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Abstract— As quantum computing advances, communication
systems face increasing cyberattack risks, making secure key
distribution essential. Continuous-Variable Quantum Key Distri-
bution (CV-QKD) offers unconditional security and compatibility
with current optical networks, yet long-distance deployment
is challenged by excess noise and the complexity of Gaussian
modulation. Here, we analyze secret key rates as a function of
distance and photon number using simulated hardware parame-
ters. Results show that 1024-QAM discrete modulation achieves
key rates close to Gaussian modulation, and, counterintuitively,
longer distances require higher attenuation and lower photon
average numbers, highlighting 1024-QAM’s potential to improve
CV-QKD practicality for metropolitan-scale quantum communi-
cation.
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I. INTRODUCTION

Fiber optic networks carry large amounts of information
and are widely deployed in terrestrial, submarine, metropoli-
tan, and access networks [1]. However, recent advances in
sophisticated cyber threats and quantum computing algorithms
pose a challenge to the security of classical communication
systems [2–4]. While quantum computers promise to change
the landscape of data processing and problem-solving, they
can also make traditional cryptographic protocols vulnerable,
threatening the integrity of current network security systems
[5]. Risks include the decryption of secure communications,
compromise of data privacy [6], and disruption of financial
transactions [7].

One possible solution is using quantum key distribution
systems due to their security being based on the principles
of quantum mechanics rather than computational complexity
[8, 9]. This approach enables secure communication between
a transmitter (Alice) and a receiver (Bob) via an untrusted
channel vulnerable to an eavesdropper (Eve) [10]. Unlike
classical encryption methods, quantum cryptography ensures
secure communication by considering that all excess noise and
attacks are due to the presence of Eve [11].

Several protocols have been implemented over the years
[8]. In particular, continuous-variable quantum key distribution
(CV-QKD) gained significant attention due to its compatibility
with existing optical communication infrastructure and its abil-
ity to generate high secret key rates for metropolitan distances
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[12, 13]. Despite the advanced security proofs for Gaussian
modulated (GM) protocols, practical implementations are re-
stricted due to technical limitations, such as complex post-
processing [14–16]. However, high-order discrete modulation
(DM) can be employed to facilitate the post-processing stage.
Security proof for an arbitrary DM has been recently demon-
strated by Denys et al. [17].

Long-distance transmission is one requirement for the large-
scale use and integration of QKD in existing networks. How-
ever, a practical long-distance scenario presents obstacles that
severely restrict the safe distance, including limited reconcili-
ation efficiency [15] and excessive noise of the optical system
[18]. Increasing excessive noise is also related to a lower
Signal-to-noise ratio (SNR), which is a key aspect of long-
distance implementations [19].

In this work, we present a study of the excess noise for
both Gaussian and discrete modulations. The excess noise can
be divided by each noise’s individual contribution, such as
the detection noise and Raman scattering. By combining the
models developed by Laudenbach et al. [20] and Denys et al.
[17], it is possible to investigate the optimal way to implement
a CV-QKD protocol and its maximum secret key rate.

The remainder of this work is organized as follows: Sec. II
outlines the methodology, including the modulation scheme,
simulated setup, and hardware parameters. Sec. III presents
the main findings, systematically testing different QAM mod-
ulation constellations under binomial, uniform, and discrete
Gaussian distributions for different total excess noise values.
It also examines the relationship between secret key rate and
average photon number across different transmission distances.
Finally, Sec. IV discusses the practical impact of these results
for long-distance CV-QKD implementations.

II. METHODOLOGY

A. Noise model
The performance of a CV-QKD system is affected by total

noise, composed of the intrinsic shot noise and excess noise
ξ due to experimental imperfections and potentially by the
influence of an eavesdropper [20]. The components of ξ orig-
inate from: state preparation, detection, intensity fluctuations
of the lasers used, or modulation, among others [17, 20]. It
is assumed that all these noise sources are independent [20]
so that their contributions can be added. Fig. 1 illustrates the
percentage contribution of each source to the total excess noise
of the system.

