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Abstract. Artificial intelligence algorithms, developed for traditional
computing, based on Von Neumann’s architecture, are slow and expen-
sive in terms of computational resources. Quantum mechanics has opened
up a new world of possibilities within this field, since, thanks to the basic
properties of a quantum computer, a great degree of parallelism can be
achieved in the execution of the quantum version of machine learning
algorithms. In this paper, a study has been carried out on these proper-
ties and on the design of their quantum computing versions. More specif-
ically, the study has been focused on the quantum version of the k-NN
algorithm that allows to understand the fundamentals when transcribing
classical machine learning algorithms into its quantum versions.
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1 Introduction

Quantum mechanics is a theory in physics which describes nature at the small-
est scales, including atomic and subatomic, and their interactions, as observable
quantities. This theory arose to explain observations which could not be prop-
erly explained using classical physics. Some examples of first usage of concepts
nowadays included in quantum mechanics include the Max Planck’s solution to
the ultraviolet catastrophe of the black body radiation [29] and the Albert Ein-
stein’s explanation of the photoelectric effect [7]. These results lead to suggest
the hypothesis of the quantization of energy and that the interaction of an elec-
tromagnetic wave with matter occurs by means of elementary and indivisible
processes.

In quantum mechanics, the state of a system at a given time is described by a
complex wave function, or state vector in a complex vector space. This allows for
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computing the probability of finding an electron in a particular region around the
nucleus at a particular time. However, it cannot make a simultaneous prediction
of related variables, such as position and momentum, to any precision. This is
known as the Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle which stated the inability to
precisely locate the particle given its momentum and conversely [17].

The quantum mechanics has influenced other disciplines, such as chemistry,
optics, electronics and information science. Richard Feynman and other authors
have proposed that a quantum computer could perform simulations that are
out of reach for regular computers [9]. The complexity of the algorithms can be
different when executed in a quantum computer. Both problems, integer factor-
ization and discrete log [42], are in polynomial complexity when using quantum
computation, however, both are NP problems when using classical computation
(although are suspected to not be NP-complete). Maybe because of the heavy
computational load it needs, quantum computing is a emerging research area
in the discipline of artificial intelligence and specifically applied to the machine
learning [38].

This paper is organized as follows. Section 2 describes classical machine learn-
ing approaches and algorithms. Section 3 introduces background and terminol-
ogy about the quantum computing and describe the mathematical background
underlying in quantum physics and quantum computing, as well as the improve-
ments obtained by applying quantum computing theories to machine learning
algorithms and processes. Section 4 details how the K-Nearest Neighbors (KNN)
algorithm is adapted to a quantum version. Finally, conclusions and future work
are depicted in Sect. 5.

2 k-NN Algorithm Based on Classical Machine Learning

Artificial Intelligence (AI) aims to develop and use computer systems to repro-
duce the processes of human intelligence, necessary for learning, understanding,
problem solving or decision making. AI is therefore a broad discipline that brings
together several fields such as natural language processing, expert systems [8],
multi-agent systems [1,43], recommender systems [5,12,14], voice analysis and
conversion to text (speech to text and text to speech) [22], computer vision [34],
planning systems [30], evolutionary computation, robotics and, in the case of our
study, machine learning [3,4].

According to the different definitions of Artificial Intelligence by [36], machine
learning falls into those definitions related to thinking humanly (related to cog-
nitive systems). Thus, machine learning refers to the construction of computer
programs that automatically improve their performance in a given task with
experience. In machine learning, algorithms are used to parse and learn from
data (training data). After that, the algorithms make predictions and make
decisions about events in the real world. Machine learning algorithms can be
subdivided into five main categories: supervised learning, unsupervised learning,
semi-supervised learning, ensemble learning (also known as integrated learning),
deep learning and reinforcement learning, although classification varies over time
depending on the importance of each of the groups.
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2.1 Supervised Learning

In the case of supervised learning, the machine has a supervisor who indicates
an algorithm the result that should be obtained as output for a set of input
data. That is, the machine learns about a labeled dataset. After learning, the
algorithm is able to predict the output for a new combination of input data [40].
Thus, the basic objective of supervised learning is, given a relationship between
input variables X and output variables Y, to learn an objective function f that
better maps these input variables to the output variables.

The usual in supervised learning will be that we have a labeled dataset and
that we split that dataset in a training dataset so that our algorithm finds
the relationship f and in a test dataset (eliminating the labels) to check the
goodness of the function we have obtained with the selected algorithm (i.e.,
cross-validation). An example would be that in a set of image data we indicate
for each one which ones correspond to “cats” and which ones correspond to
“dog”. In this kind of case, where we expect to get a category on the way out,
we are talking about classification problems. If, on the other hand, we expect to
get a continuous numerical value at the output, for example, if we want to predict
the value of an action over time, we are talking about a regression problem [13].

