + sin 2π
3 λy,

cos 4π
3 λx + sin 4π

3 λy

}
dλ

=
√

3
2 , (16)

where for the second equality we use the fact that (i)
the ontic-state space is the surface of a unit sphere
and the ontic state is a real three dimensional unit
vector λ = [λx, λy, λz]T and (ii) because of the partic-
ular orientation of the Bloch vectors of the quantum
states under consideration, the function H( ~nx · ~λ) in
the integrand is redundant as max{ ~n1 ·~λ, ~n2 ·~λ, ~n3 ·~λ}
is never negative. �

We have demonstrated violation of BODP whilst
employing triplets of qubits, however, when we re-
strict ourselves to just pairs of pure quantum prepa-
rations, we make the following intriguing observation,

Observation 2. Any prepare and measure fragment
of quantum theory entailing a pair of pure prepara-
tions and all possible measurements satisfies BODP ,
i.e. there exists an ontological model for such frag-
ments which adheres to BODP .

Proof. Observe that any two pure quantum states,
without loss of generality, can be effectively repre-
sented as a pair of two-dimensional quantum states
(which preserve the overlap). Now, for pairs of qubits
Kochen-Specker ontological model satisfies BODP ,
i.e. for all pairs of qubits the maximum opera-
tional distinguishability sQ is exactly the ontological
distinctness sΛ of the associated epistemic states in
this model. To see this, consider two pure qubits
ρ1 = I+ ~n1.~σ

2 , ρ2 = I+ ~n2.~σ
2 . Without loss of generality,

we can assume the Bloch vector ~n1 associated with
the first qubit to be [1, 0, 0]T and the Bloch vector ~n2
to be [cos θ0, sin θ0, 0]T where θ0 ∈ [0, π2 ]. The maxi-
mum operational distinguishing probability for these
two qubits turns out to be sQ = 1

2 (1 + sin θ0
2 ). Now

in the Kochen-Specker model the ontological distinct-
ness of corresponding epistemic states turns out to
be,
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sΛ= 1
2π

∫
Λ

max
{
H( ~n1 · ~λ) ~n1 · ~λ,H( ~n2 · ~λ) ~n2 · ~λ

}
dλ

= 1
2π

∫
Λ

max
{

0, λx, cos θ0λx + sin θ0λy

}
dλ

= 1
2π

∫ π

θλ=−π

∫ π

φλ=0
max

{
0, cos θλ sinφλ, cos θ0 cos θλ sinφλ + sin θ0 sin θλ sinφλ

}
sinφλdφλdθλ

= 1
π

∫ θ0
2

θλ=−π2

∫ π

φλ=0
cos θλ sin2 φλdφλdθλ

= 1
2

(
1 + sin θ0

2

)
= sQ, (17)

where for the second equality we used the fact that
(i) the ontic-state space is the surface of a unit
sphere and the ontic state is a real three dimensional
unit vector λ = [λx, λy, λz]T and (ii) the effect of
the function H(.) in the original integral is to as-
sign zero whenever the other two terms are nega-
tive. For the third equality we expressed the ontic
state in standard spherical coordinates [λx, λy, λz]T ≡
[cos θλ sinφλ, sin θλ sinφλ, cosφλ]T where θ ∈ [−π, π]
is the azimuthal and φ ∈ [0, π] is the polar spher-
ical coordinate. The fourth equality follows from
the observations that (i) the second function in the
maximization is symmetric with respect to [1, 0, 0]T
on the azimuthal plane, (ii) the third function in
the maximization is simply the second function ro-
tated by an angle θ0 on the azimuthal plane and,
(iii) the functions are mirror symmetric on ei-
ther side of the plane bisecting θ0 and cross over
on the same plane i.e. ∀ θλ ∈ [−π2 ,

θ
2 ], θλ′ =

θ0 − θλ, max{0, cos θλ, cos θ0 cos θλ + sin θ0 sin θλ} =
max{0, cos θλ′, cos θ0 cos θλ′ + sin θ0 sin θλ′} = cos θλ.

�

3.1.4 Bounded ontological distinctness of two mixed
preparations

With the aid of the following additional property of
ontological models we demonstrate excess ontological
distinctness by bounding the ontological distinctness
of two mixed preparations.

Definition 4. Convexity of epistemic states: The
epistemic state underlying an operational mixture of
two preparations is the mixture of the respective un-
derlying epistemic states (retaining the same propor-
tions), i.e. if P c1+2 ≡ cP1+(1−c)P2 then µ(λ|P c1+2) =
cµ(λ|P1) + (1− c)µ(λ|P2).

For the ease of notation, in what follows, we shall
denote the uniform mixture as P1+2 = P

1
2

1+2 ≡ 1
2 (P1 +

P2) 1.

1We remark here that the ontological property: convexity of

In the following proposition, we consider four
preparations and employ BODP for a disjoint pair
of two-preparation mixtures along with convexity of
epistemic states to obtain an upper bound on aver-
age distinguishability of other disjoint pairs of two-
preparation mixtures.

Proposition 2. Consider a set of four operational
preparations {P1, P2, P3, P4} where the set of mixtures
{P1+2, P3+4} is p-distinguishable. Now, if an oper-
ational theory admits ontological models adhering to
BODP along with convexity of epistemic states, then
the pairs of mixtures {P1+3, P2+4} and {P1+4, P2+3}
are distinguishable with the average probability of suc-
cess being at-most 1+p

2 i.e. if s1+2,3+4
O = p then,

1
2

(
s1+3,2+4
O + s1+4,2+3

O

)
6

1 + p

2 , (18)

where si+j,k+l
O denotes the maximum probability of

distinguishing the preparations {Pi+j , Pk+l} out of a
uniform ensemble.

Proof. We broadly follow the same steps as in the
proof of Proposition 1. Recall that, for a pair of
epistemic states {µ(λ|Pi+j), µ(λ|Pk+l)}, the maximal
probability of distinguishing them when sampled from
a uniform ensemble, upon having access to the ontic
state λ has the expression,

si+j,k+l
Λ = 1

2

∫
Λ

max
x∈{i+j,k+l}

{
µ(λ|Px)

}
dλ

= 1− 1
2

∫
Λ

min
{
µ(λ|Pi+j), µ(λ|Pk+l)

}
dλ

= 1− 1
4

∫
Λ

min
{
µ(λ|Pi) + µ(λ|Pj),

µ(λ|Pk) + µ(λ|Pl)
}
dλ (19)

epistemic states, however natural, forms an additional assump-
tion, for it is possible to have ontological models of quantum
theory such as a ρ − complete ontological model that do not
exhibit this property.
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where for the third equality we employed the assump-
tion convexity of epistemic states. This in-turn leads
us to the expression for average distinguishability for

the pairs of epistemic states associated with pairs
of preparations {P1+3, P2+4} and {P1+4, P2+3} upon
having access to the ontic state λ,

1
2

(
s1+3,2+4

Λ + s1+4,2+3
Λ

)
= 1− 1

8
∫

Λ

(
min

{
µ(λ|P1) + µ(λ|P3), µ(λ|P2) + µ(λ|P4)

}

+ min
{
µ(λ|P1) + µ(λ|P4), µ(λ|P2) + µ(λ|P3)

})
dλ. (20)

The observation ∀ {a > 0, b > 0, c > 0, d > 0}, min{a+ c, b+ d}+ min{a+ d, b+ c} > min{a+ b, c+ d} along
with the fact that in general si+j,k+l

O 6 si+j,k+l
Λ yields,

1
2

(
s1+3,2+4
O + s1+4,2+3

O

)
6 1− 1

8

∫
Λ

min
{
µ(λ|P1) + µ(λ|P2), µ(λ|P3) + µ(λ|P4)

}
dλ

6
1 + s1+2,3+4

Λ
2 (21)

Now, if an operational theory admits ontological mod-
els that adhere to bounded onotological distinguisha-
bility, every set p-distinguishable preparations is as-
sociated with a set of p-distinct epistemic states, in
particular s1+2,3+4

Λ = s1+2,3+4
O = p. Inserting this

into (21) yields the desired thesis. �

3.1.5 Excess ontological distinctness of a pair of mixed
quantum preparations

To witness quantum violation of (18), consider four
pure qubits of the form ρx = I+~nx·~σ

2 where ~n1 =
[cos θ, sin θ, 0]T , ~n2 = [−1, 0, 0]T , ~n3 = [0, 1, 0]T and
~n4 = [0,−1, 0]T and θ ∈ [0, π2 ]. The pair of mix-
tures {ρ1+2, ρ3+4} is 1

2 (1 +
√

1−cos θ
2
√

2 )-distinguishable.
It follows from Proposition 2, if an operational the-
ory admits ontological models that adhere to BODP

and convexity of epistemic states then maximum aver-
age probability of distinguishing the pairs of mixtures
{ρ1+3, ρ2+4} and {ρ1+4, ρ2+3} is upper-bounded by,

1
2(s1+3,2+4
O + s1+3,2+4

O ) 6 1
16

(√
2
√

1− cos(θ) + 12
)
.