As shown in Fig. 1, the total simulated excess noise in the
system was ξtot = 0.0618 SNU. Also, the noise sources that
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Fig. 1: Decomposition of total excess noise in the simulated
CV-QKD system. Each noise component value was calculated
using the analytical noise models described in Refs. [17, 20],
as well as the respective hardware parameters. The total excess
noise measured was ξtot = 0.0618 SNU. ξdet: detection noise,
ξRIN,sig: signal laser relative intensity noise (RIN), ξRIN,LO:
local oscillator (LO) laser RIN, ξmod: modulation noise, ξPR:
phase recovery noise, ξRam: Raman noise, ξCMRR: common-
mode rejection ratio (CMRR) noise, ξADC : analog-to-digital
converter (ADC) quantization noise.

contributed more to the total excess noise ξtot in the simulated
CV-QKD system were: detection noise (63.9%), Raman noise
(25.6%), phase noise (4.88%), and analog-to-digital converter
noise (3.32%). The other noise sources contributed less than
1% each.

In this work, we extend the analysis by simulating multiple
scenarios with scaled excess noise values of ξtot/2 = 0.0309
SNU, ξtot = 0.0618 SNU, 2ξtot = 0.1236 SNU, and 3ξtot =
0.1854 SNU, to evaluate the system performance under in-
creasingly challenging conditions.

B. Modulation
The main approach to GM CV-QKD is based on encoding

classical information in the quadrature of coherent states,
which follows a Gaussian distribution over the phase space
[21]. In this scenario, there are advanced security proofs for
several CV-QKD protocols [22].

An alternative is to use DM, based on some discrete
alphabet, to create finite-size constellations distributed over the
phase space following some probabilistic-shaping distribution
[23]. High-order discrete modulation (e.g., 1024-QAM) facili-
tates practical CV-QKD deployment by streamlining classical
post-processing workflows, enhancing practical implementa-
tion and efficiency.

Therefore, depending on the probabilistic shaping, QAM
modulation may approximate the GM CV-QKD protocol’s
performance [17]. Among the most commonly used distribu-
tions in the literature are the uniform, binomial, and discrete
Gaussian distributions. These approximations can directly
impact the secret key rate. Fig. 2 illustrates the probability
distributions applied to the 1024-QAM modulation states in
phase space.

III. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

A. Modulation Comparison

Based on the analysis shown in Fig. 3, subsequent experi-
ments will consider an average photon number of ⟨n⟩ = 7.5.

Fig. 4 shows an analysis for excess noise 0.0618 SNU.
The longest distance achieved under these conditions is also
associated with the 1024-QAM constellation, reaching approx-
imately 81 km for homodyne detection and 71 km for hetero-
dyne detection, with binomial distribution. This measurement
is significantly close to the result achieved through Gaussian
modulation, corresponding to 82 km.

Next, we present an analysis similar to the above, for excess
noise 0.0309 SNU. As shown in Fig. 5, the longest distance
achieved under these conditions is also associated with the
1024-QAM constellation, reaching approximately 54 km for
homodyne detection and 47 km for heterodyne detection, with
binomial distribution. It is notable that this configuration is
significantly close to the result achieved through Gaussian
modulation, corresponding to 55 km.

Following, we perform the same analysis for excess noise
0.1236 SNU. As shown in Fig. 6, the greatest distance
achieved under these conditions is also associated with the
1024-QAM constellation, reaching approximately 27 km for
homodyne detection and 28 km for heterodyne detection, with
binomial distribution. This setting is significantly close to the
result achieved through Gaussian modulation, which is 28 km.

Lastly, we perform the same analysis for excess noise
0.1854 SNU. As shown in Fig. 7, the greatest distance
achieved under these conditions is also associated with the
1024-QAM constellation, reaching approximately 13.5 km for
homodyne detection and 12 km for heterodyne detection, with
binomial distribution. This setting is significantly close to the
result achieved through Gaussian modulation, which is 14 km.

In general, the results show that Gaussian modulation offers
the highest secret key rates in terms of distance, reflecting its
widespread use in the literature. On the other hand, it was
evident that the results achieved by 1024-QAM modulation
with binomial distribution were significantly close to those
exhibited by Gaussian modulation. In this context, discrete
modulations represent a viable alternative to implementations
due to the methodical way in which their constellations
structure the data.

The average number of photons related to the highest secret
key rates was 7.5 for both Gaussian modulation and QAM
modulation, which facilitates their experimental implementa-
tion. Overall, the results obtained using homodyne detection
were better than those using heterodyne detection.