Regression algorithms are used to predict continuous numerical values rather
than discrete variables or categories. This allows us to apply it to predict the
value of shares, predict demand or sales volumes, such as electricity consump-
tion [13], make medical diagnoses, and in general, any prediction in time series.
Depending on the form of the function found, we find methods of linear regres-
sion, polynomial regression or more modern methods such as lasso regression or
ridge regression (Tikhonov regularization) [15].

Classification algorithms are now widely used for applications such as spam
filtering, sentiment analysis, language and similar document detection, hand-
written character recognition, fraud detection or loan/risk evaluation. Among
the most commonly used algorithms are logistic regression [31]; decision trees
(such as ID3, CART, C4.5 or MDL), used in the diagnosis of diseases in
medicine or in determining the granting of a loan, among many other possibili-
ties [27]; classification rules techniques, such as PRISM; Naive Bayes classifiers
li2016convergence; Support Vector Machines [6]; or, focusing on the research of
this work, the K-Nearest Neighbors algorithm [18].

k-Nearest Neighbors (k-NN) Algorithm. Like decision trees, the k-NN (k-
Nearest Neighbors) [18] algorithm falls into what are known as non-parametric
learners. That is, unlike parametric learners, this type of method does not require
a predefined parametric function Y = f(X). This makes this type of algorithm
suitable for those situations where the relationship between X and Y is too
complex to be expressed as a linear model. In the k-NN algorithm, each instance
is represented as a vector and to classify or make a prediction on an input data,
the closest k points are taken and the average of their values is calculated, if
we are working with continuous data, like the estimated value of a house, or
its mode, if we are working with categorical data, like determining the breed
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of a dog. The selection of the k hyperparameter is done by cross-validation,
choosing the k that has the least error, on average, along the different iterations.
This algorithm is used as a method for classification, as a fraud detection, as a
method for regression, as a house price prediction, or to impute missing training
data, imputing the average or mode of the neighbors instead of a missing value
[19].

3 Quantum Computing in Machine Learning

Although it has not yet been possible to develop commercial hardware for the
creation of quantum computers, we can design, albeit theoretically, the algo-
rithms that will run on them [21]. One of these algorithms, possibly the most
famous of them all, is Shor’s algorithm [2]. Shor’s algorithm shows that the fac-
torization problem of very large numbers, for example those used in RSA keys,
could be done in a time in the order of seconds. Currently, to factor a very large
number, with computers based on the Von Neumann architecture, it would be
necessary to wait a time in the order of years. That is why, nowadays, to secure
the connections between devices through the Internet, RSA key pairs are used.
With the implementation and commercialization of the first quantum computers,
computer security as it is currently implemented, would become obsolete.

In the field of the machine learning, it has designed several algorithms too,
like running subroutines of computationally expensive and the translation of
stochastic methods into the language of quantum theory [39]. In [33] it has been
proposed a Quantum Support Vector Machine(Q-SVM) for classification for Big
Data. There it is detailed how a Q-SVM could be implemented in O(log NM)
completion time, for both training and classification stages.

Other work assessing the capacity of Q-SVMs is [16]. It shows that when
an SVM is used for a dataset with many features, the computation done by the
kernel of the algorithm is very expensive. To solve that problem, it is proposed to
use two methods of Q-SVMs that takes advantage of the exponentially large state
space that characterizes quantum computing, through controllable entanglement
and interference features. A similar approach is proposed in [37].

3.1 Quantum Computing: Background

In order for the design of algorithms within the field of quantum computing to
improve performance with respect to their counterparts in classical Von Neu-
mann’s computing, quantum mechanical effects must be used. These effects are
those that govern the subatomic world as the superposition of states, which says
that a subatomic particle, until the time of its measurement, is in a multitude of
states intermediate to the two typical states of operation in classical computing
(0.1). Thanks to this characteristic it is possible to carry out any operation, the
system allows to evaluate all the possibilities in only one step, that is to say,
it carries out a parallel computation in a natural way; whereas classically, this
evaluation process is carried out in sequential steps [2].
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In classical computing, the smallest unit on which to store information is
called a bit. A single bit can only store one value between two possible values: 0
or 1. Similarly, in quantum computing, the elementary unit is a qubit. The state
of a qubit is determined by the composition of the probabilities it has of being,
at the time of measurement its value, in one of its two possible states, |0〉 and
|1〉.

