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Abstract. Scattering phenomena affect light propagation through any kind of medium from free space to
biological tissues. Finding appropriate strategies to increase the robustness to scattering is the common
requirement in developing both communication protocols and imaging systems. Recently, structured
light has attracted attention due to its seeming scattering resistance in terms of transmissivity and
spatial behavior. Moreover, correlation between optical polarization and orbital angular momentum (OAM),
which characterizes the so-called vector vortex beams (VVBs) states, seems to allow for the preservation
of the polarization pattern. We extend the analysis by investigating both the spatial features and
the polarization structure of vectorial optical vortexes propagating in scattering media with different
concentrations. Among the observed features, we find a sudden swift decrease in contrast ratio for
Gaussian, OAM, and VVB modes for concentrations of the adopted scattering media exceeding 0.09%.
Our analysis provides a more general and complete study on the propagation of structured light in
dispersive and scattering media.
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1 Introduction
The study of structured light is an important field of investigation
in both the quantum and classical regimes.1,2 In particular, light
carrying orbital angular momentum (OAM) different from zero
has been used in many applications ranging from quantum
simulation3,4 and quantum engineering5,6 to quantum and classical
communications.7–14 Recently, OAM modes have been particu-
larly studied for their uses in biomedical applications of imaging
and diagnosis.15–17 In particular, they have been exploited for the
development of noninvasive diagnostics on tissues. In this regard,

studies comparing the transmittance to the Gaussian spatial mode
on scattering media simulating real tissue properties have been
carried out.18–20 In this context, it becomes of fundamental impor-
tance to investigate how the structure of OAM modes can be de-
graded by scattering and turbulent media. In particular, this has
been investigated in communications through scattering media,21

atmospheric turbulence,22–24 and underwater.25,26

Increasing the complexity of the beam profile can lead to im-
proved performances in turbulent media.27–32 This can be achieved
with vector vortex beams (VVBs), which are structured beam
profiles in which the helicoidal wavefront is coupled with a non-
uniform distribution of the polarization on the transverse plane.
The coupling between these two degrees of freedom makes
VVBs a suitable choice for several applications in the classical
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regime, such as microscopy,33,34 optical tweezers,35,36 energy-
efficient metal-cutting lasers,37 and classical communication.38,39

Moreover, they find further application in the quantum regime
for sensing and metrology,40,41 quantum simulation,3,4 and quan-
tum communication.7–9

VVBs present a polarization pattern that also has to be ad-
dressed. Experiments investigating polarization preservation
through scattering media of a VVB obtained by superposition
of opposite OAM (�1) modes have shown an enhancement
by a factor of 2 compared with that of a Gaussian beam.42

Furthermore, by analyzing the transmissivity behavior for cir-
cularly polarized Laguerre–Gauss (LG) modes and azimuthal
or radial polarization patterns in VVB modes, a highest trans-
mission for the radially polarized VVB was observed.43 These
considerations make VVBs a good candidate for improving
the transmission in scattering media, towards the realization of
in vivo diagnostic devices.

To employ VVB in realistic diagnostic devices, however,
another fundamental aspect that requires investigation is the
preservation of the mode spatial features after interaction with
the scattering media. This has been studied with scalar fields
carrying a topological charge and a uniform polarization profile,
which have been shown, at moderate scattering lengths, to
exhibit only a slight effect on the beam distortion.44

Here, we report on a similar analysis on VVB, further extend-
ing the scattering region. We study the spatial behavior of differ-
ent VVBs and OAM modes going through scattering media
composed of solutions of polystyrene latex beads with different
concentrations. Our results provide indication of an abrupt spa-
tial mode degeneration. Moreover, we extend the analysis pre-
sented in Ref. 42, by investigating the depolarization ratio (DR)
of VVBs obtained from superposition of OAM modes with
different values, comparing it with that of a Gaussian mode.