(22)
However the pairs of mixtures {ρ1+3, ρ2+4} and
{ρ1+4, ρ2+3} are 1

2 (1+
√

3+cos θ+2 sin θ
2
√

2 )-distinguishable
and 1

2 (1+
√

3+cos θ−2 sin θ
2
√

2 )-distinguishable respectively,
which leads to violation of (18) for 0 6 θ / π

2
√

2 (FIG.
10), since

1
2(s1+3,2+4

Q + s1+4,2+3
Q ) = 1

2 +
√

3 + cos θ + 2 sin θ
8
√

2

+
√

3 + cos θ − 2 sin θ
8
√

2
.(23)

In particular when θ0 = 0, to explain maximum av-
erage probability of distinguishing the pairs of mix-
tures {ρ1+3, ρ2+4} and {ρ1+4, ρ2+3}, 1

2 (s1+3,2+4
Q +

ρ1

ρ2

ρ3ρ4
π
4

{ρx}

•
ρ1+2

M 1+2,3+4
1+2

M 1+2,3+4
3+4

•
ρ3+4

{ρ1+2, ρ3+4},{M 1+2,3+4
k }

•
ρ1+4

M 1+4,2+3
1+4

M 1+4,2+3
2+3

•
ρ2+3

{ρ1+4, ρ2+3},{M 1+4,2+3
k }

•
ρ1+3

M 1+3,2+4
1+3

M 1+3,2+4
2+4

•
ρ2+4

{ρ1+3, ρ2+4}, {M 1+3,2+4
k }

Figure 3: This figure depicts the Bloch vectors in the
x-y plane (x axis being vertical and y axis horizontal) of
the Bloch sphere corresponding to the set of states {ρx =
I+~nx.~σ

2 }x∈{1,2,3,4} (top left) where ~n1 = [cos θ, sin θ, 0]T ,
~n2 = [−1, 0, 0]T , ~n3 = [0, 1, 0]T and ~n4 = [0,−1, 0]T and
θ = π

4 , the mixed preparations {ρ1+2, ρ3+4} along with
the measurement {M1+2,3+4

k∈{1+2,3+4}} (top right) which max-
imizes their distinguishability such that s1+2,3+4

Q ≈ 0.595,
the mixed preparations {ρ1+3, ρ2+4} along with the mea-
surement {M1+3,2+4

k }k∈{1+3,2+4} (bottom left) which max-
imizes their distinguishability such that s1+3,2+4

Q ≈ 0.9, and
the mixed preparations {ρ1+4, ρ2+3} along with the mea-
surement {M1+4,2+3

k∈{1+4,2+3}} (bottom right) which maximizes
their distinguishability such that s1+4,2+3

Q ≈ 0.767, con-
sequently leading to a violation of Proposition 2. As a
consequence, the epistemic states underlying the ≈ 0.595-
distinguishable quantum preparations {ρ1+2, ρ3+4} must be
at-least ≈ 0.667-distinct.
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s1+4,2+3
Q ) = 2+

√
2

4 ≈ 0.853 the epistemic states
underlying completely indistinguishable mixtures
{ρ1+2, ρ3+4} must be atleast 1√

2 ≈ 0.707-distinct.

3.1.6 Examples of quantum ontological models

In Beltrametti-Bugajski ontological model (ψ-
complete) and the Bell-Mermin ontological model (ψ-
ontic) and for the aforementioned states ρ1, ρ2, ρ3, ρ4
s1+2,3+4

Λ = 1. Yet again Kochen-Specker ψ-epistemic
model stands out.

Observation 3. Remarkably, the epistemic states
prescribed by the Kochen-Specker ψ-epistemic onto-
logical model associated with the aforementioned pair
of mixed quantum preparations {ρ1+2, ρ3+4} for θ = 0
saturate the lower bound on the extent of excess on-
tological distinct inferred from the violation of (18),
i.e. this pair is precisely 1√

2 ≈ 0.707-distinct.

In the Kochen-Spekker model (ψ-epistemic), the
epistemic states {µ(λ|P1+2), µ(λ|P3+4)} are ontologi-
cally distinguishable with maximum probability,

s1+2,3+4
Λ = 1

4π

∫
Λ

max
{
H( ~n1 · ~λ) ~n1 · ~λ+H( ~n2 · ~λ) ~n2 · ~λ,H( ~n3 · ~λ) ~n3 · ~λ+H( ~n4 · ~λ) ~n4 · ~λ

}
dλ

= 2
π

∫ π
4

θλ=0

∫ π

Φλ=0
cos θλ sin2 φλdθλdφλ

= 1√
2
, (24)

where for the second equality expressed the
ontic state in standard spherical coordinates
[λx, λy, λz]T ≡ [cos θλ sinφλ, sin θλ sinφλ, cosφλ]T
and employed the observations that (i)
∀ θλ ∈ [0, π2 ] : H(~n2 · ~λ)) = H(~n4 · ~λ)) = 0
and (ii) the Bloch vectors ~n1, ~n2, ~n3, ~n4 are sym-
metrically distributed on the azimuthal plane which
in turn translates to the same contribution from
all four quarters of the azimuthal plane. Now, the
second equality follows from the observation that,
1

4π
∫ π

2
θλ=0

∫ π
Φλ=0 max{cos θλ sin2 φλ, sin θ sin2 φ}dθλdφλ =

1
2π
∫ π

4
θλ=0

∫ π
Φλ=0 cos θλ sin2 φλdθλdφλ.

3.2 Measurements
We can readily extend the principle of bounded on-
tological distinctness so as to apply to measurements.
Here, we invoke sets of d-outcome measurements and
characterize these sets on the basis of how well the
constituent measurements can be operationally dis-
tinguished when sampled from a uniform ensemble
(FIG. 4).

Definition 5. p-distinguishable measurements: In an
operational theory, a set of d-outcome measurements
M ≡ {My}ny=1 is called p-distinguishable if the con-
stituent measurements can be distinguished when sam-
pled from a uniform ensemble with at-most p proba-
bility, i.e.,

mO= max
P

{
1
n

max
{q(z|k)}

{∑
k,y

q(z = y|k)p(k|My, P )
}}

,

= p,

where mO denotes the maximum operational probabil-
ity of distinguishing these measurements when sam-

pled from a uniform ensemble and the first maxi-
mization is over the set of all possible operational
preparations and the second maximization is over all
possible conditional probability distributions {q(z|k)},
My ∈ M is a constituent measurement and k is an
outcome of the measurement My 2 (FIG. 4).

Clearly, the initial maximization relieves mO of its
dependence on preparations and the second maxi-
mization relieves mO of its dependence on classical
post-processing schemes, deeming it to be a suit-
able characterizing feature of sets of measurements.
We call the probability distributions {q(z|k)} clas-
sical post-processing schemes which satisfy: positiv-
ity: ∀ k, z : q(k|z) > 0 and, completeness: ∀ z :∑
k q(k|z) = 1. Observe that the set of all possi-

ble n-outcome classical post-processing schemes forms
a convex polytope, the extremal points of this poly-
tope are deterministic probability distributions, i.e.,
each extremal classical post-processing scheme is of
the form: for each k, q(z|k) = 0 except for specific
z = zk for which q(zk|k) = 1. In light of this obser-
vation, we can readily solve the second maximization
by finding out the optimal classical post-processing
scheme. Clearly, for each preparation P and measure-
ment outcome k, the optimal classical post-processing
would be to output the index y of the measurement
which assigns the largest probability to k. This in-
turn leads us to the following succinct expression for

2Here, we restrict ourselves to considering simple single-
shot measurement distinguishability without the aid of more
exotic features of operational theories such as entanglement
[HHHH09, SZ14].

Accepted in Quantum 2020-07-24, click title to verify. Published under CC-BY 4.0. 12



Figure 4: This figure denotes the set-up for distinguishing
a given set of measurements {My}ny=1 (dark black device)
out of a uniform ensemble. In each run of the experiment
a measurement My is performed on a preparation, the mea-
surement outcome k is then post-processed based on a condi-
tional probability distribution q(z|k) producing the outcome
z. The (single shot) distinguishing probability in this case, is
the probability of producing an output z = x as a result
of the n-outcome classical post-processing scheme q(z|k)
upon a measurement My of a preparation. This probabil-
ity is maximized over all preparations (light cyan device) and
valid post-processing schemes, yielding the distinguishability
mO of the constituent measurements. As a consequence of
this maximization, mO is an intrinsic property of this set of
measurements and forms the operational condition accom-
panying bounded ontological distinctness of measurements.

mO,

mO = max
P

{
1
n

∑
k

max
y

{
p(k|My, P )

}}
. (25)

Recall that in an ontological model, each set of op-
erational measurements is associated with a set of
response schemes. We characterize the sets of re-
sponse schemes based on how distinct the constituent
response schemes are.

Definition 6. p-distinct response schemes: In an on-
tological model, a set of d-outcome response schemes
MΛ is called p-distinct if the constituent response
schemes can be ontological distinguished (upon hav-
ing fine-grained control over preparation of the ontic
state λ) when sampled from a uniform ensemble with
at most p probability, i.e.,

mΛ = max
λ

{
1
n

∑
k

max
y

{
ξ(k|λ,My)

}}
= p, (26)

where mΛ denotes the maximum probability of distin-
guishing these response schemes when sampled from
a uniform ensemble given the ontic state λ and the
maximization is over all ontic states λ.

Now as the operational preparation might not
allow fine-grained control on the ontic states, we have
in general mO 6 mλ.
Equipped with these measures we present our onto-
logical principle for measurements:

Definition 7. Bounded ontological distinctness for
measurements (BODM ): The set of response schemes
MΛ ≡ {{ξ(k|λ,My)}}ny=1 underlying a set of p-
distinguishable measurements M ≡ {My}ny=1 is p-
distinct, i.e., mΛ = mO = p, yielding the ontological
constraint,

max
λ

{
1
n

∑
k

max
y

{
ξ(k|λ,My)

}}
= p. (27)

When formulated in this way, BODM serves as a
criterion for characterization of ontological models
of a given operational theory. It is useful, at this
point, to define a criterion for characterization of
operational theories, namely, an operational theory or
a fragment thereof is said to satisfy BODM , if there
exists an ontological model which satisfies BODM

for all sets of prescribed operational measurements.
Conversely, an operational theory or a fragment
thereof is said to violate BODM if there exists no
ontological model which satisfies BODM for all sets
of prescribed operational measurements.
Unlike preparations, the Beltrametti-Bugajski ψ-
complete ontological model adheres to BODM ,
implying that operational quantum theory satisfies
BODM . This follows from the observations (i) in
this model the response scheme underlying a POVM
element Mk is simply ξ(k|λ,M) = Tr(|ψ〉〈ψ|Mk),
and (ii) we have fine-grained control over the ontic
state λ which is simply the quantum state λ ≡ |ψ〉.
This line of reasoning parallels the one in [Spe05] for
the impossibility of retrieving a quantum violation
of measurement noncontextuality without additional
assumptions.
However, we find that the ontological models wherein
quantum projective measurements are associated
with deterministic response schemes violate BODM .
In-order to substantiate this, we make the following
formal assumption:

Definition 8. Outcome deterministic response
schemes: In an ontological model each operational
(extremal) measurement M is associated with a
deterministic response scheme {ξ(z|λ,M)} such that
∀ z, λ,M : ξ(z|λ,M) ∈ {0, 1}.

