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We show that the group delay in tunnelling is not a traversal time
but a lifetime of stored energy or stored probability escaping through both ends
of the barrier. Because it is a lifetime associated with both forward (transmitted)
and backward (reflected) fluxes, it cannot be used to define a group velocity for
forward transit in cases where a wavepacket is mostly reflected. For photonic
tunnelling barriers the group delay is identical to the dwell time which is also a
property of an entire wavefunction with reflected and transmitted components.
Theoretical predictions and experimental reports of superluminal group velocities
in barrier tunnelling are re-interpreted.

Abstract.
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1. Introduction

The question of superluminality in barrier tunnelling dates back to MacColl’s 1932 paper which
noted, on the basis of an approximate solution to the time-dependent Schrödinger equation, that
there is no appreciable delay in the transmission of a wavepacket through a potential barrier
[1]. Later work by Bohm [2], Eisenbud [3] and Wigner [4] provided a recipe for calculating
the delay time in tunnelling: namely that the energy derivative of the transmission phase shift
yields the delay time, known variously as the phase time, Wigner time, or group delay. Hartman
used this recipe to calculate the delay in tunnelling through a rectangular barrier and found that
the delay time for a tunnelling particle is shorter than the delay time for a particle traversing
the same distance in a barrier-free region [5]. Furthermore, in what has become known as the
Hartman effect [6], Hartman showed that the tunnelling delay time saturates with increasing
barrier length [5]. If one assumes that the group delay in tunnelling is a transit time, then division
of the barrier length L by the delay time τg yields a tunnelling group velocity vg = L/τg [6, 7].
The result of this exercise suggests that the group velocity in tunnelling can become arbitrarily
large, and indeed superluminal, as the barrier length increases, while the delay stays fixed [6, 7].
Such a result is not an artefact arising from the use of the non-relativistic Schrödinger equation
but is also present in the fully relativistic Dirac equation [8]. The presence of these rather large
tunnelling velocities occasions some discomfort as relativity forbids massive particles to travel
faster than the speed of light in vacuum.
To test these predictions of quantum theory, experiments were proposed in the early 1990s
using electromagnetic waves which can tunnel as evanescent waves through forbidden regions
in a manner analogous to that of quantum wavepackets [9]–[11]. The philosophy behind these
tests is the identity between the time-independent Schrödinger equation for quantum particles
and the Helmholtz equation for electromagnetic waves. These experiments, carried out by many
[12]–[19], all show the result that the group delay for the tunnelling pulse is shorter than that of a
non-tunnelling pulse traversing the same distance. They also confirm that the group delay indeed
describes the arrival of the peak of the tunnelled pulse and that it saturates with barrier length.
Indeed, even tunnelling sound waves manifest similar anomalous delays [20, 21] (phenomena
we might term supersonic), thus showing the generality of these phenomena as a consequence
of wave behaviour. These experiments, and their agreement with the predictions of MacColl
and Hartman, have led to the conclusion that the process of barrier tunnelling is, in some sense,
superluminal [6]–[8], [12]–[14], [16]–[18].
In recent papers, we have suggested that the calculated and measured group delays in
tunnelling are not transit times [22]–[27]. This has made it possible to explain the Hartman effect
as arising from the saturation of stored energy [22] or the number of particles under the barrier
[24]. In this paper, we expand on this suggestion and demonstrate explicitly that the theoretical
and measured delays in barrier tunnelling are cavity lifetimes that describe the leakage of energy
(or integrated probability density) from both ends of the barrier. In other words, the barrier acts
as an evanescent mode cavity with a finite lifetime. We prove the identity between the tunnelling
group delay and cavity lifetime and support this proof with numerical simulations of energy decay
within the barrier. Because group delay describes a simultaneous escape process through both
transmission and reflection channels, it should not be used as a measure of forward traversal time
in barrier tunnelling. We show that it is a property of an entire wavefunction with transmitted and
reflected components, a status it shares with the dwell time, which likewise cannot be interpreted
as a transit time or used to compute a tunnelling velocity [30]. As noted by Büttiker and Landauer
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[31] of the dwell time, ‘This time is the average dwell time of a particle in the barrier, and is
not the traversal time, if most particles are reflected’. For photonic barriers the dwell time and
group delay are both the length of time the incident photon flux has to act to build up the
accumulated photon density or stored energy within the barrier. Under quasi-static conditions,
this time is also the cavity lifetime, the lifetime of stored energy escaping through both ends
of the barrier. Our work provides an alternative approach to understanding paradoxically short
group delays in tunnelling without appealing to superluminal velocities. Other attempts to explain
the anomalously short group delays invoke pulse reshaping [32]–[35] or weak measurements
[36, 37]. In our approach, since the group delay is not a transit time from input to output, issues
of superluminality, causality, or the speed of information transfer [38] do not even arise.
Our focus is on wavepackets that tunnel without distortion, albeit with significant attenuation
as a result of reflection. (We are concerned here only with tunnelling, i.e. transport in classically
forbidden or evanescent regions and do not consider the negative group velocities seen with
allowed propagation in gain media [39, 40].) As we have shown [23, 25], true tunnelling is a
quasi-static phenomenon requiring pulses whose spatial extent exceeds the length of the barrier.
The quasi-static approximation says that the pulse temporal envelope changes very slowly in the
time it takes a light front travelling at c to traverse the length of the barrier. As a result, at any
instant in time, near steady-state conditions obtain.

