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Abstract: Low-power consumption directly-modulated lasers are a key device for on-chip 
optical interconnection. We fabricated a GaInAsP/InP membrane DFB laser that exhibited a 
low-threshold current of 0.21 mA and single-mode operation with a sub-mode suppression 
ratio of 47 dB at a bias current of 2 mA. A high modulation efficiency of 11 GHz/mA1/2 was 
obtained. A 10 Gbit/s direct modulation using a non-return-to-zero 231-1 pseudo-random bit 
sequence signal was performed with a bias current of 1 mA, which is the lowest bias current 
ever reported for direct modulation of a DFB laser. A bit-error rate of 10−9 was successfully 
achieved. 
©2016 Optical Society of America 
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1. Introduction 

Advances in optical communication technology have enabled high-capacity transmission over 
a wide range of distances. Short-reach optical communication for board-to-board and chip-to-
chip interconnections has been extensively investigated because of the need for high-
bandwidth, energy-efficient, and low-cost data transmission [1]. An on-chip optical 
interconnection is one of solutions for the electrical interconnection problems of large-scale 
integrated circuit (LSI) [2,3]. Many optical devices have been demonstrated for this purpose. 
Silicon photonic circuits have demonstrated their advantages of high-index contrast compact 
optical devices such as external modulators, and photodiodes [4,5], however, they usually use 
external light source. To integrate lasers on a LSI chip, an ultra-low power consumption 
semiconductor laser is essential because the energy consumption of the laser should be less 
than 100 fJ/bit for on-chip interconnection [6]. This energy cost corresponds to the operating 
conditions of laser bias current of 1 mA by assuming that the data rate and operating voltage 
are 10 Gbit/s and 1 V, respectively. Several approaches have been demonstrated such as 
VCSELs [7], microdisc lasers [8], and photonic crystal (PhC) lasers [9]. These lasers 
demonstrated ultra-low threshold current operation [10,11] and high-speed direct modulation 
with low energy consumption [11,12]. In addition, to achieve efficient light coupling into an 
in-plane optical circuit, an easy integration structure with an in-plane waveguide is pertinent. 

We have proposed a membrane distributed-feedback laser (DFB) as a light source for on-
chip optical interconnects [13,14]. DFB lasers have been widely used as light sources in large-
scale photonic integrated circuits [15]. However, typical DFB lasers have threshold current 
that are in the order of several-mA and require several 10-mA bias current for high-speed 
direct modulation [16]. These properties result in an energy cost of a few pJ/bit, which is an 
unacceptably high energy cost for on-chip interconnection. The membrane structure, which 
consists of a thin semiconductor core layer sandwiched by dielectric cladding layers, was 
proposed to enhance the optical confinement into the active layer, which result in optical 
modal gain and high index-coupling coefficient of the DFB grating. These features enable the 
realization of DFB lasers with low-threshold current operation as well as high-speed direct 
modulation at low bias current condition, namely high-modulation efficiency. In addition, the 
membrane structure can be prepared by benzocyclobutene (BCB) bonding on Si substrate at a 
CMOS-compatible temperature (< 300 °C). Optically pumped membrane DFB lasers have 
been shown to have low-threshold properties [17–19]. The use of a lateral-current-injection 
(LCI) structure [20–22] has facilitated the successful operation of injection-type membrane 
lasers with internal quantum efficiency comparable to that of conventional lasers [23]. 
Recently, we reported low threshold current [24] and high modulation efficiency operation 
[25] of membrane DFB lasers. Moreover, integration with a p-i-n photodiode (PD) [26], and a 
distributed-reflector (DR) laser [27] were realized. Although the low-threshold current and 
high-speed modulation properties of membrane DFB laser were confirmed, large-signal direct 
modulation of membrane DFB laser at low-bias current (less than 1 mA) had not yet been 
demonstrated. 