Consider a pair of two-outcome of measurements
{M1,M2}, then in an outcome deterministic ontolog-
ical model,

mΛ = 1
2 max

λ

{ ∑
k∈{1,2}

max
{
ξ(k|λ,M1), ξ(k|λ,M2)

}}
(28)

belongs to { 1
2 , 1}. If the pair of measurements

{M1,M2} are neither completely indistinguish-
able nor perfectly distinguishable, i.e., mO ∈
( 1

2 , 1), then the associated deterministic response
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Figure 5: This figure denotes the set-up for distinguishing
a given set of transformations {Tx}nx=1 (dark black device)
out of a uniform ensemble. In each run of the experiment,
a preparation undergoes an transformation Tx, followed by
a measurement producing the outcome k. The (single shot)
distinguishing probability in this case, is the probability of
producing an output k = x as a result of n-outcome mea-
surement. This probability is maximized over all prepara-
tions and measurements (light cyan devices), yielding the
distinguishability tO of the constituent measurements. As
a consequence of this maximization tO is an intrinsic prop-
erty of this set of transformations and forms the operational
condition accompanying bounded ontological distinctness of
transformations.

schemes must be perfectly distinguishable mΛ = 1.
For instance, the Kochen-Specker model prescribes
outcome deterministic response schemes to two-
outcome two-dimensional projective quantum mea-
surements ξ(1|λ, {|φ〉〈φ| ,

∣∣φ⊥〉〈φ⊥∣∣}) = H(~nφ · ~λ)
and ξ(2|λ, {|φ〉〈φ| ,

∣∣φ⊥〉〈φ⊥∣∣}) = H(~nφ⊥ · ~λ). These
response schemes return outcome 1 whenever the
ontic-state lies in the Bloch hemisphere with cen-
tral axis ~nφ and outcome 2 otherwise. Now, con-
sider a pair of two dimensional projective mea-
surements {M1

1 ≡ |φ1〉〈φ1| ,M1
2 ≡

∣∣φ⊥1 〉〈φ⊥1 ∣∣} and
{M2

1 ≡ |φ2〉〈φ2| ,M2
2 ≡

∣∣φ⊥2 〉〈φ⊥2 ∣∣}. If φ1 6=
φ2 then one can always find suitable ontic state
~λ such that ξ(1|λ, {|φ1〉〈φ1| ,

∣∣φ⊥1 〉〈φ⊥1 ∣∣}) = 1 and
ξ(1|λ, {|φ2〉〈φ2| ,

∣∣φ⊥2 〉〈φ⊥2 ∣∣}) = 0 and similarly for the
second outcome, deeming the two response schemes
under consideration to be perfectly distinguishable
with mΛ = 1.

3.3 Transformations
Now, we invoke sets of transformations. We charac-
terize these sets based on how well the constituent
transformations can be operationally distinguished
(FIG. 5).

Definition 9. p-distinguishable transformations: In
an operational theory, a set of transformations T ≡
{Tx}nx=1 is called p-distinguishable if the constituent
transformations can be distinguished when sampled
from a uniform ensemble with at-most p probability,
i.e.,

tO = max
P

max
M

{
1
n

∑
x

p(k = x|P, Tx,M)
}

= p,

(29)

where tO denotes the maximum operational probabil-
ity of distinguishing these transformations when sam-
pled from a uniform ensemble, the initial maximiza-
tion is over all possible preparations and the second
maximization is over the set of all possible n-outcome
measurements in a given operational theory 3 (FIG.
5).

Observe that the maximum probability of distin-
guishing the transformations tO, is maximized over
all possible preparations and measurements available
in an operational theory. This maximization relieves
tO of its dependence on preparations and measure-
ments, deeming it to be a suitable characterizing
feature of sets of transformations.

Each set of operational transformations T is
associated with a set of transition schemes TΛ. We
characterize these sets based on how distinct the
constituent transition schemes actually are.

Definition 10. p-distinct transition schemes: In an
ontological model, a set of transition schemes TΛ ≡
{{γ(λ′|λ, Tx)}}nx=1 is termed p-distinct if the con-
stituent transition schemes can be ontologically distin-
guished (upon having fine-grained control over prepa-
ration of the ontic state λ and access to the post-
transition ontic state λ′) when sampled from a uni-
form ensemble with at-most p probability, i.e.,

tΛ = max
λ

{
max
{ξ(k|λ′)}

{
1
n

∑
x

∫
Λ
γ(λ′|λ, Tx)ξ(k = x|λ′)dλ′

}}
= p, (30)

where tΛ denotes the maximum probability of distin-
guishing these transition schemes when sampled from
a uniform ensemble given access to initial ontic state
λ, Λ represents the ontic state space, {γ(λ′|λ, Tx)} is
the transition scheme associated the transformation
Tx and the maximization is over all ontic states λ
as well as all valid response schemes {ξ(k|λ)} which
satisfy positivity and completeness.

Yet again, following from the observation that the
response schemes are so constrained form a convex
polytope, we can readily solve the second maximiza-
tion which yields the following succinct expression of
ontological distinctness,

tΛ = max
λ

{
1
n

∫
Λ

max
x

{
γ(λ′|λ, Tx)

}
dλ′

}
. (31)

Now we present our ontological principles for trans-
formation:

3Yet again we use the simplest single-shot prepare, trans-
form and measure set-up for transformation distinguishability,
without employing more intricate features of operational theo-
ries such as entanglement [PW15].
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Definition 11. Bounded ontological distinctness for
transformations (BODT ): The set of transition
schemes TΛ ≡ {{γ(λ′|λ, Tx)}}nx=1 underlying a set of
p-distinguishable transformations T ≡ {Tx}nx=1 is p-
distinct, i.e., tΛ = tO = p, yielding the ontological
constraint,

max
λ

{
1
n

∫
Λ

max
x

{
γ(λ′|λ, Tx)

}
dλ′

}
= p. (32)

When formulated in this way, BODT serves as a
criterion for characterization of ontological models of
a given operational theory. It is useful, at this point,
to define a criterion for characterization of operational
theories, namely, an operational theory or a fragment
thereof is said to satisfy BODT , if there exists an on-
tological model which satisfies BODT for all sets of
prescribed operational transformations. Conversely,
an operational theory or a fragment thereof is said
to violate BODT if there exists no ontological model
which satisfies BODT for all sets of prescribed oper-
ational transformations.
Yet again, in this form (32), BODT leads to some
interesting consequences. We present one such conse-
quence in the form of the following proposition.

3.3.1 Bounded ontological distinctness of three trans-
formations

Proposition 3. If an operational theory admits onto-
logical models adhering to BODT , then a set of three
p-distinguishable transformations T ≡ {T1, T2, T3},
are pairwise distinguishable with respect to the same
initial preparation with the average probability of suc-
cess being at-most 1+p

2 , i.e.,

1
3

(
max
P

{
t1,2O (P ) + t2,3O (P ) + t3,1O (P )

})
6

1 + p

2 ,

(33)
where ti,jO (P ) denotes the maximum probability of dis-
tinguishing the transformations {Ti, Tj} out of a uni-
form ensemble given the initial preparation P , i.e.,
ti,jO (P ) = maxM{ 1

2
∑
x∈{i,j} p(k = x|P, Tx,M)}.

Proof. We follow roughly the same steps as in the
proof of Proposition 1. The maximum probability of
distinguishing a set of three transition schemes TΛ ≡
{{γ(λ′|T1, λ)}, {γ(λ′|T2, λ)}, {γ(λ′|T3, λ)}} upon hav-
ing fine grained control over the initial ontic state λ as
well as complete access to post-transition ontic state
λ′ has the expression,

tΛ= 1
3 max

λ

{∫
Λ

max
x

{
γ(λ′|λ, Tx)

}
dλ′

}

= 1− 1
3 min

λ

∫
Λ

{
min

{
γ(λ′|T1, λ) + γ(λ′|T2, λ), γ(λ′|T2, λ) + γ(λ′|T3, λ), γ(λ′|T3, λ) + γ(λ′|T1, λ)

}}
dλ′,(34)

Similarly, the expression for maximal average pairwise ontological distinctness with respect to same initial ontic
state is,

1
3 max

λ

{
t1,2Λ (λ) + t2,3Λ (λ) + t3,1Λ (λ)

}
= 1− 1

6 min
λ

{∫
Λ

(
min

{
γ(λ′|λ, T1), γ(λ′|λ, T2)

}
+ min

{
γ(λ′|λ, T2), γ(λ′|λ, T3)

}
+ min

{
γ(λ′|λ, T3), γ(λ′|λ, T1)

})
dλ′

}

6 1− 1
6 min

λ

∫
Λ

{
min

{
γ(λ′|λ, T1) + γ(λ′|λ, T2), γ(λ′|λ, T2) + γ(λ′|λ, T3), γ(λ′|λ, T3) + γ(λ′|λ, T1)

}}
dλ′

= 1 + tΛ
2 . (35)

As operational preparations might not allow fine-
grained control over the initial ontic-state and op-
erational measurements might not reveal the post-
transition ontic state completely, we have in gen-
eral that 1

3 (maxP {t1,2O (P ) + t2,3O (P ) + t3,1O (P )}) 6
1
3 maxλ{t1,2Λ (λ) + t2,3Λ (λ) + t3,1Λ (λ)}. This along with
(35) yields,

1
3

(
max
P

{
t1,2O (P ) + t2,3O (P ) + t3,1O (P )

})
6

1 + tΛ
2 .

Finally, the desired thesis follows from BODT which
implies tΛ = tO = p. �

3.3.2 Excess ontological distinctness of three quantum
transformations

In order to demonstrate quantum violation of Propo-
sition 3, we consider three qubit unitary transforma-
tions U1 ≡ I,U2 ≡ R( 2π

3 ) and U3 ≡ R( 4π
3 ) where

R(θ) symbolizes a rotation of angle θ in the x-z plane
of the Bloch sphere. It is easy to see that for any ini-
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tial pure state preparation the post transformations
states and consequently the transformations them-
selves are 2

3 ≈ 0.667-distinguishable i.e. tQ = 2
3 .

