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Spatial coherence of forward-scattered light
in a turbid medium
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We study spatially coherent forward-scattered light propagating in a turbid medium of moderate optical depth
(0–9 mean free paths). Coherent detection was achieved by using a tilted heterodyne geometry, which desen-
sitizes coherent detection of the attenuated incident light. We show that the degree of spatial coherence is
significantly higher for light scattered only once in comparison with that for multiply scattered light and that
it approaches a small constant value for large numbers of scattering events. © 1999 Optical Society of
America [S0740-3232(99)01104-7]
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1. INTRODUCTION
Coherence in elastically scattered light can give rise to in-
teresting and potentially useful physical phenomena such
as coherent backscatter1 and laser oscillation in turbid
media.2 Useful information about the turbid medium
can be extracted through coherent measurement of the
Wigner phase space.3 In addition, optical coherence to-
mography studies have demonstrated that coherent scat-
tering from tissue interfaces is useful for near-surface tis-
sue imaging.4 In light of these developments, it is
important to further our understanding of the temporal
and spatial coherence of scattered light in relation to the
number of scattering events that it undergoes. This can
lead to techniques for selective detection of short trans-
mission paths through measurement of the extent of co-
herent scattering. Such a method would complement
intensity-based time gating techniques,5,6 polarization
loss methods,7,8 and other techniques under study using
optical photons for biomedical imaging.

Although research in the field of biomedical imaging is
currently dominated by intensity-based techniques, the
use of coherence-based techniques offers some interesting
potential opportunities. Whereas intensity-based tech-
niques are sensitive only to the field amplitude of the
propagating wave, coherent-based techniques sample the
phase front as well. From a fundamental point of view,
both the amplitude and the phase front of a wave propa-
gating through a scattering medium experience degrada-
tion with increasing numbers of scattering events. Al-
though much theoretical work has been devoted to
studying intensity-based processes, relatively little funda-
mental work has been done to model the behavior of
coherence-based processes.

As a first step, we simultaneously study the decay of
intensity-based and coherent-based signals in a scatter-
ing medium. We find that it is possible to categorize the
scattered light according to the number of scattering
events j that each has undergone. In addition, we intro-
duce the quantity aj to parameterize the phase-front uni-
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formity of the scattered light that has undergone exactly j
scattering events. By comparing the intensity-based and
coherence-based signals, we obtain experimental values
for the aj’s. Our experiments, which study moderate-
scattering samples [up to 9 mean free paths (MFP ’s)],
combined with a related study of coherent detection in op-
tically thick scattering media (20–50 MFP ’s),9 show that
aj decreases rapidly for small j’s and that it reaches a con-
stant value for large j’s. This conclusion provides inter-
esting insight into the picture of wave propagation in a
scattering medium and how research into coherence-
based biomedical imaging may proceed.

2. FORMULATION
In the literature of light scattering in a turbid
medium,10,11 the term coherent intensity is often used to
refer to the attenuated incident light transmitted through
the medium, whereas incoherent intensity refers to light
scattered in other directions (also called diffusive light).
The term coherence can be used in two contexts, to de-
scribe either temporal or spatial coherence. Spatial co-
herence is a measure of the electromagnetic field’s phase-
front uniformity and is the subject of the present study.
As shown below, the incoherent intensity preserves a sig-
nificant amount of spatial coherence. To avoid possible
confusion, we shall refer to coherent intensity as unscat-
tered light and incoherent intensity as scattered light.
Note that the coherent intensity can be formally de-
scribed by the destructive interference of the incident
field with the fields from the scatterers.

