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ABSTRACT: Mid-infrared spectroscopy is essential for identifying
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fore, the development of integrated modulators is expected to have £ Z: $ .

a major impact in compact and widespread sensing applications. In % .1 E: N
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modulation is reported from 6.4 to 10.7 pum wavelength, showing
an operational frequency up to 225 MHz. These results pave the way for the development of multimolecule on-chip spectroscopic
systems, operating at the longest mid-infrared wavelengths.

KEYWORDS: mid-infrared, integrated photonic circuits, integrated modulator, silicon photonics, germanium,
free-carrier plasma dispersion effect

S pectroscopy sensing in the mid-infrared (mid-IR) range
(2—20 pm wavelength) is an unambiguous way to detect
and quantify small traces of environmental and toxic vapors.
Mid-IR spectroscopy is thus exploited in a plethora of
applications, including environment, defense, security, and
industrial monitoring. However, current mid-IR devices are
often based on a free-space configuration, thus becoming bulky
and expensive. Therefore, the on-chip integration of
spectroscopic systems would have a major impact in the
development of efficient, portable and widespread sensing
detectors. In particular, the wavelengths between S and 12 yum
are of high interest, as many important molecules for pollution
monitoring or healthcare (e.g.,, ozone or alkanes) have strong
absorption lines in this spectral band. Hence, integrated
electro-optic modulators (EOM) operating in this wavelength
range would be essential for sensitivity enhancement via
synchronous detection.' Furthermore, the mid-IR range
contains two atmospheric transparency windows (i.e., 3—$
and 8—14 um),” in which the development of high-speed
optical modulators would also have a great impact on free-
space communication applications,3’4 among others.

In this regard, the development of integrated and efficient
EOMs operating in a wide mid-IR spectral band, and
particularly between S5 and 12 pm, would open exciting
perspectives for multimolecule detection systems. However, its
implementation remains challenging. For instance, intersub-
band transitions in III-V material quantum well structures
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have been exploited, as recently reported at 10 um wavelength
based on a free-space conﬁguration.5 Nevertheless, narrow-
band operation is intrinsically given by the heterostructure
design. Alternatively, free-carrier plasma dispersion (FCPD)
effect is a strong candidate for the realization of broadband
modulator devices. In fact, silicon-on-insulator (SOI)-based
EOMs exploiting the FCPD effect have been largely developed
in the near-infrared range, and its operation has been recently
extended up to 3.8 um wavelength.”” Interestingly, the
magnitude of refractive index and absorption coefficient
variation by FCPD increases at longer wavelengths. However,
SOI waveguides show a transparency limit that prevents
further wavelength extensions by mean of this type of
platforms.

In parallel, germanium (Ge) and silicon—germanium (SiGe)
alloys have shown a great potential for mid-IR photonics
circuits, due to the wide transparency window of Ge (up to 15
ym wawelength).3’7_9 Indeed, a whole set of passive building
blocks have been developed by mean of different Ge and SiGe-
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Figure 1. (a) Cut-view schematic of the EOM device. (b) Modeling of the absorption variation in bulk Ge as a function of the wavelength and for

. .19
selected carrier concentrations.

> Solid and dashed lines represent holes and electron concentrations, respectively. (c—e) Simulation of the

fundamental TE mode profile at 6.4, 8.5, and 10.7 ym wavelengths. Scale bar: relative optical intensity.

based platforms.'””"” Nevertheless, the development of

efficient Ge or SiGe optical modulators in the long-wave part
of the mid-IR spectrum is still at its infancy. Only one
demonstration based on a PIN diode embedded in a Ge-on-Si
waveguide has been reported, operating at 3.8 ym wavelength
and demonstrating up to 60 MHz on—off keying modulation."®
Also in that work, a preliminary electro-absorption modulation
at 8 ym was shown. However, reaching efficient EOMs by
FCPD effect in the long wavelength part of the mid-IR
spectrum is challenging, mainly due to the increasing size of
the optical mode profile at those wavelengths. On one hand, a
larger optical mode leads to a reduction of its overlap with the
fixed-size region in which the free-carrier concentration varies,
thus limiting the modulation efficiency. On the other hand,
modulators based of FCPD typically require highly doped
layers. Therefore, a larger optical mode also leads to a higher
overlap with those doped layers, thus increasing the optical
losses of the device. In order to avoid this effect, the doped
layers must be placed further away from the waveguide core,
which may also limit the maximum modulation speed due to a
higher access resistance.