Furthermore, for any initial pure state preparation,
the post transformation states are pair-wise distin-
guishability with average probability of success being
1
3 (maxP {t1,2O (P ) + t2,3O (P ) + t3,1O (P )}) = 1

2 (1 +
√

3
2 ) ≈

0.933, which is a violation of Proposition 3, thereby
demonstrating excess ontological distinctness of quan-
tum transformations.

4 Excess ontological distinctness pow-
ers quantum advantage in communica-
tion tasks
In this section, we lay down a general framework for
communication tasks fuelled by excess ontological dis-
tinctness. We consider bipartite one-way communica-
tion tasks wherein Alice receives an input x based
on a prior probability distribution p(x), similarly Bob
receives an input y according to a prior probability
distribution p(y) and produces an output z. They
repeat the task for several rounds so as to gather fre-
quency statistics in the form of conditional probabili-
ties p(z|x, y). Their goal is to maximize an associated
success metric (figure of merit) succO which has the
following generic form,

succO =
∑
x,y,z

c(x, y, z)p(z|x, y), (36)

where the coefficients c(x, y, z) are positive reals. Ob-
serve that, as the success metric is a linear function of
the conditional probabilities p(z|x, y), the prior prob-
ability distributions p(x), p(y) are of no consequence,
and we can take the inputs x, y to be uniformly dis-
tributed, without loss of generality. In general, Alice
and Bob can employ various strategies to maximize
the figure of merit, however, here we only consider
the simplest prepare and measure protocols, wherein
Alice’s encodes her input onto an operational prepa-
ration Px and Bob performs an operational measure-
ment My to produce an outcome z such that the op-
erational predictions and resulting statistics are of the
form p(z|x, y) = p(z|Px,My). Unlike the communi-
cation complexity problems, in these tasks we do not
restrict the dimension of the communicated system,
instead we constrain the distinguishability of Alice’s
preparations. Below we describe two different classes
of communication tasks characterized by distinct dis-
tinguishability constraints (see FIG. 6).

4.1 Constraining the distinguishability of
sender’s preparations
First, we bound the probability of distinguishing Al-
ice preparations out of a uniform ensemble. Conse-
quently, the communication channel is constrained

x 

1

2 

y 

k 

A. Distinguishability constraint

B. Oblivious communication with leakage 

Figure 6: The figure displays the set-up of generic bipartite
communication tasks. In each run of the task, the sender
(Alice) encodes her input x onto a preparation and transmits
it to the receiver (Bob). Bob performs a measurement based
on his input y and produces and output k. Their aim to max-
imize a success metric succO associated with the task which
has the form (36). There is no constraint on the amount
of communication, however, we constrain the communica-
tion in two ways: A. bounding the distinguishability of the
sender’s preparations, and B. bounding the distinguishability
of sender’s preparations associated with different values of a
function (oblivious function) of the sender’s input f(x).

such that Alice may only transmit information en-
coded on p-distinguishable preparations (3). This
in-turn imposes non-trivial constrains on the perfor-
mance of different operational theories in communi-
cation tasks.
For instance, consider a task wherein Alice receives a
uniformly distributed trit x ∈ {1, 2, 3} as her input,
while Bob receives a uniformly distributed bit y ∈
{1, 2} as his input produces an output bit z ∈ {1, 2}.
Their aim to maximize the associated figure of merit
(36) with coefficients,

c(x, y, z) =



1 if x ∈ {1, 2}, y = 1, z = 1,
1 if x = 3, y = 1, z = 2,
1 if x = 1, y = 2, z = 1,
1 if x = 2, y = 2, z = 2,
0 otherwise.

(37)

If the involved parties employ resources pertaining
to theories that satisfy BODP , the operational p-
distinguishability constraint yields the following up-
per bound on the success metric (37) of this commu-
nication task,

Proposition 4. If an operational theory admits on-
tological models adhering to the principle of bounded
ontological distinctness, then for a set of three at-most
p-distinguishable preparations P ≡ {P1, P2, P3}, the
value of the success metric (37) is upper bounded as
follows,

succO = p(z = 1|x = 1, y = 1) + p(z = 1|x = 1, y = 2)
+p(z = 1|x = 2, y = 1) + p(z = 2|x = 2, y = 2)
+p(z = 2|x = 3, y = 1)

6 2 + 3p. (38)
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Proof. In an ontological model the maximum value of the operational success metric has the expression,

succO = max
M

{∫
Λ

(
µ(λ|P1) + µ(λ|P2)

)
ξ(k = 1|λ,M) + µ(λ|P3)ξ(k = 2|λ,M)dλ

}

+ max
M

{∫
Λ
µ(λ|P1)ξ(k = 1|λ,M) + µ(λ|P2)ξ(k = 2|λ,M)dλ

}
. (39)

This equation facilitates the alternative description of communication task under consideration as a distin-
guishability task, wherein Bob upon receiving y = 1 tries to discern the preparations {P1, P2} from P3, and
upon receiving y = 2 attempts to distinguish P1 from P2. Consequently, upon having access to the ontic state
λ and in light of the observations regarding response schemes employed before (6) the maximum value of the
ontological success metric has the expression,

succΛ=
∫

Λ

(
max

{
µ(λ|P1) + µ(λ|P2), µ(λ|P3)

}
+ max

{
µ(λ|P1), µ(λ|P2)

})
dλ,

= 5−
∫

Λ

(
min

{
µ(λ|P1) + µ(λ|P2), µ(λ|P3)

}
+ min

{
µ(λ|P1), µ(λ|P2)

})
dλ, (40)

where the second equality follows from the fact ∀ (a > 0, b > 0) : max{a, b} = a+ b−min{a, b}.
Moving on, we invoke (9), which yields,∫

Λ min
{
µ(λ|P1) + µ(λ|P2), µ(λ|P2) + µ(λ|P3), µ(λ|P3) + µ(λ|P1)

}
dλ> 3(1− sΛ) (41)

where sΛ is the ontological distinctness for the three
preparations consideration. Observe that as the oper-
ational measurements might not reveal the ontic-state
λ precisely, we have in general succΛ > succO. Now
employing the fact that ∀ (a > 0, b > 0, c > 0) :
min{a + b, c} + min{a, b} > min{a + b, b + c, c + a},
and plugging (41) into (40) we arrive at,

succO 6 2 + 3sΛ. (42)

The desired thesis follows from BODP which implies
sΛ = sO = p. �

Moreover, even the average pair-wise distinguisha-
bility of three preparations considered in Proposition
1 can be cast as the success metric of such a commu-
nication task wherein Alice and Bob receive trits as
inputs x, y ∈ {1, 2, 3}, Bob outputs a bit z ∈ {1, 2}
and the success metric has the following coefficients:

c(x, y, z) =



1
6 if z = x, x ∈ {1, 2}, y = 1
1
6 if z = x, x ∈ {2, 3}, y = 2,
1
6 if z = x, x ∈ {3, 1}, y = 3,

0 otherwise.

(43)

Consequently, Proposition 1 yields a bound on the
success metric of this task succO ≤ 1+p

2 for theories
that satisfy BODP .

Operationally, Alice and Bob can employ classical
or quantum resources and protocols to aid them in

these tasks. In general, one can define operational
classical communication models as,

Definition 12. A classical communication models for
a prepare and measure scenario, is one wherein there
exists a function Ω(λ) = ω such that,

1. ω is a sufficient operational statistic for the ontic
state λ, i.e. ∀ λ, k,M : p(k|ω = Ω(λ),M) =
p(k|λ,M),

2. there exists operational measurements which al-
low complete access to ω.

A relevant example of such models is d-levelled
classical communication where ω ∈ {1, . . . , d}. A d-
levelled classical communication protocol entails Al-
ice encoding her input x ∈ {1, . . . , n} onto a classical
message ω ∈ {1, . . . , d} based on an encoding scheme
i.e. condition probability distributions of the form
pE(ω|x), Bob upon receiving the message employs a
decoding scheme i.e. conditional probability distribu-
tions of the form {pD(z|ω, y)} to produce the output
z. The operational predictions can be summarized as,

p(z|x, y) =
∑
ω

pE(ω|x)pD(z|ω, y). (44)

The operational p-distinguishability condition for
preparations (3) translates to the following p-
distinguishability condition for encoding schemes,

sC = 1
n

∑
ω

max
x

{
pE(ω|x)

}
6 p. (45)
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In general, classical communication models and in
particular for d-levelled classical communication sat-
isfy BODP , as one can readily take ω as the
ontic state, and consequently, the operational p-
distinguishability conditions (3) and (45) imply the
ontological p-distinctness constraint (5). This argu-
ment substantiates the candidature of bounded on-
tological distinctness as a notion of classicality. Fur-
thermore, this in-turn implies that for classical com-
munication models including d-levelled classical com-
munication constrained by (45), the maximal value
of the success metric is the same as for operational
theories that satisfy BODP , i.e., succC 6 2 + 3p and
succC 6

1+p
2 for the aforementioned communication

tasks specified by (37) and (43). At point this it is
important to note that we allow Alice and Bob unre-
stricted access to pre-shared randomness, however we
observe that,

Observation 4. Shared randomness does not yield
any additional advantage to the performance of d-
levelled classical communication strategies in the com-
munication tasks constrained by the operational con-
dition (45) (evaluated in presence of shared random-
ness).