In this paper, high-speed direct modulation of the membrane DFB laser on a Si substrate is 
reported. A modulation efficiency of 11 GHz/mA1/2 was obtained, which enables sufficient 
bandwidth for 10 Gbit/s direct modulation at a bias current of 1 mA. Large signal direct 
modulation was performed using a 10 Gbit/s non-return-to-zero (NRZ) 231-1 pseudo random 
bit sequence (PRBS) signal. A bit-error rate (BER) of 10−9 was obtained with an extinction 
ratio of 5 dB. 

2. Device structure and fabrication 

A schematic illustration showing the structure of the fabricated membrane DFB laser is 
presented in Fig. 1(a). A semiconductor layer with SiO2 cladding was bonded on a Si 
substrate by using a BCB adhesion layer. The cavity length of the DFB laser was 50 µm. The 
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DFB laser had a 20-µm-long GaInAsP passive waveguide on the rear side, which was 
originally prepared to integrate a photodiode. The front side facet was cleaved and the rear 
side facet was formed by mechanically removing the bonded semiconductor layer. The both 
facets had no optical coatings. The period of the surface grating formed on the active region 
was 295 nm. Figure 1(b) shows a cross-section of the active region. The thickness of the 
semiconductor core layer was 270 nm. The 0.6-µm-wide active layer stripe was placed 
between the regrown n- and p-InP layers to form an LCI structure. In our previous work, non-
alloy Ti/Au was used as a p-side contact electrode, but it resulted in poor electrical resistance. 
Therefore, alloyed Au/Zn/Au of 25/50/300 nm thickness was introduced as the p-side contact 
electrode in this work. The main fabrication steps are described in [24]. An initial epitaxial 
wafer comprises of strain-compensated GaInAsP 5QWs sandwiched by 15-nm-thick GaInAsP 
optical confinement layers, 50-nm-thick top undoped InP cap, 100-nm-thick bottom p-InP cap 
(NA = 5 × 1017 cm−3), and etch stop layers grown on an InP substrate by molecular beam 
epitaxy. Then, a selective area epitaxial regrowth process using a SiO2 mask was repeated 
three times to construct a passive GaInAsP waveguide region and a lateral p-i-n diode 
structure by organo-metallic vapor phase epitaxy. After depositing a SiO2 cladding layer on 
the InP substrate, the substrate was bonded upside down on a Si wafer and the InP substrate 
side was removed by polishing and wet chemical etching. Then the Ti/Au n-side and 
Au/Zn/Au p-side electrodes were formed by electron beam evaporation and thermal 
evaporation, respectively. Finally, a SiO2 surface grating pattern was defined by an electron 
beam lithography, then the pattern was transferred onto the surface InP layer by wet chemical 
etching. 

 

Fig. 1. Schematic of the membrane DFB laser structure: (a) top view; (b) cross section of 
active region. 
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3. Static characteristics 

The static characteristics of the fabricated membrane DFB laser were measured under room-
temperature (20 °C) continuous-wave (RT-CW) conditions. Figure 2 shows light output and 
the voltage versus injection current characteristics. The threshold current Ith was 0.21 mA, and 
the threshold current density was 700 A/cm2 (corresponding to the threshold current density 
normalized by the number of quantum-wells of 140 A/cm2/well.) The external differential 
quantum efficiency ηd was 5% (front facet). The differential quantum efficiency (5% from the 
front output) of this device was poorer than that (12% from the front output) reported in [25], 
but we can’t give a clear explanation for this discrepancy because both devices had cleaved 
facets without anti-reflection coatings. The operating voltage was reduced to approximately 
half of that previously reported for the same device length [24]; this can be attributed to the 
introduction of the alloyed Au/Zn/Au electrode. Figure 3 shows lasing spectra measured for 
different bias currents. Stable single-mode operation was observed for a bias up to 2 mA, after 
which the light output showed a thermal roll-off. The lasing wavelength was 1542 nm at 1-
mA bias current. The sub-mode suppression-ratio (SMSR) was 41 dB and 47 dB at bias 
currents of 1 mA and 2 mA, respectively. From the lasing spectrum at bias current 2 mA, a 
stopband width could be determined by measuring the wavelength span where a level of the 
spontaneous emission intensity was much lower than the noise level of the spectrum analyzer 
(Ando (currently Yokogawa), AQ6317B). Based on the theory of emission spectrum of the 
DFB laser [28], the obtained stopband width corresponded to an index-coupling coefficient of 
2100 cm−1. The mode span of the spectrum was different from theoretical one. It can be 
attributed to facet phase of front and rear facets because both facets had no AR coatings. 