In this work, a Ge-rich SiGe graded-index platform is
proposed to demonstrate a broadband integrated EOM in the
mid-IR. These kinds of platforms have already shown
compelling results, such as all-optical modulation up to 11
Hm wavelength19 or two-octave supercontinuum generation in
the mid-IR region.”” Interestingly, we exploit the unique
guiding properties of the graded SiGe waveguides to mitigate
the above cited challenges. Indeed, unlike other kind of
platforms (such as constant composition waveguides), the
graded refractive index profile allows a broadband mode
confinement on the top of the waveguide, where the carrier

concentration variation is obtained by a Schottky diode. Also, a
reduced overlap with a highly doped Si-substrate used to
enable the electrical contact from the backside of the sample is
achieved. Therefore, electro-optical modulation is achieved in a
wide wavelength range, spanning from 6.4 to 10.7 um.
Noticeably, a maximum variation of 1.3 dB is achieved at
10.7 pym wavelength in injection regime, which is, to date, the
largest electro-optical modulation reported on-chip at wave-
lengths longer than 8 um. Also, a remarkably 225 MHz
modulation speed is obtained in depletion regime, which is
already compatible with the requirements of synchronous
detection for signal-to-noise enhancement in spectroscopic
detection systems. In summary, this work is the first
experimental demonstration of broadband electro-optical
modulation in mid-IR photonics integrated circuits, reaching
wavelengths up to 10.7 pm.

B RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Modulator Design. The EOM device relies on a graded-
index platform previously reported,” in which the Ge-
concentration linearly increases from Si to Ge through a 6-
pum-thick layer. This platform shows a good balance between
optical propagation loss at the longest mid-IR wavelengths and
compactness, which is required to achieve a fast and efficient
modulator. To exploit the FCPD effect driven by an electrical
signal, a vertical diode is considered. The bottom diode contact
is obtained by depositing a metal layer on the back side of a
highly n-type doped 500-pm-thick Si substrate. The top
contact is formed by a metal strip deposited on top of the
waveguide (Figure 1a). This configuration has been closed due
to its fabrication simplicity (only two lithography steps, one
dry etching step, and no ion implantation required).
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a)

100 pm top contact 1.5 mm taper
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Figure 2. (a) Scale-less schematic top-view of the EOM. The 100-um-width input access waveguide and the 96-ym-width top metal narrow down
to the 5.5-um-width waveguide and 2-ym-width top contact, respectively. The waveguide and the contacts are tapered along the 1.5 mm and 100
um transitions, respectively. (b) Scanning electron microscope (SEM) image of the modulator. Inset: SEM image of the 5.5 ym-width waveguide

section.

Numerical calculations of the optical mode profile are
reported in Figure 1c—e for three different wavelengths (ie.,
6.4, 8.5, and 10.7 ym), considering a top metal rib of 300 nm
thickness. The waveguide width is 5.5 um and the etching
depth is 6.8 pm. As observed in the mode calculations, the
light is confined in the upper part of the waveguide. Also, as
TM mode suffers from high losses because of the presence of
the top metal, only TE polarization has been considered in this
work.

Thanks to the vertical diode embedded in the waveguide,
free-carrier variations are obtained by applying a bias voltage
between the top and bottom electrodes. This carrier variations
are then responsible for a modulation of the refractive index
and absorption coefficient of the waveguide. In this work,
straight waveguides are considered, thus the EOM will exploit
only absorption modulation. The absorption coefficient spectra
of different free-carrier concentrations are shown in Figure 1b,
as reported in refs 19 and 22. As observed in this figure, the
absorption coefficient by FCPD increases with the carrier
concentration and wavelength, and this effect is stronger for
holes (continuous lines) than for electrons (dash lines).

Sample Fabrication. The 6-um-thick graded layer is
epitaxially grown on top of a n-type doped Si substrate (As
doping concentration of 2 X 10'* cm™) by low-energy plasma-
enhanced chemical vapor deposition (LEPECVD), at a rate of
5—10 nm/s and using GeH, and SiH, as gas precursors.23
Then, a metal strip is deposited on the sample surface,
composed by a 10-nm-thickness of titanium and 300 nm of
gold. The optical waveguides are then patterned in a
lithography step, and ICP-RIE dry etching is used to define
6.8-um-height structures. Finally, the bottom contact is
obtained by depositing similar metal layers (10 nm of Ti and
300 nm pf Au) on the entire sample backside.