Proof. Let Alice and Bob share an arbitrary dis-
crete random variable r with an associated probability
distribution p(r) before the communication task be-
gins. In this case, Alice encodes her input x onto
the d-levelled message ω based on the shared ran-
dom variable r, according to the encoding scheme
pE(ω|x, r). Similarly, upon receiving ω, Bob pro-
duces his output z based on r, according to a de-
coding scheme pD(z|ω, r, y). In this case, the opera-
tional predictions can be summarised as p(z|x, y) =∑
ω,r p(r)pE(ω|x, r)pD(z|ω, r, y). Since there is no re-

striction on the dimension of the classical message,
we can absorb the shared random variable into the
classical message such that ω′ = (ω, r). As the
pre-shared randomness is uncorrelated with Alice’s
input, we have p(r)pE(ω|x, r) = pE(ω, r|x), which
leads us to the expression for operational predictions
p(z|x, y) =

∑
ω′ pE(ω′|x)pD(z|ω′, y), which is identi-

cal to (44). In light of this modification, the oper-
ational condition (45) as well the operational conse-
quences such as succC 6 2 + 3p and succC 6

1+p
2

remain unaltered, where p is maximum probability of
distinguishing the preparations in presence of shared
randomness. �

Alternatively, Alice and Bob can employ a quan-
tum prepare and measure protocol to aid them in
these communication tasks. A prepare and measure
quantum protocol entails preparation and transmis-
sion of Alice’s quantum state ρx for her input x, fol-
lowed by a measurement at Bob’s end {My

z } based
on his input y. The operational predictions can be
summarized as p(z|x, y) = Tr(ρxMy

z ). The opera-
tional p-distinguishability condition (3) translates to

ρ1

ρ3

3π
4 ρ2

{ρx}
M1

M3

3π
4 M2

{Mk}

M 1
1

M 1
2

M 2
1

M 2
2

π
4

π
4

{M 1
k},{M 2

k}

Figure 7: This figure depicts the Bloch vectors in the
x-y plane (x axis being vertical and y axis horizontal) of
the Bloch sphere corresponding to the set of states {ρx =
I+~nx·~σ

2 }x∈{1,2,3} (top) where ~n1 = [1, 0, 0]T , ~n2 = [0, 1, 0]T

and ~n3 = − ~n1− ~n2√
2 , the POVM {Mk}k∈{1,2,3} (bottom left)

which optimally distinguishes these states such that sQ = 2
3 ,

and the projective measurements {M1
k}k∈{1,2}, {M2

k}k∈{1,2}
(bottom right) which violate Proposition 4 such that
succQ = 3 +

√
2 ≈ 4.414. Note that the POVM elements

Mx = αx
( I+~nx·~σ

2

)
where α1 = α2 =

√
2

1+
√

2 , α3 = 2
1+
√

2
(bottom left) do not correspond to a vector in the Bloch
sphere, instead we have employed a common heuristic depic-
tion scheme entailing short thick gray arrows to denote the
POVM elements, emphasize their directions and normaliza-
tion [KG06].

the constraint (4) for quantum communication. For
the simple communication task described above con-
sider the quantum protocol wherein Alice prepares the
state ρx = I+~nx·~σ

2 based on her input x, where ~n1 =
[1, 0, 0]T , ~n2 = [0, 1, 0]T and ~n3 = − ~n1− ~n2√

2 (see FIG.
7). These preparations are 2

3 ≈ 0.667-distinguishable,
consequently in an operational theory which satis-
fies BODP the success metric would be bounded as
succO 6 4. On the other hand, Bob’s measures
My = ~sy · ~σ where ~s1 = ~n1+ ~n2√

2 and ~s2 = ~n1− ~n2√
2 .

This protocol achieves succQ = 3 +
√

2 ≈ 4.414 which
violates Proposition 4, thereby demonstrating excess
ontological distinctness of quantum preparations and
yielding an advantage over classical communication.
As a consequence, the epistemic states underlying this
set of 2

3 ≈ 0.667-distinguishable preparations must be
at-least 1+

√
2

3 ≈ 0.805-distinct. Similarly, the quan-
tum states and measurements that violate Proposition
1 can be cast as advantageous quantum prepare and
measure protocols 4. In this way, quantum protocols

4For a given instance of the communication task, if the oper-
ational condition, i.e the maximum distinguishability (say p) of
the preparations is pre-determined, Alice can employ any set of
preparations {Px} as long as they are at-most p-distinguishable.
On the other hand, for any set of preparations {Px} one can find
the appropriate operational condition, i.e. their distinguisha-
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siphon the seemingly inaccessible “excess ontological
distinctness" of quantum preparations to an advan-
tage in communication tasks. Communication tasks
with similar channel constraints have been considered
in [TCB+19].

4.2 Oblivious communication with bounded
leakage
Now we consider a cryptographically significant class
of communication tasks referred to as oblivious com-
munication tasks [SBK+09, SHP19, SC19]. In such
tasks, the sender Alice has a certain function of her
inputs f(x) ∈ {1, . . . , df} (the oblivious function),
the value of which is to be kept secret 5. Here, we
invoke a generalization of oblivious communication
tasks wherein we tolerate certain amount of informa-
tion leakage about the oblivious function f(x). Specif-
ically, the probability of distinguishing the prepara-
tions corresponding to different values of f(x) out of
a uniform ensemble is constrained such that,

s
f(x)
O := s

f(x)=1,...,f(x)=df
O

= 1
df

maxM

{∑
f(x)

∑
x
p(x|f(x))p(k=f(x)|Px,M)

}

6
1
df

+ ε (46)

where ε ∈ (0, df−1
df

] is the leakage parameter and,

p(x|f(x)) = p(x)∑
x′|f(x′)=f(x) p(x′)

. (47)

This operational condition translates to the following
ontological constraint in light of BODP along with
convexity of epistemic states,

s
f(x)
Λ = 1

df

∫
Λ

max
f(x)

{∑
x

p(x|f(x))µ(λ|Px)
}
dλ 6

1
df

+ε.

(48)
Observe that, the distinguishability inequality fea-
tured in Proposition 2 can be readily posed as an
instance of such a communication task. Specifically,
consider an oblivious communication task wherein Al-
ice receives a uniformly distributed pair of bits as her
input x = (a1, a2) where a1, a2 ∈ {0, 1}, ∀ a1, a2 :
p(a1, a2) = 1

4 and the oblivious function is simply the
parity of these bits f(x) = a1 ⊕ a2 + 1. Bob on the

bility. A subsequent violation of Proposition 1 or 4 would then
imply a quantum advantage in the associated communication
task over all similarly constrained classical encoding schemes.
Therefore, any instance of violation of Proposition 1 or 4 can
serve as an instance of an advantageous quantum communica-
tion protocol.

5Note that this is in contrast with the widely studied obliv-
ious transfer tasks wherein the sender transfers one of poten-
tially many pieces of information to a receiver, but remains
oblivious as to what piece (if any) has been transferred.

other hand has to guess one of the Alice’s input bits
z = ay based on his own input bit y ∈ {1, 2}. The
coefficients of the success metric for this task are,

c(x, y, z) =


1
8 , if z = ay,

0, otherwise.
(49)

This task is based on the well-known parity obliv-
ious multiplexing task [SBK+09]. Upon the rela-
belling, P1 ≡ Pa1=0,a2=0, P2 ≡ Pa1=1,a2=1, P3 ≡
Pa1=0,a2=1, P4 ≡ Pa1=1,a2=0 along with p = 1

2 + ε, it
is easy to see that the inequality (18) is equivalent to
a bound on the success metric with coefficients (49),
i.e,. for ε leakage, and operational theories which sat-
isfy BODP along with convexity of epistemic states
the success metric in this task is upper bounded as
succO 6 3

4 + ε
2 .

Moving on, the operational condition (46) translates
to the following constraint on d-levelled classical com-
munication,

s
f(x)
C = 1

df

∑
ω

max
f(x)

{∑
x

p(x|f(x))pE(ω|x)
}
6

1
df

+ε.

(50)
Yet again, because the reasons stated above, for
general classical communication models and in
particular for d-levelled classical communication, the
operational conditions (46) and (50) are equivalent
to the ontological constrain (48) 6. This in-turn
ensures that the operational restrictions which hold
for operational theories which satisfy BODP and
convexity of epistemic states also hold for classical
communication models, specifically, for the aforemen-
tioned task specified by (49) succC = succΛ 6 3

4 + ε
2 .

Finally, employing appropriate relabelling, one can
obtain an advantageous quantum prepare and mea-
sure protocols from the instances of violation of (18)
provided below Proposition 2 7.

5 The implicate quantumness
In this section, we show how excess ontological dis-
tinctness is implicate in the explicate quantum de-
parture from the well-known ontological notions of
classicality. We go about this task by demonstrat-
ing that bounded ontological distinctness implies the
other ontological notions of classicality as special cases
so that the violation of the later implies excess onto-
logical distinctness.

6Observe that, in this case we did not make convexity
of epistemic states an explicit requirement as the ontological
model for general classical communication models (Definition
12) adheres to convexity of epistemic states by default.

7See related upcoming article(s) on the extent of preparation
contextuality in imperfect parity oblivious communication task,
by M. S. Leifer et al. [FL18]
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Generalized contextuality: First, we consider the
notion of preparation noncontextuality. Based di-
rectly on the Leibniz’s principle of “identity of indis-
cernibles", preparation noncontextuality requires the
epistemic states underlying two operationally equiv-
alent preparations P1 ≡ P2 to be identical, i.e. if
∀ k,M : p(k|P1,M) = p(k|P2,M) then preparation
noncontextuality implies ∀ λ : µ(λ|P1) = µ(λ|P2).
Clearly, preparation noncontextuality is a special case
of BODP , i.e. whenever two given preparations are
completely indistinguishable sO = 1

2 then BODP im-
plies

∫
Λ max{µ(λ|P1), µ(λ|P2)}dλ = 1, which only

holds whenever ∀ λ : µ(λ|P1) = µ(λ|P2). Conse-
quently, we have the implication,

BODP =⇒ preparation noncontextuality. (51)

Next, we consider the generalized notion of mea-
surement noncontextuality which requires the re-
sponse functions underlying two operationally equiv-
alent measurement effects [k|M1] ≡ [k|M2] to be
identical, i.e. if ∀ P : p(k1|P,M1) = p(k2|P,M2)
then measurement noncontextuality implies ∀ λ :
ξ(k1|λ,M1) = ξ(k2|λ,M2). Consider two binary
outcome measurements M̃1, M̃2 which are basically
coarse-grained versions of M1,M2, such that we re-
tain the outcomes k1, k2 as their first outcomes, re-
spectively, and relabel all other outcomes as their sec-
ond outcomes. Now, we invoke the following natural
property of ontological models,

Definition 13. Coarse-graining of response func-
tions: If a measurement outcome k is obtained by
coarse-graining of two outcomes k1, k2, the response
function corresponding to outcome k is also coarse-
graining of two response functions corresponding to
outcomes k1, k2, i.e. ∀ λ : ξ(k|λ, M̃) = ξ(k1|λ,M) +
ξ(k2|λ,M), where M̃ is the coarse-grained version of
M .