2. Group delay, flux delays and dwell time

A barrier acts as a filter, rejecting some frequency components and transmitting others. It also
imparts a phase shift to each frequency component. The barrier is thus characterized by a complex
transmission coefficient |T(ω)|eiφt (ω) and a complex reflection coefficient |R(ω)|eiφr (ω) . These
are steady-state concepts that assume that the incident wave has existed long enough for the
interferences that give rise to selective transmission to be established. Because the subject of
tunnelling time is still controversial [27, 35], we will be purposely redundant in reviewing
certain known properties of filters and time delay [41] as they pertain to tunnelling. We will then
introduce a new relation (equations (13) and (15)) between group delays, dwell time and flux
delays that demonstrates the status of group delay in tunnelling as a measure of bidirectional
energy transport. While the results apply equally to electromagnetic and quantum tunnelling, we
couch the description in terms of electromagnetic waves since the most convincing tunnelling
time experiments have been done with those waves.
If the Fourier transform of an incident time-dependent field Ei (t) is Ei (ω), the transform of
the transmitted field is
Et (ω) = Ei (ω)|T(ω)| exp iφ̃t (ω),

(1)

where φ̃t (ω) = φt (ω) + k(ω)L and k is the wavenumber. Similarly the transform of the reflected
field is
Er (ω) = Ei (ω)|R(ω)| exp iφr (ω).

(2)

Suppose the incident field is sufficiently narrowband that the magnitudes of the reflection and
transmission coefficients are constant over the bandwidth of the pulse. Expanding the phase
New Journal of Physics 8 (2006) 101 (http://www.njp.org/)
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terms to first order about the centre frequency ω0 , we have
φr (ω) ≈ φr (ω0 ) + (ω − ω0 )φr (ω0 ) + O(ω2 ),

(3a)

φ̃t (ω) ≈ φ̃t (ω0 ) + (ω − ω0 )φ̃t (ω0 ) + O(ω2 ).

(3b)

The transmitted field in the time domain is
Et (t) = |T(ω0 )| exp i[φ̃t (ω0 ) −

ω0 φ̃t (ω0 )]



∞

−∞

Ei (ω) exp [−i(ω[t − φ̃t (ω0 ))] dω

= |T(ω0 )| exp i[φ̃t (ω0 ) − ω0 φ̃t (ω0 )]Ei (t − τgt ),

(4)

where τgt = φ̃t is the transmission group delay. Similarly, the reflected field is given by
Er (t) = |R(ω0 )| exp i[φr (ω0 ) − ω0 φr (ω0 )]Ei (t − τgr ),

(5)

where τgr = φr is the reflection group delay. A filter with a constant amplitude transmission
and a linear phase shift over the pulse bandwidth thus gives rise to a pure time delay without
distortion. Any distortion or reshaping will have to come from the neglected higher order terms.
Thus ‘reshaping’ cannot be seen as a mechanism for pure time delay. Since the power carried by
the wave is P(t) ∝ |E(t)|2 , for narrowband pulses the reflected and transmitted pulses are simply
delayed and attenuated versions of the incident pulse
Pt (t) = |T |2 Pi (t − τgt ),

(6a)

Pr (t) = |R|2 Pi (t − τgr ).