As with most coherent detection experiments,4,9,12 we
measure the transmission by means of a heterodyne tech-
nique. A portion of a laser beam shifted in frequency by
Dv is sent through a turbid medium. The electric field of
the exiting beam reaching the detector can be expressed
as
1999 Optical Society of America
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3 exp@i~v 1 Dv!t#, (1)

where ET(t) is the (real) field amplitude and fT(r) is the
phase front, with r being the spatial coordinate at the
surface of the detector. In this expression Ej and f j(r)
are the net field amplitude and phase that are due to all
components of the transmitted wave scattered exactly j
times within the turbid medium; Ej can be considered
constant over the small area of our detector. It is to be
understood that E0 and f0(r) are the electric-field ampli-
tude and phase associated with unscattered light. Ej
and f j(r) are given by the sum over all field trajectories
(i.e., rays in the geometrical-optics sense) with exactly j
scattering events:

Ej exp@if j~r!# 5 (
traj

Ej,traj exp@if j,traj~r!#, (2)

where Ej,traj is the electric field associated with a specific
trajectory with exactly j scattering events in the medium
and f j,traj(r) is the associated phase. For readers conver-
sant with scattering theory, the field associated with the
jth scattering event and the corresponding field trajecto-
ries are equivalent to the jth integral and scattering pro-
cesses, respectively, of Twersky’s integral equation.11

However, the solution of this equation is not trivial, and
in this paper we adopt a different approach in which
propagation of fields between scatterers is treated in the
geometrical-optics limit.

The transmitted light is recombined with the unshifted
component of the beam at the detector. The resulting
modulated heterodyne signal can be expressed as

Re$2Er* ~t !ET~t !exp@ifT~r!#%

5 (
j50

`

ErEj$2 cos@Dvt 1 f j~r!#%, (3)

where Er is the amplitude of the reference beam and $ %
denotes averaging over the detector area.

We can recast the spatial averaged quantities on the
right-hand side of Eq. (3) as

$2 cos@Dvt 1 f j~r!#% 5 aj cos~Dvt 1 f̄ j!, (4)

where aj , the spatial coherence factor, is a measure of the
uniformity of f j(r) and f̄ j is the effective phase shift
upon spatial averaging. In other words, from the hetero-
dyne signal amplitude, we can parameterize the unifor-
mity of the transmitted light phase front through the aj’s.
The amplitude of the heterodyne signal can then be ex-
pressed as
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We assume that the f̄ j’s are uncorrelated, so that upon an
averaging over a sufficient number of measurements, the
cross terms in Eq. (5) are negligible. The above assump-
tion may be justified by noting that field trajectories that
contribute to f j(r) and consequently to f̄ j , as expressed
in Eq. (2), do not have any phase correlation with field
trajectories associated with f i(r), where j Þ i. This
lack of phase correlation can be illustrated by considering
two trajectories that follow the same path, except that one
of them (trajectory A) undergoes one more scattering
event at the end than the other (trajectory B). Even this
pair of trajectories, which are so similar to each other by
reason of their nearly identical paths, will not have any
phase correlation. This is because the extra path length
that trajectory A has by reason of the additional scatter-
ing will be approximately 1 mean-free-path length, which
is approximately 2 mm long in a typical experiment; since
this length is orders of magnitude larger than the optical
wavelength, the two trajectories would not have any
phase correlation. The lack of phase correlation in the
constituent field trajectories associated with different
numbers of scattering events implies that the f j(r)’s, and
consequently the f̄ j’s, are uncorrelated with each other.

The transmitted intensity can be expressed as
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Again, we have assumed that the f j(r)’s are uncorrelated
and that the terms $2 Re(cos@fi(r) 2 f j(r)#)% are suffi-
ciently small that the cross terms are negligible.

In an experiment in which the reference beam is
aligned to be parallel with the unscattered beam, a0 will
be close to its maximum value of 2. This is because the
planar wave front of the unscattered component is pre-
served, resulting in a uniform phase front. On the other
hand, the scattered component will likely have an irregu-
lar wave front, leading to smaller values of the aj’s for j
Þ 0. For a turbid medium of moderate optical depth,
the heterodyne signal is dominated by the unscattered
component, as both a0 and E0

2 are large. The scattered-
light contribution becomes significant only when E0

2 is
substantially attenuated. Since a0 is much larger than
the rest of the spatial coherence factors, this transition re-
quires an optically thick turbid medium. However, in
this regime, light scattered only a few times is negligible
in comparison with light scattered multiple times. In
other words, there is no situation where the coherent con-
tribution from light scattered a few times is significant.