2 Experiment
Our experimental apparatus to investigate the scattering proper-
ties of dispersive media with structured light envisages three
different stages. The first is designed for generating structured
light as scalar optical vortexes carrying a defined amount of
OAM and VVBs. Then, we have the samples and the detection
stages to collect the scattered light and analyze its properties.

The OAM degree of freedom is associated with a helicoidal
structured wavefront.45,46 The state of a photon with nonzero
OAM is described by LG modes. These modes are characterized
by two parameters ðm; pÞ: the first is the azimuthal parameter
associated with the OAM value and the latter is the radial param-
eter associated with the radial intensity distribution. To generate
OAM modes, we adopt the system used in Ref. 6, described in
Fig. 1, which makes use of five q-plates47,48 combined with half-
waveplates (HWPs) to obtain OAM modes going from −5 to 5.
Indeed q-plates are inhomogeneous birefringent media in which
the orientation of the optical axis is not uniform in the slab’s
plane. The resulting pattern is periodical around a singularity
in the origin of the plane, with a winding number expressed
by the topological charge q. Consequently, such plates impress
different phase retardation to the wavefront according to the co-
ordinates in the transverse plane and conditionally to the polari-
zation states, generating optical vortexes with charges equal to
2q. More precisely, the action of a single q-plate on a circular
polarized vortex, with a topological charge equal to m, can be
summarized as follows:

� jm;Li
jm;Ri

�
→

q−plate
� jmþ 2q; Ri
jm − 2q; Li

�
; (1)

or, in terms of the q-plate transfer matrix in the R, L basis

� jm;Li
jm;Ri

�
→

q−plate
�

0 e−2iqϕ
e2iqϕ 0

�� jm;Li
jm;Ri

�
: (2)

The device generates vectorial fields when, for instance, the
incident beam is linearly polarized. In this case, the output field
is a VVB that is the superposition of two optical vortexes with
opposite charges and orthogonal polarization.48 This scheme can
be generalized using cascaded q-plates and waveplates for gen-
erating VVBs in the form

jΨm1;m2;pi ¼ cos
θ

2
jm1; Li þ eiϕ sin

θ

2
jm2; Ri; (3)

where θ ∈ ½0; π�, ϕ ∈ ½0,2π�, and m1 and m2 will take all of the
odd values in the interval ½−5,5�. It is worth noting that the states
in Eq. (3) could generate different types of structured light.
These include vectorial fields as well as coherent superpositions
of optical vortexes with m1 and m2 after suitable polarization
projections and single vortexes when these projections are set
to a circular basis. Indeed, the adopted cascaded q-plates
scheme allows for the generation of VVBs resulting from the
superposition of modes carrying different topological charges.
Furthermore, such an apparatus avoids the need for interfero-
metric setups to generate such a class of OAM-polarization
superposition states.49 The flexibility of this apparatus allows
for the investigation of the response of our sample under the
illumination of different structured beams. In our implementa-
tion, we aim at generating balanced VVBs (θ ¼ π

2
). However,

some discrepancies will arise due to misalignment in the setup;
ϕ will be equal to 0 or π depending on the generated mode.

To generate such states, we employ a continuous wave (CW)
laser (CNI laser PSU-III-FDA) at 808 nm opportunely shaped
by the apparatus shown in Fig. 1, which is then sent through the
sample. The scattering medium is a solution of polystyrene latex
beads (Sigma-Aldrich) with diameter d ¼ 3.12 μm in distilled
water with varying concentrations from 0.05% to 0.12%. The
choice of such a scattering medium is motivated by the possibil-
ity of accessing different scattering regimes via its concentra-
tion. Furthermore, our analysis is intended to thoroughly
extend previous studies performed with the same scattering
system.18,19,42 The sample is placed in a Hellma quartz cuvette
with a fixed path length L ¼ 1 cm. The concentrations are re-
ported in Table 1 together with the scattering length, as well as
the scattering and the attenuation coefficients.