(6b)

The group delays can be related to power flow and stored energy in the barrier [25, 26].
For the electromagnetic barrier, Poynting’s theorem provides a local statement of continuity of
energy density and power flow
∇ · S(r, t) = −

∂u(r, t)
.
∂t

(7)

Here, S = E × H (W m−2 ) is the Poynting vector and u(r, t) = (εE · E + µH · H)/2 is the
electromagnetic energy density. For quantum wavepackets, a similar continuity relation holds
between the probability current j(r, t) and the probability density ρ(x, t)
∇ · j¯ = −

∂ρ
.
∂t

The integral form of Poynting’s theorem then tells us that

dU
− S · n̂ da =
,
(8)
dt
s

with U = vol u dv. Here, for the one-dimensional system, the surface integral on the left-hand
side reduces to an integration over the input and output faces of the barrier. Thus evaluation of
New Journal of Physics 8 (2006) 101 (http://www.njp.org/)
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the surface integral in (8) yields
Pi (t) − Pr (t) − Pt (t) =

dU
.
dt

(9)

This relation simply says that the rate of increase of stored electromagnetic energy in the cavity is
given by the incident power (Pi ) minus the sum of the transmitted (Pt ) and reflected (Pr ) power.
This equation represents a non-local relationship between incident and reflected fields on the one
hand as measured at the input plane z = 0 and the transmitted field measured at the exit plane
z = L, all measurements taken at the same instant t.
The group delay in transmission (τgt ) has the well-defined meaning of the time at which
a pulse peak appears at z = L, given that the peak of the incident pulse is at z = 0 at t = 0.
Similarly, the group delay in reflection (τgr ) is the time at which a reflected pulse peak appears
at z = 0, given that the peak of the incident pulse is at z = 0 at t = 0. Because of the absence
of pulse distortion, the reflected and transmitted pulses are simply delayed, attenuated versions
of the incident pulse, with possibly different delays. In practice, these pulses are measured some
distance away from the barrier, but assuming free propagation outside the barrier region, the
peaks can always be extrapolated to the boundaries of the barrier. To first order in the delay,
assumed much smaller than the pulse width, we can write
Pi (t − τ) ≈ Pi (t) − τ dPi /dt.
Equation (9) then becomes



dU
dPi
dPi
2
− |T | Pi (t) − τgt
=
.
Pi (t) − τgr
dt
dt
dt


Pi (t) − |R|

2

(10)

Since |R|2 + |T |2 = 1 for a lossless barrier, equation (10) reduces to
[|R|2 τgr + |T |2 τgt ]

dPi
dU
=
.
dt
dt

(11)

Upon integrating both sides of equation (11) and setting the arbitrary constant equal to zero,
we obtain the result
|R|2 τgr + |T |2 τgt = τd ≡

U
.
Pi

(12)

The last identity above defines the dwell time τd . The relation between the dwell time and the
weighted sum of certain transmission and reflection delays is one that is often postulated as a
criterion for the validity of those delays [30]. It has also been criticized as not being justified
for quantum tunnelling since it neglects interference terms which are significant at low particle
energies [42]. For the photonic barrier in the slowly varying approximation, those interference
terms disappear and thus (12) is an exact relation. For quantum tunnelling the interference
terms also disappear if the delays are averaged over the wave number spectrum of the incident
wavepacket [43].
The dwell time is a weighted average of reflection and transmission delays and does not
distinguish which of the two channels the energy stored from the input flux escapes through [30].
Obviously, since it describes an escape process through both channels, it cannot be ascribed to
New Journal of Physics 8 (2006) 101 (http://www.njp.org/)
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only the transmitted pulse nor used to assign a forward traversal velocity whenever there is some
reflection. Upon dividing equation (12) by τd , we obtain the relation
1=