Fortunately, there is a way to circumvent this diffi-
culty. If we can reduce a0 with respect to the rest of the
aj’s and decrease E0

2 at the same time, the contribution
of the scattered beam to the heterodyne signal can be
made significant at lower optical depths. This can be
achieved by tilting the unscattered beam traversing the
sample by a small angle relative to the reference beam, as
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shown in Fig. 1. The tilt will confer a linearly varying
f0(r) across the detector and significantly reduce a0 .
On the other hand, the rest of the aj’s will experience
little of this effect because the scattered light that reaches
the detector will still be approximately parallel to the ref-
erence beam. Moreover, the tilt will also reduce the un-
scattered component that reaches the detector because
the unscattered beam will be off center from the detector.
In contrast, the scattered transmission will not be much
affected, as it subtends a wider solid angle.

3. EXPERIMENTS
Our experiments employ the above technique to study the
spatial coherence of scattered light in turbid media with
varying optical depth. The optical depth D is measured
as the number of scattering MFP ’s and is equal to the av-
erage number of scattering events undergone by the inci-
dent light in the medium. In our experiments D ranges
from 0 to 9. We used a cw Ti:sapphire laser (Coherent
MIRA 600) operating at 753 nm with a beam width of 1.5
mm and an angular divergence of 1.2 mrad. The beam
was split into a frequency-shifted signal beam and an un-
shifted reference beam. The frequency of the signal
beam was shifted by a pair of acousto-optic modulators
(ISOMET 1206-C) driven by a dual-frequency driver (In-
traAction DFE-1102A4) at approximately 110 MHz, with
the two frequencies offset by approximately 70 kHz. The
geometry was such that the acousto-optic modulators
shifted the modulated beam in opposite directions, pro-
ducing a net shift of 70 kHz relative to the reference
beam. The signal beam was sent through a turbid me-
dium consisting of polystyrene microspheres (Poly-
sciences) of diameter d 5 4.329 mm and refractive index
n 5 1.59 in a solution of distilled water. The transmit-
ted beam was then recombined with the reference beam
and focused on a silicon photodiode detector (EG&G FND-
100) that subtended a solid angle of 3.5 3 1026 sr from
the turbid medium. The detection area was determined
by an aperture of 560-mm diameter. The reference beam
power impinging on the detector was typically 0.65 mW,
and the signal beam, transmitted through clear water,
was approximately the same. With the acousto-optic
modulator driver used as a reference, the heterodyne sig-
nal amplitude could be measured very accurately with a
dual-phase lock-in amplifier (Stanford Research SR830)
operating with a detection bandwidth of 10 Hz.

Fig. 1. Tilted heterodyne geometry, schematic diagram.
For each experiment calibration was first done with
clear water in the sample cell. By measuring the hetero-
dyne signal amplitude and the transmitted intensity,
which equals E0

2 in the absence of scatterers, one can
compute a0 . The turbid medium was then introduced
and diluted gradually. At each value the heterodyne sig-
nal amplitude and the total transmitted intensity were
recorded.

The product of the turbid medium concentration, the
computed Mie scattering cross section,13 and the trans-
mission path length gives the number of MFP ’s, which is
the exponential attenuation factor for transmission of un-
scattered light. We define the quantity S as a measure of
detected coherence:

S 5
uRe$2Er* ~t !ET~t !exp@ifT~r!#%uamp

2

a0
2Er

2

5 E0
2 1 (

j51

` S aj

a0
D 2

Ej
2. (7)

As can be seen in Eq. (7), S approximates E0
2 when scat-

tered transmission does not contribute significantly to the
heterodyne signal. Any deviation of S from E0

2 therefore
indicates a significant coherent contribution from the
scattered transmission.