Therefore, from the definitions of M̃1, M̃2 we have,

∀ λ : ξ(1|λ, M̃1) = ξ(k1|λ,M1),
ξ(1|λ, M̃2) = ξ(k2|λ,M2). (52)

The operational condition that ∀ P : p(k1|P,M1) =
p(k2|P,M2) implies that the new measurements
{M̃1, M̃2} are completely indistinguishable, i.e. for
these measurements mO = 1

2 . In light of this obser-
vation and the consequent indistinguishability condi-
tion, BODM implies,

mO = 1
2

(
max
λ

{
max{ξ(1|λ, M̃1), ξ(1|λ, M̃2)}

+ max{1− ξ(1|λ, M̃1), 1− ξ(1|λ, M̃2)}
})

= 1
2 . (53)

Using the fact that ∀ (a > 0, b > 0) : max{a, b} +

max{1−a, 1−b} = 1+a+b−2 min{a, b}, (53) yields,

∀ λ : ξ(1|λ, M̃1) + ξ(1|λ, M̃2)
= 2 min{ξ(1|λ, M̃1), ξ(1|λ, M̃2)}. (54)

Observe that this condition only holds when ∀ λ :
ξ(1|λ, M̃1) = ξ(1|λ, M̃2), and subsequently (52) yields
the following implication,

BODM =⇒ measurement noncontextuality. (55)

Finally, Spekkens’ notion of transformation con-
textuality requires the transition schemes under-
lying a pair of operationally equivalent transfor-
mations T1 ≡ T2 to be identical, i.e. that if
∀ P, k,M : p(k|P, T1,M) = p(k|P, T2,M) then
∀ λ′, λ : γ(λ′|λ, T1) = γ(λ′|λ, T2). Clearly, transfor-
mation noncontextuality is a special case of BODT ,
i.e. whenever two given transformations are com-
pletely indistinguishable tO = 1

2 then BODT im-
plies maxλ{

∫
Λ max{γ(λ′|λ, T1), γ(λ′|λ, T2)}dλ′} = 1,

which only holds whenever ∀ λ′, λ : γ(λ′|λ, T1) =
γ(λ′|λ, T2). Consequently, we have the implication,

BODT =⇒ transformation noncontextuality. (56)

In general, universal generalized noncontextuality re-
quires operationally equivalent pairs of preparations,
measurements and transformations to have identical
ontological counterparts, i.e. universal noncontextu-
ality ≡ (preparation noncontextuality ∧ measurement
noncontextuality ∧ transformation noncontextuality).
Correspondingly, we can define a notion of universal
bounded ontological distinctness as,

Definition 14. Bounded ontological distinctness
(BOD): The sets of epistemic states PΛ, re-
sponse schemes MΛ and transition schemes TΛ
underlying sets of s-distinguishable preparations
P, m-distinguishable measurements M and t-
distinguishable transformations T , must be s-distinct,
m-distinct and t-distinct, respectively, i.e.

BOD ≡ (BODP ∧BODM ∧BODT ).

When formulated in this way, BOD serves as a cri-
terion for characterization of ontological models of a
given operational theory. It is useful, at this point, to
define a criterion for characterization of operational
theories, namely, an operational theory or a fragment
thereof is said to satisfy BOD, if there exists an onto-
logical model which satisfies BOD for all sets of pre-
scribed operational preparations, measurements and
transformations. Conversely, an operational theory or
a fragment thereof is said to violate BOD if there ex-
ists no ontological model which satisfies BOD for all
sets of prescribed operational preparations, measure-
ments and transformations. Consequently, the impli-
cations (51), (55) and (56) yields the following com-
bined implication,

BOD =⇒ universal noncontextuality. (57)
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While the implications (51), (55), (56) and (57) fol-
low from the very definitions of generalized noncon-
textuality and BOD, in the following observation we
address the validity of the reverse implications,

Observation 5. The implications (57) along with
(51) and (56) are strictly unidirectional.

Proof. In order to proof this thesis, we demonstrate
(by explicit construction) that there exists fragments
of quantum theory which admit a universally noncon-
textual ontological model but violate BOD. Consider
a fragment of operational quantum theory entailing:

1. any three distinct pure preparations {Pi}3i=1 cor-
responding to pure quantum states {|ψi〉}3i=1
along with their convex mixtures,

2. three extremal transformations {Tj}3j=1 such
that Tj(Pi) = P(i+j) mod 3

8, along with their
convex mixtures and,

3. all possible quantum measurements M ≡ {Mk}.

For this fragment we construct the following ψ-
complete ontological model entailing,

1. three ontic states {λi}3i=1 underlying the prepa-
rations {Pi}3i=1 corresponding to pure quantum
states {|ψi〉}3i=1,

2. three deterministic transition schemes
{{γ(λ′|λ, Tj)}}3j=1 underlying the ex-
tremal transformations {Tj}3j=1 such that
∀ i, j ∈ {1, 2, 3} : γ(λ(i+j) mod 3|λi, Tj) = 1 and,

3. response schemes {ξ(k|λ,M)} underlying the
quantum measurements M ≡ {Mk} such
that ∀ k,M, i ∈ {1, 2, 3} : ξ(k|λi,M) =
Tr(|ψi〉〈ψi|Mk).

It is straightforward to verify that this model can re-
produce all predictions of the fragment of operational
quantum theory under consideration. Moreover, this
ontological model could be considered a fragment of
the Beltrametti-Bugajski ontological model of quan-
tum theory. Consequently, following the line of rea-
soning in [Spe05], this ontological model is measure-
ment noncontextual.
Moving on, to demonstrate that this ontological
model is preparation noncontextual we employ the
simple fact that the every point in a convex polytope
has a unique decomposition in-terms of the extremal
points when there are no more than three extremal
points. Consequently, the density matrices corre-
sponding to any two distinct convex mixtures of three
pure preparations will be necessarily distinct. Finally,
for any two distinct density matrices, there always

8here (.) mod 3 is defined such that (3) mod 3 = 3.

exists quantum measurement effects with distinct ob-
served statistics. Consequently, any ψ-complete onto-
logical model for any three pure preparations is prepa-
ration noncontextual.
More formally, for the prepare and measure fragment
of quantum theory described above, consider two op-
erationally equivalent mixed preparations Pa ≡ Pb
such that Pa ≡

∑3
i=1 aiPi and Pb ≡

∑3
i=1 biPi where∑3

i=1 ai =
∑3
i=1 bi = 1. Since these preparations

are assumed to be operationally equivalent, we have
∀ k,M : p(k|Pa,M) = p(k|Pb,M). In particular, for
the measurement effectM1 ≡ |ψ1〉〈ψ1| the operational
equivalence Pa ≡ Pb implies,

a1 + a2α1,2 + a3α1,3 = b1 + b2α1,2 + b3α1,3, (58)

where αi,j = | 〈ψi|ψj |ψi|ψj〉 |2. Using the fact that∑
i ai =

∑
i bi = 1 (58) yields,

(a1 − b1)(1− α1,3) = (b2 − a2)(α1,2 − α1,3). (59)

Similarly for the measurement effects M2 ≡ |ψ2〉〈ψ2|
and M3 ≡ |ψ3〉〈ψ3| the operational equivalence Pa ≡
Pb yields,

(a1 − b1)(α1,2 − α2,3)= (b2 − a2)(1− α2,3),
(a1 − b1)(1− α1,3) = (b2 − a2)(1− α2,3). (60)

Since, the three pure preparations under consid-
eration correspond to distinct pure states ∀ i ∈
{1, 2, 3}, j ∈ {1, 2, 3} \ {i} : αi,j < 1, the condi-
tions (59) and (60) can only be simultaneously sat-
isfied if ∀ i ∈ {1, 2, 3} : ai = bi. This implies the
uniqueness of the decomposition of mixed prepara-
tions in terms of the three pure preparations. As there
is no scope for any non-trivial equivalence condition,
the ψ-complete ontological model described above is
preparation noncontextual. Moreover, as the conse-
quences of bounded ontological distinctness, namely,
Proposition 1 and Proposition 4 are violated employ-
ing just three pure quantum preparations (see Sub-
section 3.1.2, FIG. 2, FIG. 8, and end of Subsection
4.1, FIG. 7, respectively), this completes the proof for
strict unidirectionality of the implication (51).
Now, consider a pair of operationally equivalent mixed
transformations Ta ≡ Tb such that Ta ≡

∑3
j=1 ajTj

and Tb ≡
∑3
j=1 biTi where

∑3
i=1 ai =

∑3
i=1 bi =

1. The effect of these transformations on a pure
preparation Pi, i.e. Ta(Pi) =

∑3
j=1 ajP(i+j) mod 3

and Tb(Pi) =
∑3
j=1 bjP(i+j) mod 3. As the trans-

formations are equivalent they yield equivalent post
transformation preparations

∑3
j=1 ajP(i+j) mod 3 ≡∑3

j=1 bjP(i+j) mod 3, which because of the uniqueness
of decomposition proved above, can only hold when
∀ j ∈ {1, 2, 3} : aj = bj . This implies uniqueness of
the decomposition of mixed transformations in terms
of the three extremal transformations. As there is no
scope for any non-trivial equivalence condition, the
ontological model described above is transformation
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noncontextual. Moreover, as Proposition 3 is vio-
lated employing just three unitary quantum transfor-
mations (see Subsection 3.3.2) which satisfy the afore-
mentioned operational requirement, this completes
the proof for strict unidirectionality of the implica-
tion (56). Summarizing, instances of the operational
fragment of quantum theory described above violate
BODP and BODT , but the provided ψ-complete on-
tological model is preparation noncontextual, trans-
formation noncontextual, and measurement noncon-
textual, thereby completing the proof for strict unidi-
rectionality of the combined implication (57).

�

As neither measurement noncontextuality nor
bounded ontological distinctness for measurements
can be violated by quantum theory on their own, the
unidirectionaility of the implication (55) is uncertain.
Kochen-Specker contextuality and Bell nonlocality:

Notice that the aforementioned implications follow
from the very definitions of the ontological princi-
ples under consideration, without invoking any other
formalism dependent assumptions. With the aid of
certain quantum formalism dependent assumptions
QT , including self duality of states and measure-
ments effects, along with the corresponding onto-
logical constraints, we have the implication [LM13,
Lei14, Lei17]: preparation noncontextuality QT=⇒
Kochen-Specker noncontextuality. This implication
is valid for all ontological models that reproduce the
predictions of quantum theory.