To allow a top probe contact and an efficient optical
injection, the top metal is deposited over a fraction (100 ym of
length) of a 100-um-width input waveguide. As shown in
Figure 2, the input waveguide is then tapered down to a S.5-
p#m width over a 1.5-mm-length transition. The top metal strip
is also extended through the taper transition and continued
along a 1 mm section of the 5.5-ym-width waveguide. The final
EOM device comprises a total waveguide length of 2.6 mm.

Electrical Characteristics and Propagation Losses.
The measured I-V curve of the diode is reported in Figure 3.
As both the substrate and the graded SiGe layer are n-type
doped (as measured by hot-probe method™*) this curve
indicates that a Schottky barrier is obtained at the interface

1004
—_ 1 ]
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=1 ]
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S 0.014
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1E-34
1E-4 |

—_
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8 7 6 5 -4 3 -2 1 0
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Figure 3. Absolute value of the current intensity of the diode as a
function of the applied voltage to the EOM device.

between the top contact and the SiGe layer. A n-type doping
concentration of 10"°~10" cm™ is also estimated in the SiGe
layer. The Schottky contact parameters have been extracted
from the I-V curve, following the methods reported to the
literature.”>”° Considering a Richardson constant of 120 X
0.12 A/(cm* K?),”” an ideality factor of 1.43 is obtained,
together with a Schottky barrier of 0.6 eV. Interestingly, the
Schottky diode characteristic allows the characterization of the
device both in injection and depletion regimes.

The total insertion loss of the 2.6-mm-length modulator has
been estimated to be 4.2, 8.0, and 15.6 dB at wavelengths of
6.4, 8.5, and 10.7 um, respectively. Different contributions
have been identified. On one hand, by the characterization of a
sample with similar dimensions, 4 dB/cm losses at 8.5 um
wavelength are attributed to the waveguide (without the top
metal influence). This value corresponds to 1 dB loss for the
2.6 mm-length device. On the other hand, the presence of the
top metal is responsible for the additional losses, taking a value
of 7 dB at 8.5 um wavelength, which is compatible with
numerical simulations. This contribution has been analyzed by
comparing a device with and without top metal contact.

Electro-optical Modulation. To experimentally character-
ize the EOM efficiency, a tunable quantum-cascade laser
(QCL) in pulsed regime at 100 kHz is coupled from free-space
to the waveguide by mean of a pair of ZnSe aspherical lenses in
a butt coupling configuration. The output beam is then
collected in a mid-IR photodetector, which signal is then
amplified in lock-in system synchronized with the pulsed laser.
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Figure 5. Amplitude of the photodetected signal as a function of the frequency in (a) carrier injection regime with 1 Vpp applied electrical signal
and 0.5 V bias and (b) carrier depletion regime with 2 Vpp applied electric signal and —4 V bias. The black color represents the background noise,

obtained as the detected signal when the optical beam is turned off.
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Figure 6. Photodetected signal at 8 m wavelength in (a) carrier injection regime with 1 Vpp applied electric signal at 30 MHz and 1 V bias, and
(b) carrier depletion regime with 4 Vpp electric signal at 150 MHz and —4 V bias. A similar measurement with the mid-IR source turned off is

shown in black color.

Tip probes are also used to access the top and bottom
electrodes.

The static optical transmission (normalized by the trans-
mission when no voltage is applied) as a function of the
current is reported in Figure 4a for different wavelengths in
injection regime. As observed, the transmission decreases when
the current increases, due to a carrier density increase inside
the waveguide that partially absorbs the mid-IR light. Also, the

modulation amplitude increases with the wavelength, confirm-
ing the higher FCPD efficiency at longer mid-IR wave-
lengths.'”** Noticeably, a maximum variation of 1.3 dB is
obtained at 10.7 um wavelength for a current of 170 mA.
Noticeably, this is, to date, the largest electro-optical
modulation reported on-chip at wavelengths longer than 8
pum. The optical transmission as a function of the reverse bias
(depletion regime) is also reported in Figure 4b. In this case,
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Figure 7. (a, b) Electrical simulations of the EOM structure at 0 and —8 V bias voltage. A substrate and SiGe layer electron concentration of 2 X
10" cm™ and 4 X 10" cm™ are assumed, respectively. (c) Simulated optical transmission relative to zero bias as a function of the voltage applied

in depletion configuration, at 6.4, 8.5, and 10.7 um wavelengths.

the transmission increases with the bias voltage, due to a
depletion of residual carriers inside the waveguide. A maximum
variation of 0.4 dB is obtained at —8 V applied to the structure.