The last part of our apparatus consists of the collection
and analysis of the scattered light. A CCD camera (Thorlabs
BC106N-VIS/M) records the images in the far field after a
20× objective. A polarization analysis stage, made by a quar-
ter-waveplate (QWP) and HWP followed by a polarizing beam-
splitter (PBS) cube, is eventually placed before the objective.

In this work, we address both the spatial and polarization
properties of the vector beams after propagation in the scattering
medium. To perform the spatial analysis, we select the central
slice of the mode, averaged over 50 acquisitions, and we com-
pute the contrast ratio given as
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C ¼ Imax − Imin

Imax

; (4)

where Imax is the average between peaks of the two lobes
of the ring-mode and Imin is the central minimum value.

These values are obtained by performing a fit with a double
Gaussian function on the averaged central slice of the mode.
The analysis on the Gaussian modes, both linearly and circu-
larly polarized, is performed in a similar fashion, but Imax cor-
responds to the peak of the mode and Imin is the background
noise, and these are obtained by performing a Gaussian fit.

Table 1 Scattering properties of latex beads. The relevant parameters of our scattering samples are reported, namely the scattering
length l s , transmission length l tr , scattering coefficient μs , the inverse of transmission length μ0s , the scattering anisotropic coefficient g,
and the quantity μsL, where L ¼ 1 cm is the sample length. Those parameters are determined to provide a complete picture of the
scattering conditions corresponding to the performed experimental tests. The values were retrieved for different concentrations C of
latex beads. The calculations were obtained using the program available in Ref. 50.

C (%) ls (μm) ltr (μm) μs ¼ 1∕ls (cm−1) μ0s ¼ 1∕ltr (cm−1) g μsL

0.05 1507 14,527 6.63 0.69 0.896 6.63

0.08 942 9079 10.61 1.10 0.896 10.61

0.09 838 8070 11.19 1.24 0.896 11.19

0.10 754 7263 13.2 1.38 0.896 13.2

0.11 686 6603 14.6 1.51 0.896 14.6

0.12 629 6053 15.9 1.65 0.896 15.9

Fig. 1 Experimental scheme. A CW laser emits a Gaussian beam with m ¼ 0, at 808 nm. Then,
the preparation stage for the initial polarization state is made with a PBS, QWP, and HWP. Five
units, each composed of a q-plate (oval blue symbol) followed by an HWP (pink rectangle), gen-
erate structured light. Our q-plates display a charge q ¼ 0.5, which increases (decreases) the
OAM number by 1. In the inset, we report the optical axis orientation of the plate and the phase
acquired by the wavefront in the transverse plane ϕðx ; yÞ conditionally to the polarization states
ðL;RÞ. After this preparation stage, we obtain VVBs in the form of Eq. (2), shown in the second
inset of the figure (H, horizontal polarization; V, vertical polarization; D, diagonal polarization;
A, antidiagonal polarization; L, left circular polarization; and R, right circular polarization). Depending
on the analysis, we can use the whole vectorial field or the scalar fields produced by a suitable
projection of the polarization on the basis b. The second stage consists of the sample, prepared
with several concentrations of latex beads, and the detection platform. An objective collects the
scattered light and focuses the image on the CCD camera. A polarization analyzer can be inserted
between the sample and the objective.
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We adopt the contrast ratio as a criterion for identifying the
spatial resolution limit as it provides a clear indication on
whether the spatial features of the mode can be distinguished
by the detection device.

Conversely, the polarization analysis is performed by esti-
mating the DR for the VVBs and for the Gaussian mode.
To this aim, measurements on a polarization basis b ¼
fðH;VÞ; ðD;AÞ; ðL;RÞg resolved in the coordinates ðx; yÞ of
the transverse plane allow for the retrieval of the set of
Stokes parameters:

S1 ¼
IH − IV
IH þ IV

; S2 ¼
ID − IA
ID þ IA

; S3 ¼
IR − IL
IR þ IL

; (5)

where Ib represents the intensity associated with the element of
the basis b. The DR is then defined as

DR ¼
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
ðS1Þ2 þ ðS2Þ2 þ ðS3Þ2

q
: (6)

This means that every fully polarized light will have DR ¼ 1
regardless of the polarization direction, whereas the DR will
decrease to 0 for unpolarized light.