 

Fig. 2. Light output and voltage versus injection current characteristics of the membrane DFB 
laser. 
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Fig. 3. Lasing spectra measured for three different bias current conditions. 

4. Modulation characteristics 

The small-signal modulation properties of the membrane DFB laser were measured using a 
vector network analyzer. A modulation signal was input to the laser using a 40 GHz high-
speed ground-signal (GS) RF probe with 100 µm pitch. The light output of the laser was 
coupled to a spherical-lensed single-mode fiber. A photograph of the device during the 
measurement is shown in Fig. 4. The collected optical signal output was amplified by an 
erbium-doped fiber amplifier (EDFA), and then the amplified spontaneous emission (ASE) 
light was filtered by a tunable bandpass filter. The optical signal was finally detected by a 12 
GHz PIN-photoreceiver. 

The small-signal responses (S21) of the membrane DFB laser measured at various injection 
currents from 0.28 to 1.47 mA are shown in Fig. 5(a). Because we obtained 3dB bandwidth of 
12.8 GHz at 0.98-mA bias current, 10 Gbit/s operation was considered to be possible with a 
bias current below 1 mA. The maximum 3-dB bandwidth of 13.6 GHz was obtained at a bias 
current of 1.47 mA. 

 

Fig. 4. Photograph of the device during modulation measurement. 
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Fig. 5. Results of small signal modulation measurement, (a) responses of S21 measured for 
various bias current conditions, (b) plots of relaxation oscillation frequency and 3dB bandwidth 
versus square root of bias current above threshold, and (c) damping factor as a function of the 
squared relaxation oscillation frequency. 

Figure 5(b) shows relaxation oscillation frequency fr and 3-dB bandwidth f3dB as a function 
of the square root of bias current above the threshold. The slope efficiencies for fr and f3dB 
were 11 GHz/mA1/2 and 17 GHz/mA1/2, respectively. The damping rate was also extracted 
from the small-signal responses. Figure 5(c) shows the plots of damping rate versus squared 
relaxation oscillation frequency. As shown in the inset of Fig. 5(c), the K-factor and intrinsic 
damping offset γ0 were obtained from the linear fitting of the plots. The K-factor and offset γ0 
were 0.26 ns and 9.3 ns−1, respectively. The maximum intrinsic bandwidth, f3dB, max, is given 
by [29,30], 

 3 ,max

2 2
dBf

K

π=  (1) 

The obtained K-factor corresponds to an intrinsic maximum bandwidth, neglecting the self-
heating and parasitic cutoff, of 34 GHz. We believe the relaxation oscillation frequency of the 
current devices shown in Fig. 5(b) was saturated by heating. This can be solved by reducing 
the electrical resistance as well as thinning BCB layer thickness. Reducing resistance and 
parasitic capacitance is also important to increase total bandwidth. 

The obtained slope efficiency of fr (modulation efficiency) is compared with that of 
various lasers, such as InP-based long-wavelength (λ̇ = 1.3–1.55 µm) conventional type DFB 
lasers, InP-based long wavelength VCSELs and PhC laser as shown in Fig. 6. The 
conventional DFB lasers demonstrated maximum modulation efficiencies for GaInAsP-based 
and AlGaInAs-based active layer devices of 3.0 GHz/mA1/2 [31] and 4.8 GHz/mA1/2 [16], 
respectively. Great efforts have been paid to enhance modulation efficiency of DFB lasers 
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mainly by optimizing quantum well structures including well number, width, strain and 
doping. In contrast, VCSELs demonstrated high modulation efficiency owing to their small-
active volume and strong confinement DBRs cavity [32–34]. For membrane DFB lasers, 
higher efficiencies than conventional DFB lasers have been reported [25,35]. The modulation 
efficiency of 11 GHz/mA1/2 obtained in this work is the highest value reported to date for 
DFB lasers to the best of our knowledge. This is attributed to the small active volume 50 × 0.6 
× 0.03 µm (0.9 µm3) of the device in this work. We note that a much higher value of 42.4 
GHz/mA1/2 was reported for a PhC laser using a very small active volume 2.5 × 0.3 × 0.018 
µm (0.0135 µm3, assuming a 6-nm-thick quantum well) [9]. 