Once the modulation efficiency has been studied, high-speed
operation is also investigated by a dynamic characterization.
To that end, a continuous-wave QCL at 8 yum wavelength is
used. It should be noted that the EOM bandwidth does not
depend on the mid-IR wavelength, but only on the diode
electric features. The output optical beam is then collected and
sent to a fast mid-IR detector, operating up to 600 MHz. A
sinusoidal bias signal is applied to the EOM structure, and an
electrical spectrum analyzer is used to measure the photo-
detected signal as a function of the applied bias frequency.

The dynamic characterization results are reported in Figure
S, for carrier injection and depletion configurations. In both
cases, the modulated signal is compared with a noise
measurement (in black), in which the laser was turned off.
The high noise level is attributed to radiation from the metallic
electrodes that is detected in the signal analyzer equipment,
preventing an appropriate characterization at high frequency in
the available experimental setup. As observed in Figure S, a
different behavior is obtained when comparing injection and
depletion regimes. In injection, the amplitude of the
modulation decreases almost linearly with the electrical signal
frequency above 50 MHz. In contrast, the modulation
amplitude in the depletion regime is flat up to 225 MHz,
while the high noise level prevents a correct characterization
beyond this frequency. A signal drop around 200 MHz is also
attributed to the high noise level measured around this
frequency.

To confirm the correct dynamic characterization of the
EOM (Figure S), the electrical signal from the photodetector is
also sent to a sampling oscilloscope. As shown in Figure 6, on-
chip optical modulation is clearly seen at 30 MHz and at 150
MHz in injection and depletion regimes, respectively. For this
measurement the peak-to-peak voltage applied to the device is
4V in depletion regime and 1 V injection regime.

Numerical Simulations and Analysis. To analyze these
results, optical and electrical simulations of the Schottky diode
are performed in depletion regime, considering a residual n-
doped concentration of 4 X 10" cm™ in the graded SiGe layer
and a bias voltage variation from 0 to —8 V. The increase of the
depleted region in the waveguide from 0 to —8 V is clearly seen
in parts a and b of Figure 7 (in dark blue color). Then, the
charge profile of the EOM structure is translated to an

absorption coefficient map, by using the of FCPD effect
(Figure 1b). Next, this absorption map is numerically applied
to the optical mode profile. Finally, the absorption variation
with respect to zero bias voltage in the 2.6 mm long device is
obtained. The resulting static transmission variations are
reported in Figure 7¢, for different values of the applied bias
voltage and wavelengths used in the experiments. The general
evolution of the simulated optical transmission with respect to
the voltage is in relatively good agreement with the
experiments.

Interestingly, this agreement between experimental and
simulated results paves the way for further EOM improve-
ments. For instance, an enhancement of the modulation
efficiency and a reduction of the insertion loss are expected in
future works, by tailoring the Ge-concentration profile of the
platform. On one hand, specific SiGe-alloy profiles can
optimize the overlap between the optical mode and the region
in which the carrier concentration is modulated. On the other
hand, it will be likewise possible to reduce the interaction
between optical mode and the top metal contact, while keeping
a low mode overlap with the Si substrate.

B CONCLUSION

In summary, this work is the first experimental demonstration
of an integrated electro-optic modulator that covers a wide
spectrum range of the mid-IR, spanning from 6.4 to 10.7 ym
wavelengths. To that end, the unique confinement features of
Ge-rich graded-index SiGe platforms are exploited. On one
hand, the used platform allows a broadband mode confinement
on the top of the SiGe waveguide, where a carrier
concentration variation is obtained with an embedded
Schottky diode. On the other hand, this unique confinement
also reduces the optical overlap with a highly doped Si-
substrate used to provide a compact diode structure. By mean
of this design, a maximal transmission modulation of 1.3 dB is
remarkably obtained by carrier injection at 10.7 ym wave-
length. Moreover, this work has reported carrier injection
modulation at frequencies of a few tens of MHz, which can
already be used for synchronous detection schemes. Notice-
ably, a higher frequency operation up to 225 MHz has also
been demonstrated in carrier depletion configuration, only
limited by the high noise of the experimental setup. Further
improvements will rely on an optimization of the character-
ization setup and the graded SiGe layer. In this way, thanks to
a provided numerical model, the optical mode confinement in
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the waveguide can be engineered to optimize or minimize its
overlap with the carrier distribution profiles. In conclusion, this
work paves the way for the development of integrated EOM
operating at high-frequency and covering a wide mid-IR
spectrum range, including the long-wave regime, thus enabling
exciting perspectives in a plethora of applications.
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