τgr τgt
+ ,
τr
τt

(13)

where the transmitted flux delay is defined as
τt =

τd
U
= ,
2
|T |
Pt

(14a)

and the reflected flux delay is defined as
τr =

τd
U
= .
2
|R|
Pr

(14b)

The transmitted flux delay is the time it takes for all the stored energy in the barrier to leave the
barrier in the direction of the transmitted flux. The reflected flux delay is the time it takes for all
the stored energy to leave in the direction of the reflected flux.
Equations (14) provide one way to distribute the dwell time between the reflection
and transmission channels since it follows from the conservation law |R|2 + |T |2 = 1 that
1/τr + 1/τt = 1/τd [44]. For a symmetric barrier it can be shown that τgr = τgt ≡ τg [30]. In
that case equation (13) reduces to
1 1
1
= + ,
τg
τr τt

(15)

and equation (12) becomes
τg = τd .

(16)

Thus as we have shown previously [22], the group delay and dwell time are identical for a
symmetric photonic barrier. Equation (15) says that the sum of the rate of escape through the
reflection channel and the transmission channel equals the inverse of the group delay. The group
delay therefore represents the time it takes to empty the barrier through both channels.

3. Group delay equals cavity lifetime

An important point we wish to make is this: in the presence of reflections the group delay and the
dwell time relate to the simultaneous escape of energy through both ends of the barrier. Neither
of these times can be assigned to just the transmitted pulse or just the reflected pulse, in the sense
of the time it takes a well-defined pulse to travel from A to B. Indeed, the group delay is just the
lifetime of stored energy escaping through both ends of the barrier. It is a cavity lifetime.
To see the connection to cavity lifetime, first recall the standard definition of the Q of a
cavity [45]
Q=ω

U
,
Pd

New Journal of Physics 8 (2006) 101 (http://www.njp.org/)
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which is the time average stored energy divided by the power dissipated per cycle Pd . As a result
of dissipation, the cavity mode has a finite lifetime, a 1/e lifetime of stored energy which is given
by [45]
τc ≡

Q
U
.
=
ω
Pd

(18)

For a cavity with no internal losses the power dissipated is the power that escapes through the
ends of the cavity. At steady state, this power lost equals the incident power, or Pd = Pi . Thus
the cavity lifetime can be written
τc =

U
= τd ,
Pi

(19)

which shows that the cavity lifetime and the dwell time are identical. Furthermore, for a symmetric
barrier all three quantities, the group delay, the dwell time, and the cavity lifetime are one and
the same object.
As an important example, we consider a one-dimensional photonic bandgap structure with
a refractive index profile n(z) = n0 + n1 cos(2n0 ωB z/c), where ωB is the Bragg frequency and
n1 is the amplitude of the index perturbation. For convenience, we collect some known results
[22]. The envelopes of the forward and backward fields propagating inside the structure satisfy
the coupled-mode equations [46]
∂EF 1 ∂EF
+
= iκEB e−i2βz ,
∂z
v ∂t

(20a)

∂EB 1 ∂EB
−
= −iκEF ei2βz .
∂z
v ∂t

(20b)

Here, κ = n1 n0 ωB /2c is a coupling constant related to the strength of the refractive index
perturbations, β = n0 /c, = ω − ωB and v = c/n0 . The steady-state solutions are
EF (z) = E0 [γ cosh γ(z − L) + i( /v) sinh γ(z − l)]/g,

(21a)

(21b)
EB (z) = −i[E0 κ sinh γ(z − L)]/g,

where γ = κ2 − ( /v)2 and g = γ cosh γL − i( /v) sinh γL. The barrier amplitude
transmission coefficient is T = EF (L)/Eo = (γ/|g|)eiφ , the phase of which is given by
φt = tan−1 [( /γv) tanh γL].
For an incident power
Pi = (1/2)ε0 n0 c|E0 |2 A,
the stored energy in the barrier is

 2 2
(κ /γ )(tanh γL)/γL − ( /γv)2 sec h2 γL
,
U = U0
1 + ( /γv)2 tanh2 γL
New Journal of Physics 8 (2006) 101 (http://www.njp.org/)
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Figure 1. Normalized group delay, dwell time, cavity lifetime, and stored energy
versus frequency detuning L/ν for a symmetric photonic bandgap structure.