B. Average Photon Number Analysis

Considering that the best results obtained in the previous
analysis were for the 1024-QAM binomial constellation, we
next present a performance comparison between this modula-
tion format and the Gaussian constellation for different trans-
mission distances. The objective is to evaluate the behavior of
the average photon number and determine the optimal average
photon number required for each case.



VIII Workshop-Escola de Computação e Informação Quântica & VIII Workshop de Computação Quântica - UFSC, 08–12 de Dezembro de 2025, Florianópolis, SC

Fig. 2: Probability distributions for 1024-QAM modulation states in phase space: (a) uniform, (b) binomial, and (c) discrete
Gaussian. Each plot shows the probability associated with every constellation point, highlighting differences in state weighting
across the three models.

ξ= 0.0618 SNU

Fig. 3: Analysis of the secret key rate (SKR) versus the average
photon number, comparing QAM and Gaussian modulation
performance for homodyne and heterodyne schemes, plotted
for a fixed transmission distance of 12 km under excess noise
ξtot/2.

As shown in Fig. 8, longer transmission distances require
lower average photon numbers — a counterintuitive result,
since one might expect larger distances to demand more pho-
tons. This behavior arises from the fact that longer transmis-
sion distances reduce channel transmittance, thereby lowering
the signal-to-noise ratio (SNR) and consequently limiting the
average photon number.

The average photon number was the same for both Gaussian
and 1024-QAM binomial constellations, varying only with
distance: 7.5 for 5 and 10 km, 5 for 20 km, and 2 for 80 km.
The secret key rate (SKR) was slightly higher for the Gaussian
constellation in all scenarios, as expected for a continuous
rather than a discrete distribution. Nevertheless, the 1024-
QAM binomial scheme successfully maintains SKR under
increased attenuation across metropolitan-scale distances.

Fig. 4: Analysis of the secret key rate (SKR) versus distance
for excess noise ξtot/2, comparing QAM and Gaussian mod-
ulation performance for homodyne and heterodyne schemes.

Fig. 5: Analysis of the secret key rate (SKR) versus distance
for excess noise ξtot, comparing QAM and Gaussian modula-
tion performance for homodyne and heterodyne schemes.

IV. CONCLUSION

In this work, we presented a comprehensive analysis of
continuous-variable quantum key distribution protocols em-
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Fig. 6: Analysis of the secret key rate (SKR) versus distance
for excess noise 2ξtot, comparing QAM and Gaussian modu-
lation performance for homodyne and heterodyne schemes.

Fig. 7: Analysis of the secret key rate (SKR) versus distance
for excess noise 3ξtot, comparing QAM and Gaussian modu-
lation performance for homodyne and heterodyne schemes.

Fig. 8: SKR versus average photon number for 1024-QAM
binomial and Gaussian constellations over metropolitan dis-
tances of 5, 10, 20, and 80 km.

ploying discrete modulation, focusing on 1024-QAM con-
stellations, and compared their performance against standard
Gaussian modulation. By simulating realistic hardware pa-
rameters and accounting for various sources of excess noise,
we evaluated the secret key rate (SKR) as a function of
transmission distance and average photon number, for both
homodyne and heterodyne detection schemes.

Results show that high-order discrete modulation, particu-
larly 1024-QAM with binomial or discrete Gaussian distri-
butions, can closely approach the performance of Gaussian
modulation while significantly reducing implementation com-
plexity. A future avenue of research is to optimize the param-
eter ν of the discrete Gaussian distribution in order to assess
whether there is a significant improvement in performance.

Homodyne detection consistently outperformed heterodyne
detection in terms of maximum achievable distance and key
rate, demonstrating its suitability for practical CV-QKD de-
ployment. Interestingly, achieving longer transmission dis-
tances required a lower average photon number — a coun-
terintuitive behavior that further highlights the flexibility of
1024-QAM in metropolitan-scale networks.

These findings highlight discrete modulation as a viable
and practical alternative to Gaussian modulation, providing
guidance for designing robust CV-QKD systems under realistic
conditions. A natural way for future research is to validate
these results experimentally in the laboratory, investigating
the impact of each noise source, testing other high-order
or hybrid modulation formats, and optimizing reconciliation
strategies to advance scalable, high-performance, and long-
distance quantum-secure communication networks.
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