The states in the q-bit are represented by vectors, belonging to a Hilbert’s
space L2 [28]. Being its final value, at the time of measurement, determined
by the sum of the probabilities it has of being in each of its possible states
|ψ〉 = a0|0〉 + a1|1〉, where a0 and a1 are complex numbers that follow the
normalization relation: |a0|2 + |a1|2 = 1. This means that a given qubit will
have, when it is looked, a 0 value with a probability of |a0|2 and a value of 1
with a probability of |a1|2.

To work with qubits, it is necessary to use structures where they can be
stored, the quantum registers. To represent the information stored in any quan-
tum register, it is used the tensor product of the qubits that are stored in
them [41]: |φ〉 = |q0〉 ⊕ |q1〉, where |q0〉 and |q1〉 are the qubits comprised in
the quantum registry φ〉 and the ⊕ is the tensor product symbol.

The state of the record, where it is shown the 4 basic states in which the 2
qubit register can be found, it is defined with |φ〉 = a0|00〉 + a1|01〉 + a3|10〉 +
a4|11〉, where the probabilities follow the rule 1 = |a0|2 + |a1|2 + · · · + |an|2.

In quantum computing, as in classical computing, it is necessary to design
and implement circuits that allow the execution of an algorithm. In this case,
quantum logic gates are used for the application of logic operations on sets of
qubits. The main difference between classical and quantum logic gates is that
classical logic gates work on a finite set of values, while quantum logic gates
work on continuous data of the Hilbert space [45].

Although, due to the nature of qubits, it is thought that there can be infinite
quantum logic gates, it has been demonstrated that by using only two universal
logic gates, it is possible to perform any unitary transformation on a set of N
qubits [10].

Thanks to the parallelism obtained from the application of the quantum
physics theory, it is possible to reduce the execution time of the algorithms that
are based on the classical computing based on Von Neumann’s architecture,
sequential by nature, to an order of logarithmic execution time in either both,
supervised and non-supervised machine learning [20].

4 Quantum Algorithm for the K-Nearest Neighbors
Classification

The importance of the k-NN algorithm lies in the fact that it is very often used as
a subroutine in many machine learning models. For this reason, and as a search
for its optimization, quantum versions of this algorithm have been designed, with
a theoretic execution time on the order of O(N) [35]. On the other hand, the
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k-NN algorithm has a time complexity of O(NxM) [32], where N is the training
samples and M the number of dimensions in the dataset.

The basic operation of this algorithm is to measure distances between points
in a data set. In this way, when it is intended to classify a sample, the dis-
tance between the sample to be classified and the rest of the training dataset is
calculated. Examples of, simple and easy to implement, distance measurements
algorithms are Euclidean, Manhattan and Hamming distance.

In order to tackle the problem of the computational cost of the k-NN execu-
tion, some authors have proposed a quantum version of the algorithm. Making
use of the state superposition properties of quantum particles provides a great
parallelism in its execution. This is due to the fact that each element of a quan-
tum superposition state is operated simultaneously.

It is possible to demonstrate, although in a theoretical way, how making use
of the quantum properties and mechanisms of the state superposition of the
quantum particles, we are able to reduce the execution time of an algorithm
like k-NN. While in traditional computing it is only possible to store, in a n
bit register, a number of the set {0, 1, . . . , i, 2n − 1}, in a n qubits register, it
is possible to store that whole binary set of numbers with their corresponding
probability |ci|2.

Thanks to the parallelism obtained by the properties offered by the quan-
tum mechanics of theoretical quantum computers, the speed of execution of the
quantum version of the algorithm can be improved. To design this adaptation,
we can follow the next steps [35]:

– Prepare the dataset. Data characteristics must be converted to bit vectors,
which are mapped for use in quantum computing. The data set can then
be represented by N feature vectors |vp〉, with P = 1, 2, . . . , N and whose
corresponding class is cp ∈ {1, 2, . . . , l}, being able to be represented as
{vp

1 . . . vp
n, cp} ∈ H

⊕n
2 ⊕Hl. Equation 1 shows the representation of the training

set superposition.

|τ〉 =
1√
N

∑

p

{vp
1 . . . vp

n, cp} (1)

– Take a sample and normalize it as a n-dimensional feature vector: x1 . . . xn.
put in a register the unclassified quantum state and the τ training set in
another register, with an ancillary qubit |0〉 in a third one. In Eq. 2 is shown
the result of this step:

|φ0〉 =
1√
N

∑

p

{x1 . . . xn; vp
1 . . . vp

n, cp; 0} (2)