where
U0 = 21 ε0 n20 E02 AL

(24)

is the energy stored in a barrier-free region of the same length. From the expressions for stored
energy and input power we calculate the group delay,

 2 2
dφ̃t
U
(κ /γ )(tanh γL)/γL − ( /γv)2 sec h2 γL
,
(25)
=
= τ0
τg =
2
Pi
d
1 + ( /γv)2 tanh γL
where τ0 = L/v. Figure 1 shows the normalized stored energy and group delay for a photonic
bandgap structure as a function of detuning. The group delay is also the frequency-dependent
cavity lifetime. Indeed at resonances of the barrier, where the transmission is unity, the expression
for group delay reduces to


L
κL 2
1+
,
(26)
τg =
v
mπ
which has the L3 dependence first postulated for the cavity lifetime of distributed feedback
lasers by Chinn [47]. Near these transmission resonances, constructive interference of the forward
scattered wavelets results in an enhancement of the stored energy over the free-propagation value.
Consequently, the group delay is greater than the free-propagation value in the vicinity of those
resonances. Conversely, within the stop band, the interferences that give rise to coherent Bragg
New Journal of Physics 8 (2006) 101 (http://www.njp.org/)
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Figure 2. Decay of the normalized stored energy versus time. The steady state

incident beam is turned off at vt/L = 20. Here = 0. The black dashed line
shows the decay of stored energy in the barrier-free case.
reflection result in a suppression of the stored energy below the value it would have had in the
absence of the barrier. It is within this band that the group delay is less than the free-propagation
value. It reaches a minimum value at midgap of


L tanh κL
.
(27)
τg =
v
κL
This delay can be arbitrarily short for strong enough barriers.
We will now show, by means of direct numerical solution of the coupled-mode equations,
that the group delay is indeed the 1/e lifetime of stored energy escaping through both ends of the
barrier. The coupled-mode equations for forward and backward waves are integrated for a unit
step function input until steady state is reached. The input is then switched off and the evolution
of the integrated stored energy is monitored as a function of time. In figure 2, we show the decay
of the stored energy for several values of the coupling strength κL. Since the stored energy is
numerically equal to the group delay for unit input power, we have normalized the plot of stored
energy by the appropriate group delay. Hence what is plotted is U(t)/τg . It is seen that the stored
energy drops rapidly after turn off of the input. This rapid drop is largely due to the escape of
the backward component through the input face of the barrier. Note that in steady state most of
the energy is stored near the input end of the barrier (see figure 3(b)). The larger the coupling
strength, the smaller the stored energy (U ∼ 1/κL) and thus the faster decay. The temporal decay
New Journal of Physics 8 (2006) 101 (http://www.njp.org/)
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Figure 3. (a) Snapshot of a pulse traversing a region of free space. The shaded area

shows the stored energy corresponding to the peak incident power. (b) Snapshot
of a pulse interacting with a barrier. The shaded area shows the stored energy
corresponding to the peak incident power. In front of the barrier is shown only
the incident power but not the reflected power.
in the initial phase is approximately exponential. The thin horizontal line in the figure indicates
the 1/e level of the stored energy. Upon reading off the values of time at the intersection of
this line with the plots of U(t), we find that those times are close to the group delays calculated
through equation (27). Thus the group delay is indeed the lifetime of stored energy leaving the
cavity through both ends. After the initial rapid drop, there is a plateau which occurs because
most of the energy in the backward wave has left, leaving behind the forward going component
whose energy is approximately constant as it is no longer coupled to the backward wave. When
the front of the forward component leaves the barrier at the exit after one transit time, the stored
energy suddenly drops again. We have shown through the definition of Q and through direct
numerical simulations that the group delay is the 1/e lifetime of stored energy escaping through
both ends of the barrier.
4. Reinterpretation of tunnelling experiments