Figures 2(a) and 2(b) plot, respectively, the total trans-
mitted intensity T and S for various angular tilts of the
transmitted beam. The curves are all normalized to
unity at D 5 0. It can be seen from Fig. 2(a) that the de-
cline in the transmitted intensity is more gradual for
larger tilt angles.14 This indicates the presence of a
growing contribution from scattering with angular tilt.
In addition, for zero angular tilt the attenuated total in-
tensity is approximately exponential. In a previous
study, the slope of this curve was found to decrease at
larger D (from 20 to 50 MFP ’s).5 This implies that the
slope of the zero angular tilt transmitted-intensity curve
is mainly due to the attenuated unscattered component
over the range of D shown in Fig. 2(a) and that the con-
tribution to this curve from scattering is negligible until
larger values of D are reached. With this interpretation
an important result is evident in Fig. 2(b). The S profiles
for all angular tilt above 0 mrad are above that for zero
angular tilt, which simply exhibits the coherent attenua-
tion of unscattered light. This implies from Eq. (7) that
scattered light contributes to the observed coherent sig-
nal. Moreover, this deviation from coherent attenuation
of unscattered light occurs at values of D as small as
unity; the component of scattered light that causes this
deviation can have been scattered only a few times.

In the experiments we observed a slow fluctuation in
the heterodyne signal amplitude over a time scale of
0.1–1 s. This suggests that the wave front of the scat-
tered contribution fluctuates in time. The fluctuation of
the wave front can change its uniformity over time, which
leads to changing aj’s, where j Þ 0. This wave-front fluc-
tuation is likely caused by Brownian motion drifts of the
microspheres, which slowly alter the phase of each pos-
sible path among the microspheres. The calculated rms
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displacement of a microsphere in water in 1 s is approxi-
mately 1 mm, which is comparable with the wavelength of
the light.15

Finally, it is important to understand that the coherent
detection of scattered light is caused not only by the re-
duction of E0

2 that is due to the off-centered transmis-
sion. The relative reduction of a0 with respect to the rest
of the aj’s in the tilted geometry is also important. In a
similar set of experiments done with a laterally displaced
signal beam, which provided similar E0

2 reduction but
without similar a0 change, scattered light could not be ob-
served in the coherently detected signal.

4. THEORETICAL MODEL
As seen in Fig. 2(b), aside from the initial change in slope
for small D, the slopes of S for all tilt angles match that of
the curve for zero angular tilt, which describes the at-
tenuation of the unscattered beam. More importantly,
the profiles of S for all tilt angles above 0° do not match
those of the associated transmitted intensities (T). Since
S differs from T in that it is a function of the phase wave-
front uniformity parameters aj [Eq. (7)], this suggests
that the aj’s vary over the range of j. In other words, the
phase-front uniformity of that particular component of
scattered light depends on the number of scattering
events that it has undergone.

Fig. 2. (a) Total transmitted intensity versus number of MFPs,
D, for various tilt angles. (b) S, computed from Eq. (4), versus
number of MFPs, D, for various tilt angles; error bars denote the
extent of fluctuations in the heterodyne signals.
The values of the aj’s can be determined by fitting the
experimental data in Fig. 2(b) if the Ej

2 quantities are
known. With this motivation we formulate the following
theoretical model, which gives an expression for Ej

2 for
low j values as a function of tilt angle.

Consider a turbid medium of optical thickness D; the
distance along the z axis is measured in units of D (Fig.
3). The relation of Ej to D can be derived by means of a
three-dimensional model of scattering. The following
equation is obeyed by the scattered light traversing an in-
crementally small slice dD8 of the medium located at a
distance D8:

d(Ej
2~D, q!) 5 Ej21

2~D8, q8!

3 @PS( f~q, q8!)dD8#expH 2
D 2 D8

cos@ f~q, z!#
J .