Moreover, Bell’s local-causality is a special case
of Kochen-Specker noncontextuality. Specifically,
spatially separated measurements employed in set-
ups for Bell’s local-causality imply commutation
relations employed in the definition of contexts
in Kochen-Specker contextuality. In general, for
non-signaling operational theories we have the im-
plication: Kochen-Specker noncontextuality NS=⇒
Bell’s local-causality. Consequently, this leads to the
following combined implication,

BODP =⇒ preparation noncontextuality
QT=⇒ Kochen-Specker noncontextuality
NS=⇒ Bell’s local-causality. (61)

Therefore, any quantum violation of Bell’s local-
causality, Kochen-Specker noncontextuality or prepa-
ration noncontextuality implies violation of BODP

or excess ontological distinctness of quantum prepa-
rations.

6 Concluding remarks
The ontological framework features certain philosoph-
ically motivated principles. These ontological princi-

ples provide certain exclusively operational phenom-
ena an ontological basis in the form of ontological con-
straints. The subsequent quantum violation of the
consequences of such principles discards the ontologi-
cal models that adhere to these constraints as plausi-
ble ontological explanations of the operational theory
under consideration.

From complete indistinguishability to distinguisha-
bility: Remarkably, all well-known ontological princi-
ples employ operational conditions pertaining specifi-
cally to the indistinguishability of associated physical
entities. For instance, Bell’s local causality provides
an ontological basis for operational non-signaling cor-
relations. The non-signaling condition, an operational
pre-requisite of Bell’s local causality, is an indistin-
guishability condition, specifically, the condition re-
quires each spatially separated party to not be able
to distinguish between the different measurements
employed by the other parties. Similarly, Kochen-
Specker noncontextuality is accompanied by an opera-
tional non-disturbance condition for particular sets of
measurements, which is again an operational indistin-
guishability condition for measurements. Specifically,
for such a set of measurements, the condition requires
one to not be able to distinguish between the rest of
the measurements on the basis of the outcome statis-
tics of any measurement. Moreover, Spekkens’ non-
contextuality relies directly on an operational equiv-
alence of preparations, measurements, and transfor-
mations which can clearly be interpreted as an op-
erational indistinguishability condition of respective
physical entities. Yet another ontological principle of
non-retrocausal time-symmetric ontology [LP17] re-
quires each temporally separated party to not be able
to distinguish between the different (measurement or
preparation) settings of the other parties. The subject
of this work, the principle of bounded ontological dis-
tinctness provides an ontological basis to the maximal
distinguishability arbitrary sets of preparations, mea-
surements, and transformations, in the distinctness of
their ontological counterparts.

Measure dependence: The principle of bounded
ontological distinctness inherits the ambiguity with
regards to measures of operational distinguishabil-
ity and ontological distinctness from its philosophical
premise of the natural generalization of the Leibnitz
principle. The ontological notion itself does not im-
pose a particular measure, and any operational mea-
sure of distinguishability can be employed as long as
its ontological counterpart is properly defined as a
measure of distinctness. The particular measure we
have employed is the probability of minimum error
discrimination, which is a natural choice for a mea-
sure of distinguishability. Furthermore, it is based
on the maximum success probability of an opera-
tional task, namely, minimum error discrimination,
and consequently, it is independent of any particu-
lar theory. When one employs operational prescrip-
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tions pertaining to a given operational theory as re-
sources in the minimum error discrimination task, the
maximum success probability corresponds to an op-
erational measure of distinguishability. On the other
hand, if one employs the ontological counterparts as
resources along with complete access to (and fine-
grained control over) the ontic-state of the system,
the maximum success probability of minimum error
discrimination corresponds to a measure of ontologi-
cal distinctness.

Violation without auxiliary assumptions: All of
the aforementioned ontological principles including
bounded ontological distinctness obtain their primary
ontological constraints by requiring ontological mod-
els to adhere to corresponding operational conditions
on the ontological level i.e. conditioned on the ontic
state of the physical system. However, the primary
ontological constraints of the well-known ontological
principles are (on their own) not enough to warrant
consequences directly in contradiction with the pre-
dictions of quantum theory. Therefore, they invoke
certain auxiliary constraints to enable a quantum vi-
olation. For instance, the auxiliary assumption of
outcome determinism is quintessential to the demon-
stration of Kochen-Specker noncontextuality, while
Spekkens’ preparation and transformation noncontex-
tuality require the auxiliary ontological property of
convexity of epistemic states and transition schemes
respectively to enable their quantum violations. Fi-
nally, the quantum demonstration of Spekkens’ mea-
surement contextuality requires either outcome deter-
minism or Spekkens’ preparation noncontextuality as
an additional assumption. The inclusion of these ad-
ditional assumptions leads to dilution of the impli-
cation of corresponding quantum violations as they
could be attributed to the violation of the auxiliary
assumptions leaving the primary assumptions intact.
Note that, just like measurement noncontextuality,
bounded ontological distinctness for measurements re-
quires either outcome determinism or bounded onto-
logical distinctness for preparations to enable a quan-
tum violation. However, unlike these ontological prin-
ciples, the primary ontological assumption of bounded
ontological distinctness for preparations and transfor-
mations is enough to warrant a quantum violation on
its own. This, in turn, leads to an unambiguous onto-
logical implication, that quantum preparations, and
transformations are more ontologically distinct than
they are operationally distinguishable.

Non-zero measure operational perquisite: One of
the key issues with the experimental tests of the other
ontological principles [HBD+15, KZG+09, MPK+16],
lies in the associated operational conditions that the
corresponding physical entities have to adhere to.
Specifically, the well-known ontological notions of
classicality, for their refutation, require correspond-
ing operational conditions to hold. For instance, the
refutation of Bell’s local causality requires the ex-

perimental data to adhere to non-signaling, the refu-
tation Kochen-Specker noncontextuality requires the
experimental data to adhere to non-disturbance and
for the refutation of Spekkens’ generalized noncon-
textuality, an equivalence condition of mixtures of
preparations (termed oblivious condition) must hold.
As detailed above, these conditions require the zero
measure indistinguishability of the associated physi-
cal entities, and consequently their experimental tests
are susceptible to the persistent finite precision loop-
hole. However, the operational condition associated
with bounded ontological distinctness, namely, dis-
tinguishability of physical entities has a considerably
larger spectrum, and serves as an alternative approach
to address the finite precision loophole in the experi-
mental tests of other ontological principles.
The implicate quantumness: Our perception or un-

derstanding of certain phenomena might differ, or
might be characterized by, varying principal factors,
depending on contexts such as scales. The implicate
or “enfolded” is the deeper, more fundamental order
associated with these phenomena while the explicate
or “unfolded” include the abstractions or observations
in light of specific contexts.

“For instance, a circular table looks like an
ellipse from various directions. But we know
that those are the appearances of a single
circular form. So we represent the table as a
circle. We say, ‘that what’s it is, a solid circle’"

– David Bohm [Boh04].

We show that bounded ontological distinctness, di-
rectly and indirectly, implies the other ontological
principles, so that the quantum violation of the latter
implies the violation of the former (5). In particu-
lar, we show that maximal ψ-epistemicity [BCLM14]
is a restricted case of bounded ontological distinct-
ness of preparations applied to a pair of pure quan-
tum preparations. Similarly, preparation, measure-
ment and transformation noncontextuality emerges
from bounded ontological distinctness of the respec-
tive physical entities. Consequently, universal non-
contextuality is a direct implication of bounded onto-
logical distinctness. Moreover, via Observation 5 we
demonstrate that the set of generalized noncontextual
ontological models strictly contains the set of onto-
logical models that satisfy bounded ontological mod-
els, deeming these implications to be strictly unidi-
rectional. While these implications follow by the very
definitions of these ontological principles, we show
that under certain quantum theory dependent onto-
logical assumptions, bounded ontological distinctness
for preparations implies Kochen-Specker noncontex-
tuality and Bell’s local causality. This provides a cru-
cial unifying outlook, namely, the quantum violations
of the other ontological principles are, in essence, a
demonstration of the implicate quantum excess onto-
logical distinctness, deeming it to be a fundamental
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feature of quantum ontology. Here, it is important
to note that, without the quantum formalism depen-
dent assumptions such as self-duality of states and
measurement effects, the implication from bounded
ontological disticntess for preparations via prepara-
tion noncontextuality to Kochen-Specker noncontex-
tuality (and Bell’s local causality) falls apart. This
is explicated by the fact that the fragments consid-
ered in Observation 2 and 5 are Kochen-Specker con-
textual for quantum systems of dimension three or
more, however, they satisfy bounded ontological dis-
tinctness for preparations, and preparation noncon-
textuality, respectively.
Requirements for quantum violation: We have

demonstrated the violation of bounded ontologi-
cal distinctness for preparations, and transforma-
tions, while employing three instances of pure two-
dimensional quantum preparations and unitary trans-
formations, respectively, along with three binary out-
come measurements for Propositions 1 and 3, and
two binary outcome measurements for Proposition
4 9. Moreover, Observation 2 brings forth the fact
any operational fragment of quantum theory entail-
ing a pair of pure quantum preparations, and all
possible measurements satisfies bounded ontological
distinctness. Moreover, while restricting the opera-
tional distinguishability of a pair of mixed quantum
preparations we demonstrate the violation of bounded
ontological distinctness and convexity of epistemic
states employing four preparations and two measure-
ments (Proposition 2). Finally, we observed that
bounded ontological distinctness for measurements
cannot be violated on its own because of the exis-
tence of Beltrametti-Bugajski ψ-complete ontological
model. However, invoking the additional assumption
of outcome determinism, we show that all pairs of two-
dimensional quantum projective measurements which
are neither completely indistinguishable nor perfectly
distinguishable violate bounded distinctness for mea-
surements.
Distinguishability and distinctness as intrinsic

properties: This work is based on an overarching
perception, namely, the distinguishability, specifically,
the maximal operational probability of distinguishing
a set of preparations, measurements or transforma-
tions forms an intrinsic property of this set. This
is so because the maximization involved relieves the
distinguishing probability of a set of a particular type
of physical entity of its dependence on other types of
physical entities. Similarly, ontological distinctness or
the maximal probability of distinguishing sets of epis-
temic states, response schemes or transition schemes
form an intrinsic property of the set of ontological

