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Interference effects account for some of the 
more intriguing ways to modify a particle’s 
propagation through disorder, in cases 

where the wave coherence is preserved. 
Anderson localization of non-interacting 
particles in three-dimensional disorder rates 
highly on this list, and is expected to appear 
by means of a second-order phase transition, 
although direct attempts to probe it have so 
far fallen short of the mark. Now, writing 
in Nature Physics, Fred Jendrzejewski 
and colleagues1 report the localization of 
matter waves in a disordered potential, 
laying claim to observations consistent with 
the phenomenon.

At first sight, interference effects might be 
expected to vanish in a random potential. It 
turns out that, even in systems with a large 
amount of disorder, interference effects 
resist fluctuating phase changes enough to 
noticeably influence particle propagation. 
Indeed, weak localization or coherent 
backscattering enhances the probability of 
a particle returning to its origin, reducing 
the diffusion coefficient. For sufficiently 
large return probabilities, diffusion can be 
suppressed completely — inducing strong 
localization, as predicted by Anderson.

The dimension of the system is important, 
as the return probability is significantly 
reduced in higher dimensions — stumbling 
back and forth along a single road is likely 
to get you home quicker than blindly 
traversing a complex urban road network. 
In the absence of decoherence, return 
probabilities in one and two dimensions 
are so high that interference effects always 
lead to strong localization if the system 
is large enough. Conversely, in three 
dimensions, scaling theory predicts that a 
minimum amount of disorder is required to 
achieve complete suppression of diffusion 
or strong localization2. The transition is 
either described by a mobility edge, when 
the energy of the particles is tuned, or by a 
critical disorder, when the distance between 
the potential wells or their height is changed.

The role of disorder was initially 
investigated in the context of the metal–
insulator transition of electrons in 

condensed matter. It soon became clear 
that interactions between electrons play 
an important part in this transition, and 
that isolating the effect of disorder would 
necessitate switching off interactions 
between the propagating waves. Different 
waves have thus been considered, including 
optical3,4 and acoustic waves5, but the 
limitations of these approaches have 
brought to light the need for complementary 
investigations with another type of wave. 
Alternative explanations of localization 
deserve consideration as well. Dynamical 
localization6, Dicke subradiance7 or 
percolation thresholds8 in systems for which 
coherence is reduced in a controlled way 
similarly complement our understanding 
of the transport properties of waves in 
disordered systems.

The means by which Jendrzejewski et al.1 
demonstrate localization of non-interacting 
matter waves in three dimensions is 
elegant, and will no doubt motivate new 
ways of understanding the phenomenon. 
In contrast to certain fermionic systems9, 
in which quantum statistics disables 
interactions between low-temperature 
fermions, interactions in their system can 

be neglected owing to a reduction in the 
density of the atomic cloud. Preparation 
of the initial state of ultracold atoms is 
crucial (and herein lies the beauty of using 
Bose–Einstein condensates), because only 
waves with energies below the mobility 
edge are localized. The disorder is realized 
by a random potential created by a speckle 
field, and tuned by changing the intensity 
of the laser used to make the field. After 
initial expansion of the cloud in the random 
potential, the speckle laser can be rapidly 
switched off before the atoms have had 
the chance to move very far, affording 
the system unique temporal control: one 
can now measure the position of the 
particles after their random walk inside the 
disordered sample. This is akin to stripping 
back a piece of metal to look directly at what 
its electrons are doing.

The results of the experiment1 show 
that for part of the atomic cloud, spatial 
spreading is suppressed, while the rest of 
the cloud continues to expand diffusively. 
Because the initial size of the atomic cloud 
exceeds estimates for the localization 
length, the non-spreading, localized 
part shows up as a small replica of the 
initial cloud.

The protocol for switching the random 
potential on plays an essential role here. 
For a sudden application of the random 
potential, atoms sitting on top of the 
potential hill can roll down and convert 
potential into kinetic energy. This produces 
a wide distribution of kinetic energies, 
making a precise study of the mobility 
edge difficult. A slow application of the 
potential9 has its own drawbacks, as atoms 
might well remain in the ground state of 
the potential indefinitely. In both cases, 
the conductance envisioned by Anderson 
for the metal–insulator transition has not 
been directly probed. Although knowing 
the modes of a system often helps to 
understand its scattering or transport 
properties, one should bear in mind that 
not all eigenmodes of the system need 
to contribute to transport properties in 
mesoscopic physics.

ULTRACOLD MATTER

Disorderly arrest
An experimental demonstration that the expansion of ultracold atoms in three dimensions can be frozen by 
disorder provides fertile ground for studies of metal–insulator transitions in disordered systems — including those 
with interacting particles.
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Matter waves are localized in three dimensions 
by interferences after scattering off a random 
potential engineered by a laser. 
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How do these results compare to theory? 
Despite impressive progress in atomic and 
quantum theoretical physics, this situation is 
still too complex to be solved ab initio using a 
microscopic theory. One approach builds on 
the universal theory of localization10, which 
is often the best theory at hand, despite 
widespread recognition that uncontrolled 
approximations go hand-in-hand with such a 
phenomenological description. This problem 
makes the present experimental result 
even more interesting — future efforts to 
compare the data with theoretical predictions 
could probe the limits in which these 
approximations are valid.

To achieve this, a number of compelling 
extensions to the present experiment would 
be necessary. New protocols might feature 
narrower distributions below the expected 
mobility edge, and the capacity for 
measuring fluctuations and conductance 
across the disordered potential. In the 
same vein, alternative schemes capable of 

probing different types of disorder might 
tell us more about the effects of correlated 
or partial disorder.

Beyond these initial experiments, an 
exciting prospect in reach of ultracold-
atom experiments is the ability to switch 
interactions on and off in a controlled 
way. By exploiting so-called Feshbach 
resonances to mediate short-range 
interactions between atoms, such control 
has already been successfully employed in 
the study of the Bose–Einstein condensate/
Bardeen–Cooper–Schrieffer transition11–13. 
Such temporal control of interactions 
might provide new insight into the 
localization transition in the presence of 
both disorder and interactions, once the 
non-interacting case is well understood. 
Finally, implementing Coulomb-type 
long-range interactions would constitute 
another important step towards simulating 
complex condensed-matter systems with 
ultracold atoms. ❐
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