– Calculate the distance between the sample to be classified {x1 . . . xn} and
the training set {vp

1 . . . vp
n, cp}. Any distance metric can be used for this, e.g.

in [35] it is used the Hamming distance metric. The result of the metric is
then stored in the first register as {dp

1 . . . dp
n}. Equation 3 shows the state of

the registers.

|φ1〉 =
1√
N

∑

p

{d1 . . . dn; vp
1 . . . vp

n, cp; 0} (3)
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– The training set of data, that are closer to the chosen sample than a t thresh-
old value, are labeled in this step. The k data that is closer than the threshold
is changed to the auxiliary qubit |0〉 to |1〉. In Eq. 4 it is formally defined this
step:

|φ2〉 =
1√
N

( ∑

p∈Ω

|d1 . . . dn; vp
1 . . . vp

n, cp; 1〉 +
∑

p/∈Ω

|d1 . . . dn; vp
1 . . . vp

n, cp; 0〉
)

(4)
where Ω determines the indices of the training data, whose distance to the
sample is less than the threshold t.

– Finally, the labels with a |1|ranlge in the auxiliary qubit are selected from the
set of samples by means of a projection operator Γ = � ⊕ |1〉〈1|. Equation 5
shows how the samples have been selected, having only the vectors |vp〉 that
are k closest to the sample to classify:

|φ3〉 = Γ |φ2〉 = α
∑

p∈Ω

|d1 . . . dn; vp
1 . . . vp

n, cp; 1〉 st.
∑

|α|2 = 1 (5)

being α the renormalized amplitude of each component in |φ3〉. Measuring
cp, we are able to determine now the category the sample xp belongs to.

5 Conclusions and Future Work

In this work, we have made an introduction to the quantum mechanics and how
they can be applied in a theoretical quantum computer. To make more concrete
the study of this work, we have made a thorough study of machine learning
algorithms, along with their classification, which will complement the study of
the implementations of machine learning algorithms with quantum physics.

It has been shown some studies that have designed a quantum algorithm in
the field of machine learning, obtaining in all of them, a great improvement in
the theoretical execution time of their classical counterparts. In addition, it has
been done a study of some of the flaws that have to be overcome in order to
finally implement a quantum computer.

Finally, we have studied, in a minimalistic way, how it is designed the QKNN
algorithm. Thanks to this study, the foundations have been laid on studies on
other quantum algorithms and in the design of new ones. Also, it will help people
that are starting to study this field, by having a good study of the art in this
work.

This work will be continued in another study in which the implications of the
quantum era will be shown, in the blockchain field [11]. The use of blockchain
technology is one of the hottest topics in the world, since it brings an optimization
and improvement to most of the current IoT systems [23–25]. In addition, and
due to the high dependence that this technology has on the use of cryptographic
keys, for the user’s identification [26,44], this technology will be seriously affected
if Shor’s algorithm is implemented in a commercialized quantum computer.
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34. Rivas, A., Chamoso, P., González-Briones, A., Corchado, J.: Detection of cattle

using drones and convolutional neural networks. Sensors 18(7), 2048 (2018)
35. Ruan, Y., Xue, X., Liu, H., Tan, J., Li, X.: Quantum algorithm for k-nearest

neighbors classification based on the metric of hamming distance. Int. J. Theoret.
Phys. 56(11), 3496–3507 (2017)

36. Russell, S.J., Norvig, P.: Artificial Intelligence: A Modern Approach. Pearson Edu-
cation Limited, Malaysia (2016)

37. Schuld, M., Killoran, N.: Quantum machine learning in feature Hilbert spaces.
Phys. Rev. Lett. 122(4), 040504 (2019)

38. Schuld, M., Petruccione, F.: Machine Learning, pp. 21–73. Springer, Cham (2018)
39. Schuld, M., Sinayskiy, I., Petruccione, F.: An introduction to quantum machine

learning. Contemp. Phys. 56(2), 172–185 (2015)
40. Sen, P.C., Hajra, M., Ghosh, M.: Supervised classification algorithms in machine

learning: a survey and review. In: Emerging Technology in Modelling and Graphics,
pp. 99–111. Springer, Heidelberg (2020)

41. Shang, S., Shi, M., Shang, W., Hong, Z.: A text classification algorithm based on
quantum information. In: 2015 11th International Conference on Natural Compu-
tation (ICNC), pp. 381–384. IEEE (2015)

42. Shor, P.W.: Polynomial-time algorithms for prime factorization and discrete loga-
rithms on a quantum computer. SIAM J. Comput. 26(5), 1484–1509 (1997)
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