(8)

Here Ej
2(D, q) denotes the intensity of light arriving at

distance D in direction q after undergoing exactly j scat-
tering events, PS(u) is the phase function, i.e., the distri-
bution function that governs the directional change of
light in the course of a scattering event, and f(q, n) is the
angle between q and n. The first factor on the right-
hand side of Eq. (8) represents the intensity of light that
has been scattered j 2 1 times before entering the slice in
direction q8. The second factor represents the probabil-
ity that this input light is scattered exactly once within
the slice in direction q. The last factor accounts for the
attenuation of emerging light as it propagates unscat-
tered through the remaining thickness of the scattering
medium.

Since light that has undergone a few scattering events
by the microspheres is highly forward directed, we can
approximate q by the parameters ux and uy . ux is the
angle between the z axis and the projection of q on the
x –z plane, and uy is the corresponding parameter for the
y –z plane. Moreover, we can approximate the cosine in
the last term by unity because we are considering only
highly forward-scattered light. Finally, we approximate
PS(u) by a Gaussian function (k/p)exp@2k(ux

2 1 uy
2)#,

with k 5 135 rad22 for the microspheres used. The value
of k was established by computing PS(u) from Mie theory
and fitting the result with a Gaussian function.

Integrating Eq. (8) over D8, ux8 , and uy8 , we obtain

Fig. 3. Geometry used in the theoretical model. The distance
along the z axis is measured in units of the optical depth D.
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We approximate the profile of the input beam by a
Gaussian function

E0
2~D 5 0, ux , uy! 5 E input

2 exp@2a~ux
2 1 uy

2!#, (10)

where E input is the electric-field amplitude of the beam in
the forward direction before entering the turbid medium.

It can be proven by induction that the solution to rela-
tion (9) given the input as expressed in Eq. (10) is

Ej
2~D, ux , uy! ' E input

2 H S k
ja 1 k D

3 expF2S ka

ja 1 k D ~ux
2 1 uy

2!G J
3FDj

j!
exp~2D !G . (11)

As mentioned above, this result is valid only for light scat-
tered a few times, so that the light is confined within a
narrow cone in the forward direction. The Ej

2’s for large
j’s are more diffusive, and the above small-angle approxi-
mation will no longer hold. For small values of D, the to-
tal transmitted intensity given by Eq. (6) is dominated by
the Ej

2 terms, where the j’s are small. As such, we ex-
pect that Eqs. (6) and (11) will give a good fit to the ex-
perimental curves in Fig. 2(a) for small values of D.
Since the theoretical model overestimates the Ej

2’s for
large j’s, we expect the theoretical fits to deviate upward
from the experimental curves at large values of D.

5. APPLICATION OF THE MODEL AND
DISCUSSION
To verify the validity of the model, we applied it to the
transmitted-intensity experimental data of Fig. 2(a). In
our case the input laser beam has a sharp Gaussian pro-
file superposed on a broader tapering base. We approxi-
mated the beam as the summation of two Gaussian
curves. The a parameter of the sharper Gaussian is ap-
proximately 1 3 105 rad22, and that for the broader
Gaussian is approximately 1 3 103 rad22; the intensity of
the second Gaussian is approximately 0.15% the intensity
of the first Gaussian at the center of the beam. The re-
sults are shown in Fig. 4. As can be seen, the theory
gives good fits to the experimental data for values of D
from 0 to 5 for various angular tilts. The fits are poorer
for D . 5, as expected. The theoretical curves are very
sensitive to variations in the angular tilt; we found that
good fits to some of the experimental data are given by
angular tilts that are approximately 20% lower than ex-
perimentally measured values. This discrepancy is
likely due to errors in the experimental determination of
the angular tilts.