3 Results

In the following, we report the results of our analysis regarding
the scattering effects on the spatial and polarization properties
of VVBs.

The first study reports the behavior of the contrast C intro-
duced in the previous section, for different concentrations of
latex beads in the water solution. This analysis was carried
out to investigate the spatial resolution after diffusion in the

Fig. 2 Contrast analysis. (a) Recorded beam profiles associated with OAM 5 for three different
concentrations C ¼ 0%, 0.10%, 0.12%. In each image, the red line indicates the selected slice for
the fitting procedure. (b) Fit on the selected slices, for the same concentration of the above panel.
Contrast ratio in a logarithmic scale for (c) circularly polarized OAM modes, (d) linearly and
circularly polarized Gaussian modes, and (e) several VVBs modes as a function of the beads
concentration, respectively.
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medium. Instead of two separate light sources, we directly ad-
dress two different, separate parts of the same mode. To do so,
we use the two intensity peaks along the x axis in the image
plane to retrieve C as a quantifier of the resolution power.
In Fig. 2, we report some pictures of the peaks profile after
the sample along with the trend of C for the OAM mode with
m ¼ 5 at C ¼ 0%, 0.10%, 0.12%. Similar analysis was carried
out for all circularly polarized OAMs and VVBs considered and
for both linearly and circularly polarized Gaussian modes. In the
peaks profile analysis, we observe two contributions in the
images. The first one resembles the vortex structure in which we
observe an attenuation of the signal. However, this is not asso-
ciated with a broadening of the spatial components. Indeed this

contribution is due to the photons that have not been scattered
multiple times by the material. As such, for this component
we do not observe a significant deterioration of the spatial cor-
relation of the original VVB. We observe that there is a slight
asymmetry in the peaks’ intensity, which is due to the alignment
of the cascaded q-plates. The second contribution is the back-
ground given by the scattered photons that have lost the spatial
information. The same investigation was performed for increas-
ing values of concentration C of scattered centers in the liquid
solution. We observe that, since there is no broadening of the
spatial features, the only effect here is that of a reduced intensity
of the transmitted beam: all modes seem to be affected equally
by this behavior.

(a)

(b)

(c)

(d)

Fig. 3 Depolarization analysis. (a) Pixel-by-pixel DR for the VVB mode withm1 ¼ 5 andm2 ¼ −5,
for three different concentrations C ¼ 0%, 0.10%, 0.12%. (b) Spatial profile of the same mode
for comparison. (c) Pixel-by-pixel DR for a circularly polarized Gaussian mode, for three different
concentrations C ¼ 0%, 0.10%, 0.12%. (d) Spatial profile of the same mode for comparison.
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We performed the analysis for different concentrations,
ranging from very small values to the point where we could
not detect any residual transmitted mode on the camera. This
happened for concentrations higher than 0.12%. In Figs. 2(c)–
2(e), we report the behaviors for all analyzed modes. We ob-
serve that the contrast has a plateau up to C ≃ 0.09% and then
it abruptly decreases.

The second investigated aspect concerns preservation of the
light polarization features. This point is crucial in the presence
of VVBs, which have a particular property of displaying well-
defined polarization patterns. To measure the DR, we illumi-
nated the sample with different VVBs states and performed
the polarization measurements discussed in the previous section.
Figure 3 shows the pixel-by-pixel DR for the circularly polar-
ized Gaussian mode and for the VVB given by the superposition
of m1 ¼ 5 and m2 ¼ −5 as an example. From this, we observe
that the component related to the scattering is strongly depolar-
ized for the VVBs, whereas it maintains the original circular
polarization for the Gaussian mode. The unperturbed compo-
nent instead maintains a high degree of polarization in both
instances (the slight decrease in the VVB is to be attributed to
the scattering background overlapped to the unperturbed signal).
The same results were obtained for all of the VVBs considered
and for the linearly polarized Gaussian mode, respectively.
A possible interpretation of this result is that, while the
Gaussian polarization pattern is flat, the VVBs one is highly
structured. Hence, as the light is scattered, in the same propa-
gation direction k, it might occur that different polarizations are
incoherently superimposed, resulting in a low value of DR. This
cannot happen with the Gaussian profile since there is no spatial
dependence on the polarization to begin with.