With this interpretation of the group delay as a cavity lifetime, it is now possible to explain
every aspect of ‘superluminal’ tunnelling experiments without ever mentioning the words ‘group
velocity’. In the typical pulsed tunnelling time experiment, a pulse of electromagnetic energy
is sent through a barrier-free region of length L. The spatial extent of the pulse exceeds L. The
arrival time of the peak of this pulse at a detector is used as a reference time. A barrier of length
L is next inserted in the path of the pulse. The arrival time of the peak of a transmitted pulse
is then compared to the reference time. Let the delay in traversing the barrier-free region be τ0 .
Let the delay due to the barrier be τ1 . It is important to note that these experiments measure
time delays (or, in interferometric measurements, mirror positions [13]). They do not directly
measure velocity. Velocity is an inferred quantity. In order to relate a measured time delay to an
inferred group velocity, one must ascertain that the measured delay is a propagation delay that
can be assigned to the propagation of a forward pulse through a region.
New Journal of Physics 8 (2006) 101 (http://www.njp.org/)
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Consider first the reference pulse. Figure 3(a) shows a snap shot of the energy density in
the pulse as a function of position at the instant when the peak of the pulse arrives at the input
plane. At that instant the flux of energy crossing that plane is the incident power Pi . Some time
later, that flux of energy leaves the region. For the reference pulse, all the entering energy leaves
the region at the exit plane z = L since there is no reflection or absorption. The time it takes for
all the energy to leave is given by the stored energy divided by the rate at which energy enters:
τ0 = U0 /Pi . The time average stored energy in the transparent region of volume V = LA is just
U0 as given in equation (24). The net energy flux transmitted in the forward direction through this
lossless, reflectionless region is just the input power Pi , given in equation (22). Upon dividing
U0 by Pi we get L/v ≡ τ0 , the time it takes for all the energy stored in the region of length L to
leave that region in the direction of the net flux and with velocity v. Here, because all the energy
that enters leaves later in the forward direction, one can infer a sensible velocity v = L/τ0 .
Now consider a pulse incident on a barrier. It should be noted right away that unlike the case
of the reference pulse the incident and transmitted pulses are not the same entity. The incident
pulse creates a cavity field which is made up of a sum of forward and backward propagating
components that have undergone various amounts of multiple scattering within the barrier. This
cavity field then gives rise to a transmitted pulse and a reflected pulse. The transmitted pulse is not
the delayed incident pulse. It is the released barrier field. One cannot associate a given temporal
point within the transmitted or reflected pulse with a given temporal point in the incident pulse.
Again we calculate the stored energy in the barrier at the moment the pulse peak arrives. From
figure 3(b), it is clear that this stored energy represented by the shaded area is much smaller
than in the case of free space propagation. The energy density decays almost exponentially with
distance. It consists of a forward and backward component whose sum, just inside the barrier
exceeds the incident power. Most of the stored energy leaves the barrier in the backward direction
and a small amount is transmitted in the forward direction. The group delay, the time it takes for
this stored energy to escape through both forward and backward channels is τ1 = U/Pi . Because
the stored energy is much smaller than in the free space case, for the same input power the delay
time for this stored energy is much less than in the free space case. Note that this delay is not the
time it takes for the input peak to propagate to the exit since the pulse does not really propagate
through the barrier. What is really measured is the lifetime of stored energy escaping through
both ends: the cavity lifetime. This explains why the group delay is shorter for stronger barriers
(stronger barriers store less energy), why it saturates with barrier length (stored energy saturates
with barrier length), and why it is less than the free space delay (barrier stores less energy than
free space for the same input power). Because the group delay is associated with both forward
and backward components, it cannot be considered a delay time for forward traverse. Because
it is not a delay time for forward transit, it is inappropriate to use this delay to define a group
velocity for forward pulse propagation as distance L divided by delay. In short, vg = L/τg when
the delay is a delay associated with fluxes propagating in both directions. Even in regions of
allowed propagation, when there are reflections and standing waves it becomes problematic to
define a velocity of propagation and hence a traversal time. Only when the reflection is zero (as
at transmission resonances) can one associate this delay with a forward traversal velocity.
We conclude this section with a look at the experiment of Longhi et al [18] which is the
cleanest, most quantitative pulsed tunnelling-time measurement on a photonic band gap structure.
A 380 ps long pulse is tuned to the stop band of a 2 cm long fibre Bragg grating that transmits
1.5% of the incident power. The pulse is much longer than the 67 ps transit time of a light front
traversing that distance at speed c in free space and hence the interaction is quasi-static [23, 25].
New Journal of Physics 8 (2006) 101 (http://www.njp.org/)
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By comparing the peak of the weak transmitted pulse with the peak of a reference pulse tuned
outside the stop band (barrier-free region), a superluminal group velocity of 1.97c was inferred.
In our interpretation, we consider the stored energy in the structure for a wave tuned to the centre
of the stop band U = (U0 tanh κL)/κL. The group delay and dwell time for this structure are
identical, given by the ratio of stored energy to input power: τg = τd = U/Pi = τ0 (tanh κL)/κL.
Obviously the ratio of the barrier group delay to barrier-free group delay is just the ratio of the
stored energies
τg
U
tanh κL
=
=
.
τ0
U0
κL