 

Fig. 6. Recent trend of the modulation efficiency of InP-based long wavelength DFB lasers, 
VCSELs and PhC laser. 

Next, large-signal direct modulation and BER measurements were performed. The optical 
power was monitored and attenuated by using a variable optical attenuator and power monitor 
inserted between the output of the bandpass filter and the photoreciever. A modulation 
electrical signal was generated by a pulse pattern generator. A data signal of non-return-to-
zero (NRZ) with a pseudo-random bit sequence (PRBS) having a word length of 231-1 was 
used. Figure 7 shows the BER characteristics of the membrane DFB laser at a data rate of 10 
Gbit/s as a function of the averaged received optical power. The bias current for the laser and 
modulation voltage swing were set to 1 mA and 0.52 Vpp, respectively. We achieved a BER 
less than 1 × 10−9 at an averaged received power of −5.8 dBm. Figure 8 shows the 10 Gbit/s 
eye diagram measured under the same modulation conditions. The eye opening was 
confirmed with an extinction ratio (ER) of 5dB. To the best of our knowledge, this bias 
current is the lowest value used for 10 Gbit/s large-signal direct modulation of DFB laser, 
which is attributed to the low-threshold current and high-modulation efficiency characteristics 
of the membrane DFB structure. Although an error-floor appeared in the BER curve, the 
linearity of the BER curve and eye opening will be improved if the slope efficiency is 
improved to the same value as that of a conventional DFB laser. 

Then, we calculated the energy cost of these experiments. The driving voltage of the laser 
was 2.3 V as seen in Fig. 2 at 1-mA bias current. The energy cost per bit for data transmission 
can be calculated by the product of bias current and voltage divided by the data rate. 

 b bI V
Energy cost

Data rate
=  (2) 

According to this relationship, the energy cost was calculated to be 230 fJ/bit. The energy cost 
achieved was small in comparison to a conventional DFB laser, but it is still approximately 
twice that achieved by previous research [35]. This is caused by a relatively high driving 
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voltage because of the differential resistance of 1.2 kΩ. It is expected that the differential 
resistance can be reduced to 200 Ω by attaining the same electrical characteristics as [35], 
thereby resulting in a driving voltage of approximately 1 V at 1-mA bias current. 

 

Fig. 7. 10 Gbit/s BER characteristics. 

 

Fig. 8. Eye diagram at 10 Gbit/s of NRZ signal using a 231-1 pattern. 

5. Conclusion 

We have demonstrated 10 Gbit/s direct modulation of a membrane DFB laser at 1-mA bias 
current. The fabricated membrane DFB laser had a threshold current of 0.21 mA, 3dB 
bandwidth of 12.8 GHz at a bias current of 0.98 mA, and a modulation efficiency of 11 
GHz/mA1/2. Large-signal direct modulation at 10 Gbit/s was performed using an NRZ signal 
with PRBS = 231-1, and we obtained a BER < 1 × 10−9. These results indicate that the 
membrane DFB laser is a promising light source for ultra-low power consumption operation 
that is likely to be useful for on-chip optical links. 

Funding 

JSPS KAKENHI grants, numbers 15H02249, 25709026, 15J04654, 15J11776, and 
16H06082. 

Acknowledgment 

The authors would like to thank Professors S. Akiba, T. Mizumoto, M. Asada, and Y. 
Miyamoto, M. Watanabe and Y. Shoji of the Tokyo Institute of Technology, Tokyo, Japan, 
for productive discussions and comments. 

 

                                                                                         Vol. 24, No. 16 | 8 Aug 2016 | OPTICS EXPRESS 18579 