Having substantiated our model, we now employ it in
Eq. (7) to extract values for the aj’s. We focus our atten-
tion on the experimental data for 10-mrad angular tilt
(we use the fit value of 8 mrad), for which our signal-to-
noise ratio is high. Two features can be noted in the ex-
perimental data (Fig. 5). First, there is a plateau at
small D; this implies that the aj /a0 factors are relatively
large for small j’s. Second, the slope of the experimental
curve becomes the same as that of the unscattered curve
for large D, which indicates that the aj /a0 factors are
relatively small for large j’s. The theory was fitted to the
data from 0 to 5 MFP’s by multiplying S by exp(D) and
doing a least-squares fit to the resulting polynomial
curve. The j 5 1 component was found to be dominant,
with (a1 /a0)2 5 8.0; for light scattered twice, (a2 /a0)2

5 0.5, and the remaining terms are negligible. We next
set the coefficients of (aj /a0)2 at zero for j . 1 and plot-
ted the theoretical result against the whole range. As
can be seen from Fig. 5, such a model, which accounts for

Fig. 4. Plot of transmitted intensity versus number of MFP’s
with theoretical fits.

Fig. 5. Plot of S versus number of MFP’s for a tilt angle of 10
mrad with theoretical fit. The error bars denote the extent of
fluctuations in the heterodyne signals. See text for details.



Yang et al. Vol. 16, No. 4 /April 1999 /J. Opt. Soc. Am. A 871
the coherence of light scattered only once, gives a very
good fit to the experiment. This further validates our as-
sertion that the phase front of light scattered only once is
significantly more uniform than the rest of the scattered
light.

By examining the rest of the experimental data of Fig.
2(b), we find that the decrease of (aj /a0)2 becomes more
gradual at larger angular tilts. [The small signal-to-
noise ratio for the rest of the data prevents us from quan-
tifying (aj /a0)2 well.] By extending this observation of
dependence on angular tilt, we can predict that, at an an-
gular tilt of 0 mrad, we should see an even sharper de-
crease of (aj /a0)2 than the results reported above for 10-
mrad angular tilt.

We can learn more about the spatial coherence of scat-
tered light through the generalized model [Eq. (7)] by ap-
plying it to the results of a related heterodyne detection
experiment9 performed in the regime of large MFP ’s (ap-
proximately 20–50). In that study there was no angular
tilt in the detection scheme, so the coherent signal from
the unscattered component dominated until sufficiently
large values of MFP ’s were reached. That experiment
employed a quantity equivalent to our parameter S. Not
surprisingly, the dependence of S was dominated by un-
scattered transmission for small values of D (from 0 to
20). The curve then tapered off to a more gentle slope.
From the provided data,9 we can infer that this latter
slope matches the slope of the scattered-light intensity at-
tenuation curve. The first fact indicates that the
(aj /a0)’s are much smaller than unity for that experi-
ment, so that the coherent contribution from scattered
light is insignificant in comparison with that from unscat-
tered light until the intensity of unscattered light is at-
tenuated sufficiently. The second fact indicates that the
(aj /a0)’s are approximately equal for large values of j, so
that S has the same slope as that of the transmitted-
intensity curve. In other words, Eq. (7) can be expressed
for large D as

S ' S a

a0
D 2

(
j50

`

Ej
2. (12)

This implies that the phase wave-front uniformity of light
scattered a large number of times is relatively indepen-
dent of the number of scattering events.

6. CONCLUSION
The picture of light scattering that emerges from this
study raises some interesting questions. We find that
the forward-scattered coherent phase front rapidly dimin-
ishes with the number of elastic scattering events, far
more rapidly than the corresponding decrease in the in-
tensity of the wave. However, a small but distinct coher-
ent component persists, even for a large number of scat-
tering events. It would be interesting to develop a
theoretical model that can account for these changes in
spatial coherence. It would also be interesting to explore
the spatial distribution of the field trajectories in the me-
dium. Such questions are of basic interest and have im-
plications for coherent imaging as well. We hope that
this paper stimulates further experiments and theory to
answer such timely and interesting questions.
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