(28)

where τ0 = L/v is the barrier-free delay. The parameters of the experiment [18] yield v = c/1.452
and κL = 2.8, from which we find that the barrier only stores 35% of the energy that would be
stored in an equivalent volume without a barrier (given the same incident power). The calculated
group delays are τ0 = 97 ps and τg = 34 ps. It takes 34 ps to empty the energy stored in the barrier
through both ends (with most of it leaving in the backward direction) compared to the 97 ps,
it takes to empty the energy stored in the equivalent barrier-free region, with all of it exiting
in the forward direction. This is all the experiment is saying. It does not imply that anything is
being transported through the barrier at faster than the speed of light. This calculation yields a
delay time difference of 63 ps which is exactly what is observed in the experiment. The barrier
group delay is 35% shorter because it stores 35% less energy than the barrier-free region. This
explanation applies to all the reported superluminal tunnelling experiments including the ‘singlephoton’ measurements of Steinberg et al [13]. As noted by the authors themselves [7], for purely
linear phenomena such as tunnelling, single photons exhibit the same behaviour as classical
pulses. ‘Propagation effects are then governed by the classical wave equations, and quantization
merely affects detection statistics and higher order effects’ [7].

5. Absence of reshaping

The existence of ‘superluminal’ group velocities in tunnelling has been attributed to a reshaping
phenomenon in which the barrier transmits the early parts of the incident pulse and rejects the
later parts, acting in essence as a time-dependent shutter [32]–[35]. This would imply that the
transmission of the barrier is a function of time. A barrier whose transmission is time dependent
would necessarily distort an incident pulse. However, the exact numerical solutions of the coupled
mode equations show that the transmission is the same for all parts of the delayed input pulse, at
least over the detectable bulk of the pulse. This constancy of the transmission is also in agreement
with experimental observations for pulses whose bandwidth is narrow compared to the stop band
of the barrier.
Figure 4(a) shows the incident and transmitted pulses for a long pulse tunnelling through a
barrier of strength κL = 4. Also shown is a reference pulse traversing a barrier-free region. In
figure 4(b), the two normalized pulses are overlaid so that their shapes can be compared. On this
scale their shapes are identical. Notwithstanding claims to the contrary, there is no reshaping seen
in theory or experiment. For a slowly varying input pulse, every portion of the main part of the
transmitted pulse (after an initial transient) is delayed by the same amount from the incident pulse.
Any distortion or reshaping is due to the higher order terms in the expansion of the transmission
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Figure 4. (a) Incident, reference and transmitted pulses for a barrier of strength

κL = 4. The reference pulse travels the equivalent distance in a barrier-free region.
(b) Comparison of incident and transmitted pulse shapes. (c) Enlarged portion of
(b) showing the evolution of the pulse front. The tunnelled pulse has been scaled
up by a factor of 1/0.0014.
phase. It is not a mechanism for the prompt appearance of the transmitted peak. A pulse that
is sufficiently long will not experience any reshaping. Thus ‘reshaping’ cannot be seen as
an essential part of tunnelling dynamics. It is rather a sign of an approximation gone wrong.
If the group delay is seen as a lifetime and not a transit time then there is no superluminality to
explain away.
It does take time for the barrier reflectivity to build up to its steady-state value. That build up
process, however, occurs in the far wings of the input pulse, long before the main part of the pulse
arrives. That part of the pulse, the front or ‘turn on’ part contains the high frequency components
which do not tunnel because they lie outside the stop band. That portion is necessarily ‘reshaped’.
However, that is not what is normally meant by the reshaping of a pulse. Furthermore, that portion
has nothing to do with the tunnelling process. Figure 4(c) shows the evolution of the pulse front
and the approach to quasi-steady-state transmission. Note that the intensities here are three orders
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of magnitude smaller than in figures 4(a) and (b) which show the bulk of the pulse. The front
propagates at c and the reflectivity builds up in a couple of transit times.