9Note that, this does not include the POVM that verifies
the operational perquisite, and maximizes the distinguishabil-
ity of the preparations under consideration, as it can be re-
placed by tomography or by suitable semi-device independent
dimensional assumption.

entities. in light of this insight, the consequences of
bounded ontological distinctness, specifically the in-
equalities featured in the Propositions 1, 2, 3 and 4
present a novel perspective. Specifically, these propo-
sitions relate two distinct operational properties per-
taining to the distinguishability of respective physi-
cal entities. For instance, Proposition 1 bounds the
maximal average pair-wise distinguishability, based
on maximal distinguishability for a set of three op-
erational preparations. The consequent quantum vi-
olation of these propositions implies that the conflict
with bounded ontological distinctness lies in the re-
lation between these intrinsic properties of the set of
quantum physical entities under consideration.
Quantifying the extent of excess ontological distinct-

ness: The particular form of the Propositions 1, 2, 3,
4, and of the inequalities therein, allow us to infer a
lower bound on the extent of excess ontological dis-
tinctness. Remarkably, the Kochen-Specker’s maxi-
mally ψ-epistemic model saturates the lower bounds
on the extent of quantum excess ontological distinct-
ness (Observations 1, 3). This in-turn highlights
the significance of maximally ψ-epistemic models and
demonstrates that the inequalities under considera-
tion are tight. Furthermore, more we employ the ex-
istence of this model to substantiate the fact any op-
erational fragment of quantum theory entailing a pair
of pure quantum preparations, and all possible mea-
surements satisfies bounded ontological distinctness
(Observation 2). Moreover, as inequality featured in
Proposition 2 is a generalization of the preparation
noncontextual inequality based on parity oblivious
multiplexing [SBK+09], and the states employed in
Observation 3 adhere to the operational equivalence
condition, the Observation 3 also yields a lower bound
on the extent of preparation noncontextual, namely,
the indistinguishable pair of mixed states employed
therein must have 1√

2 -distinct epistemic states under-
lying them.
Powering advantage in communication tasks: The

success in communication tasks is closely tied to
the ability of the receiver to distinguish the sender’s
preparations. Specifically, the sender encodes her in-
put data onto operational preparations and the suc-
cess depends upon how the well the receiver can dis-
tinguish these preparations to figure out the sender’s
input 10. The excess ontological distinctness of the
quantum preparations fuels the quantum advantage in
communication tasks presented in this work wherein
we constrain the distinguishability of the sender’s op-
erational preparations [SC19]. Specifically, the pro-
vided quantum communication protocols siphon the
excess ontological distinctness of the associated epis-
temic states to an advantage over classical unbounded
communication protocols and theories that have on-
tological models that adhere to bounded ontological

10This is evident in the proof methodology of Proposition 4
and the casting of Proposition 1 and 2 as communication tasks
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distinctness. Moreover, as the advantage in oblivi-
ous communication tasks witnesses preparation con-
textuality, the oblivious communication tasks with
bounded leakage which are powered by excess ontolog-
ical distinctness of the sender’s preparations demon-
strate that the non-zero measure operational condi-
tion accompanying bounded ontological distinctness
may be ported to other ontological principles.

Avenues for future investigation: The underly-
ing assumption in our implications is the existence
of an ontology adhering to the standard ontological
framework with epistemic states, response schemes
and transition schemes modeling operational prepa-
rations, measurements, and transformations. Then
one of the implications of the violation of the onto-
logical principles could be non-existence on an on-
tology, hinting towards a purely perspectival stand-
point [Lei14, FR18, CGG+16]. More interestingly, to
preserve bounded ontological distinctness of quantum
entities, the prescriptions of the standard ontologi-
cal framework might be altered, giving way to an ex-
otic quantum ontology. It might be worthwhile to
investigate the features of operational theories that
enable excess ontological distinctness. Even though
it is a fact that the quantum violation of other onto-
logical principles implies excess ontological distinct-
ness, it will be interesting to investigate how cer-
tain operational features propagate excess ontolog-
ical distinctness to the violation of the other well-
known ontological principles in the respective scenar-
ios. Moreover, in this work we recovered Kochen-
Specker noncontextuality from bounded ontological
distinctness for preparations via preparation noncon-
textuality, which necessities several quantum formal-
ism dependent assumptions including self-duality of
states and measurement effects, alternatively, it might
be worthwhile to try and recover Kochen-Specker
noncontextuality from bounded ontological distinct-
ness of measurements along with outcome determin-
ism which is intrinsic to the former. As the recently
introduced framework of “operational fine turnings"
[CL20] succinctly incorporates the well-known onto-
logical notions of classicality employing the umbrella
of a Leibniz-type principle termed “no fine tuning",
our results might provide a way to generalize the
framework in so far as to include “no fine tuning" of
non-zero measure operational conditions. It would be
interesting to find out whether the non-zero measure
operational conditions accompanying bounded onto-
logical distinctness could lead to noise robust experi-
mental demonstrations.

On the technical front, in light of the measure de-
pendent formulation of bounded ontological distinct-
ness, it will be instructive to study the implications
of formulations based on other measures of distin-
guishability such as the maximum success probabil-
ity of unambiguous discrimination and compare the
consequences. In particular, as bounded ontological

distinctness formulated with the maximum probabil-
ity of minimum error discrimination is a generaliza-
tion of maximal ψ-epistemicity based on the symmet-
ric overlap of epistemic states [BCLM14], it would
be interesting to see how bounded ontological dis-
tinctness relates to the other definition of maximal
ψ-epistemicity based on the asymmetric overlap of
epistemic states [LM13]. It might be interesting to
study the implications of the generalizations of Propo-
sitions 1,3 and 4 to arbitrary number of preparations
and transformation, respectively. It will be interest-
ing to find out if bounded ontological distinctness of
a pair of mixed preparation along with convexity of
epistemic states can be violated whilst employing just
three instances of two-dimensional quantum prepara-
tions. As neither measurement noncontextuality nor
bounded ontological distinctness for measurements
can be violated on their own, it would be interesting
to demonstrate the unidirectionality of the implica-
tion (55) employing outcome determinism. While we
have demonstrated quantum advantage in communi-
cation tasks with constraints on the distinguishability
of the sender’s preparations, we claim that quantum
advantage may be retrieved in multiparty communi-
cation tasks while restricting the distinguishability of
measurements or intermediate transformations. This
should be formalized into a semi-device independent
framework, equipped with key distribution and ran-
domness certification protocols, based on theory in-
dependent departure from the predictions of classical
theories. Finally, physical principles such as infor-
mation causality [PPK+09] and macroscopic reality
attempt to explain why quantum resources do not
violate Bell inequalities to their algebraic maximum
and enable insights into peculiarities of the quan-
tum formalism and hierarchies of semi-definite pro-
grams aid in obtaining upper-bounds on quantum vi-
olations of these Bell inequalities [NPA08]. It would
be worthwhile to conjure such physical principles and
semi-definite hierarchies that restrict the violation of
bounded ontological distinctness inequalities to the
quantum maximum, analytically and numerically re-
spectively. Finally, it will be interesting to investigate
the role of excess ontological distinctness in known
instances of advantageous quantum information pro-
cessing and computation protocols, and to come with
new classes of information processing and computa-
tion tasks powered by excess ontological distinctness.

Conceptual insight: For a set of physical entities,
their distinguishability quantifies how well we can tell
them apart employing a given physical theory. On
the other hand, their distinctness quantifies how dis-
tinct these entities actually are (in reality). In clas-
sical theories, and in general classical thought, when
it comes to sets of physical entities, distinguishabil-
ity is synonymous to distinctness, i.e., what you see is
what you get. However, in the work, we demonstrate
that this is not the case for quantum physical entities.
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Quantum theory posits sets of physical entities that
must be more distinct than they are distinguishable.
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8 *Auxiliary plots
This section presents three auxiliary plots. The first two plots contain results of our numerical simulations
showcasing extensive violation of (8) and (18). These plots highlight the experimental robustness of distin-
guishability as an operational pre-requisite, as in these simulations the operational condition and the value
of the inequality are decided after randomly sampling arbitrary triplets and quadruplets of two-dimensional
quantum preparations respectively. The third plot serves to aid visualization of quantum violation (23) of
Proposition 18.
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Figure 8: A plot of maximal average pairwise distinguishability 1
3 (s1,2

Q + s2,3
Q + s3,1

Q ) vs. maximal distinguishability s for
three randomly picked pure qubits (blue circles) and three pure qutrits (orange dots), based on a uniform (according to Haar
measure) distribution on the unit hypersphere. The yellow line represents the maximal average pairwise distinguishability (8)
when the underlying epistemic states adhere to bounded ontological distinctness. Over 72% of randomly picked triplets of
pure qubits and over 58% of randomly picked triplets of pure qutrits exhibit excess ontological distinctness.
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Figure 9: A plot of maximal average distinguishability of pairs of mixtures {ρ1+3, ρ2+4} and {ρ1+4, ρ2+3}, 1
2 (s1+3,2+4

Q +
s1+4,2+3
Q ) vs. maximal distinguishability of {ρ1+2, ρ3+4}, s1+2,3+4

Q for four randomly picked pure qubits (blue circles), pure
qutrits (orange dots), pure ququarts (yellow crosses) and pure qu5its (purple asterisks), based on a uniform (according to
Haar measure) distribution on the unit hypersphere. The green line represents the maximal average distinguishability of
{ρ1+3, ρ2+4} and {ρ1+4, ρ2+3} (18) when the underlying epistemic states adhere to bounded ontological distinctness and
convexity of epistemic states.
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Figure 10: A plot of maximal average distinguishability of the pairs {ρ1+3, ρ2+4} and {ρ1+4, ρ2+3}, 1
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Q )

(23) (blue line) along with the bound
1+s1+2,3+4

Q

2 (orange dashed line) from Proposition 2 against θ
π
. The qubits violate the

inequality (18) for the range 0 ≤ θ
π
/ 1

2
√

2 .
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