To study the behavior of the polarization pattern, we also
address individually the Stokes parameters. We associate an
RGB map with the three Stokes parameters to visualize the
polarization pattern in a single image. This is shown in Fig. 4
for the same concentrations C chosen for the DR of the VVB
given by the superposition of m1 ¼ 5 and m2 ¼ −5, as before.
The pattern is clearly defined for the nonscattered mode, and it is
retained up to the highest concentration for the portion of beam
that is also spatially unaffected by the scattering. Conversely, all
of the scattered light is completely mixed, and the polarization
correlations are lost.

4 Discussion
In this paper, we investigated the propagation of structured light
through dispersive media. More specifically, we performed a
thorough analysis on how the optical properties of complex

spatial profiles are affected by the scattering process in a turbu-
lent environment. This was realized by means of micrometric
latex beads in a water solution at different concentrations.
We focused our analysis on two specific tasks, namely the study
of spatial contrast degradation and depolarization of the input
beam. To this end, with a flexible apparatus, we generated dif-
ferent input modes, ranging from OAM valued beams to VVBs
carrying correlation between polarization and spatial profile.

Concerning the investigation on the contrast degradation in
the spatial profile, we observe that OAM carrying beams are
characterized by an abrupt change in the resolution. In particu-
lar, spatial profiles are maintained up to a certain threshold con-
centration of C ∼ 0.09%, analogously to that observed in former
papers.44 Conversely, a fast contrast degradation is observed for
higher concentrations. Furthermore, the behavior and the thresh-
old are shown to be almost independent of the OAM values in
the investigated regime. However, we observe from Fig. 2 that
a slight difference in contrast ratio for OAM values is present.
Additional studies are needed to clarify this phenomenon.
Therefore, investigation of this aspect could be done both for
higher concentrations and for a far greater range of OAM values.
The same results are obtained for VVBs and for Gaussian in-
puts. Moreover, we observe that the spatial profile of the unscat-
tered light preserves the original intensity distribution.

The second analysis focused on verifying the polarization
degradation of the input beams. This investigation is particularly
relevant for VVB states due to their correlated and complex spa-
tial-polarization profiles. A study of the same effect has been
performed in Ref. 42, for two order of magnitude shorter sample
thicknesses and with a single VVB with m ¼ �1. For the con-
centrations and the investigated sample length, we observe two
different behaviors for Gaussian inputs and VVBs. More spe-
cifically, the former states present a uniform polarization profile
that is unaffected by the scattering process. An entirely different
behavior is observed for VVBs. Indeed, for this class of states,
we find that the light portion that has undergone multiple scat-
tering is completely unpolarized, while the coherent part that
has not interacted with the medium maintains its polarization
pattern. These results provide the first comprehensive analysis
covering different concentrations and mode profiles, in both
the spatial and polarization degrees of freedom, and can help
in establishing a framework for application of structured light
illumination in imaging and communications protocols.
Furthermore, these results stimulate further research on the
behavior of structured light undergoing scattering processes, in-
cluding investigating the effect on different media mimicking
tissue-like features.

unpol. (a) (b) (c)

Fig. 4 Polarization pattern analysis. RGB map of the Stokes parameters for the VVB mode with
m1 ¼ 5 and m2 ¼ −5, for three different concentrations C ¼ 0%, 0.10%, 0.12%.
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