6. Implications for quantum tunnelling

In the foregoing we have couched the interpretation of tunnelling group delay in terms of
electromagnetic wavepackets. Because of the analogy between the Schrödinger and Helmholtz
equations, these results also hold for quantum wavepackets. Hence the group delay in quantum
tunnelling should also be seen as a lifetime and not a traversal time. The question then is, what is it
a lifetime of? For electromagnetic waves for which the slowly varying envelope approximation
holds, this lifetime was just the lifetime of stored energy escaping through both ends of the
barrier. For quantum wavepackets, the equivalent of stored energy in the barrier is the integral
of the probability density in the barrier
 L
|ψ(x)|2 dx,
W=
0

where ψ(x) is the wavefunction. For an incident particle flux ji , the dwell time is given by
[28, 29]
τd = W/ji .
Mathematically, the dwell time is the lifetime of the integrated probability density within the
barrier irrespective of the escape channel. Since the integrated probability density is proportional
to the number of particles, the dwell time can be also interpreted as the storage time of particles
within the barrier, averaged over all incoming particles. If most of the particles are reflected,
this lifetime will obviously be very short. For quantum wavepackets, in addition to the dwell
time inside the barrier, there is a contribution to the tunnelling delay time that arises from the
interference between incident and reflected portions of the wavepacket in front of the barrier.
The group delay takes into account this excess dwell time due to self-interference. The general
relation between group delays and dwell times is now [24, 43, 48]
|R|2 τgr + |T |2 τgt = τd + τi ,
where τi = −Im(R)/kv is the self-interference delay. To emphasize its role as an additional
dwell time, we include the self-interference delay in an overall dwell time defined as
τ̃d = τd + τi .
For a symmetric barrier, the group delay is thus seen as the duration of stored probability density
(particles) in the barrier plus a contribution from any excess stored density due to interference
in front of the barrier. Because the stored probability in front of the barrier arises from the
interference between forward and backward waves, its contribution to the delay cannot be
associated with either wave separately. The group delay is again a measure of bidirectional
fluxes and cannot be associated with either the transmitted or reflected particles separately. At
barrier resonances the group delay is just the lifetime of metastable states, whereas for energies
below the barrier height one can associate the delay with the lifetime of a highly transient virtual
state.
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For a wavepacket whose energy spread E is much less than the barrier height V0 , the ratio
of the limiting group delay to the wavepacket temporal extent τp is given roughly by
τg /τp = δx/x = E/V0

1.

The spatial delay δx caused by the barrier is a very small fraction of the uncertainty in the
particle position x. Because this shift is such a small fraction of the wavepacket’s length,
a more meaningful measure of the duration of the tunnelling process is the duration of the
wavepacket itself.

7. Conclusions

For many years the anomalously short delays seen with tunnelling quantum wavepackets and
electromagnetic pulses have been taken to mean that these entities propagate with superluminal
velocity through the barrier. We have now demonstrated that the group delay time in barrier
tunnelling is actually the lifetime of stored energy (or stored particles) leaking through both
ends of the barrier. The group delay is a property of an entire wavefunction with forward and
backward components. Indeed, without the reflected component there would be no net tunnelling
flux. Because it represents a bidirectional flow of energy, it cannot be associated with a forward
traversal time. We have also shown that ‘pulse reshaping’is not the mechanism for the short group
delay: every part of the main portion of the pulse suffers the same delay. This interpretation of
group delay as a lifetime should help resolve most of the outstanding paradoxes in the physics
of tunnelling time [49, 50].
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