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ABSTRACT: In the development of semiconductor lasers, it
has been a dream all along to simultaneously obtain extremely
wide and uniform gain distribution, because such a gain
configuration can greatly enhance semiconductor laser
performance. Hence, it has also been a huge challenge to
realize this dream so far. In this paper, we are reporting a
special InGaAs-based well−island composite quantum-con-
fined structure, with which the best results to date in achieving
both superwide and very uniform gain and power distributions
are obtained. The spectral flatness of the output power can
reach 0.1 dB, and the gain bandwidth is broadened to 6-fold broader than the fwhm (full width at half-maximum) of the
standard gain spectrum from a classic InGaAs quantum well under the same carrier density. The formation of the well−island
composite quantum-confined structure is associated with the indium-rich island effect in the material growth. The great
significance of this work lies in that it is making the above dream come true, since it not only can tremendously increase the
spectral tuning range of an InGaAs-based semiconductor laser but also exhibits a great potential on achieving uniform output
power over the full spectral tuning range of the laser.

KEYWORDS: tunable semiconductor lasers, well−island composite quantum-confined structure, InGaAs/GaAs material,
gain characteristics, flat top, indium-rich islands

It has been well known that semiconductor lasers are taking
important roles in many application fields.1−4 However, the

current quantum confined structures provide semiconductor
lasers with a very limited bandwidth and nonuniform
distribution of gains, such as the typical gain spectrum of a
single InGaAs/GaAs quantum well, which is described in
Figure 1a. This leads to a narrow spectral tuning range and
nonuniform output power on all cavity modes due to the
nature of the structure so that the further enhancement of
semiconductor laser performance is restricted. Tunable diode
lasers are a typical example, in which lasing power is apparently
reduced at both ends of the spectral tuning range, apart from
the finite wavelength tuning range. This is illustrated in Figure
1b. This problem actually exists in other types of tunable lasers
as well, which is shown in Figure 1c. Hence, the great
enhancement of both spectral tuning range and uniformity of
the lasing power is always expected for the tunable lasers. For
this reason, scientists have been seeking out new techniques to
obtain a more uniform (flat-top) gain distribution with a
broader bandwidth for tunable semiconductor lasers.5−21 This
work is still in progress, and no effective approach or new
quantum-confined structure has been found to significantly
change the current situation so far. In all existing techniques,

only a few approaches have shown a certain improvement on
both gain uniformity (flatness) and bandwidth.
In order to evaluate the capacity of the quantum-confined

structure for achieving and broadening the flat top of the gain
or power spectrum, a flat-top broadening factor, RSW, is
defined as a measure of the broadening degree here. It is a ratio
of the flat-top width of the broadened gain or power spectrum
to the bandwidth (fwhm) of the standard gain or power
spectrum from a typical single quantum-confined structure
based on the same materials and similar operation conditions.
One common approach for improvement of both uniformity
and bandwidth of the gain or power spectrum is the
longitudinal combination of multiple quantum wells or
quantum dot layers along the growth direction. These wells
or dot layers have different band gaps to produce mutually
offset gain or power spectra and their superposition.17−21 This
approach can properly increase the bandwidth and uniformity
of the total gain or power spectrum due to the superposition
effect. For example, the RSW reached 3.8 with the flatness of
∼3 dB for an ASE spectrum of the InAs quantum dot
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structure,20 and the RSW was about 2.5 with a flatness of ∼1.2
dB for the ASE spectrum of the InGaAsP/InP multiple-
quantum-well structure19 to date, where ASE denotes the
amplified spontaneous emission and flatness denotes the ripple
of the flat top of the gain or power spectrum. These results
show that the simultaneous improvement on both RSW and
flatness of the gain or power spectrum is still limited and
difficult. The theoretical simulation on the gain superposition
of the InGaAs/GaAs/GaAsP multiple quantum wells using
PICS3D software computation shows that it is hardly possible
to realize both superwide and uniform gain distributions (e.g.,
RSW ≥ 6.0 and flatness <5.5 cm−1, where the smallest ripple <
3.2 cm−1; the results are described in the second section) using
only a few InGaAs quantum wells or quantum dot layers with
different offset gains. This is shown in Figure 1d, in which 20
wells with different indium contents or well widths are required
to achieve the superwide and uniform gain distribution due to
the gain superposition, where different indium contents or well
widths result in varied peak gain wavelengths and gain levels
between the wells. Each dot curve denotes the gain spectrum
from a single well, and the solid curve is the superposition of all
dot curves, i.e., the gain superposition. However, the use of too
many wells or dot layers will bring other troubles and
difficulties in device fabrication and operation.
The other approach is the use of diode arrays, in which

diode elements can work at different cavity modes or
wavelengths.14,16 In this approach, the spectral tuning range
of the InGaAs array was properly broadened to 35 nm (fwhm),
and the cavity modes from different elements can obtain
different gains by controlling the injection power to each

element to achieve a more uniform gain or power distribution.
This approach can be called lateral combination of the multiple
quantum wells. It is not suitable for continuous tuning of the
wavelengths and leads to noncoaxial lasing beams. The gain
bandwidth and uniformity of the array will be dependent on
the element numbers.
In this paper, we are reporting a special InGaAs-based well−

island composite quantum-confined structure, with which the
superwide gain bandwidth or spectral tuning range with RSW
≥ 6 and very uniform spectral power with the flatness of 0.1 dB
can be achieved. The text is arranged as follows. The InGaAs-
based well−island composite quantum-confined structure is
described first. Then, the optical gain characteristics and
complex energy bands relating to a mixing strain state
generated in the structure are analyzed. Eventually, lasing
power variation with wavelengths based on the structure is
evaluated and the conclusion is stated.

■ INGAAS-BASED WELL−ISLAND COMPOSITE
QUANTUM-CONFINED STRUCTURE

The theoretical simulation in Figure 1d shows that to obtain
both superwide and uniform gain distribution for an InGaAs-
based material system, about 20 gain spectra with different
offsets and levels may be required for superposition. This
means that about 20 quantum wells with different indium
contents or widths are required, most of which produce the
gain spectra in the shorter wavelength direction. The slight
offsets between the gains mean tiny differences of indium
contents for different InGaAs quantum wells so that it is very
difficult to control tiny differences of the indium contents

Figure 1. (a) Calculated modal gain of a single InGaAs/GaAs/GaAsP quantum well and cavity modes with the experimental carrier density of 9.6
× 1017cm−3. (b and c) Data of powers as functions of wavelengths from tunable diode laser products (Thorlabs, model TLK-L) and tunable dye
laser products (Spectra-physics, model Matisse 2), respectively. (d) Simulation of the gain superposition from 20 InGaAs/GaAs/GaAsP wells with
different indium contents or well widths.
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between multiple quantum wells in the InGaAs material
growth. In fact, the use of too many wells or dot layers will also
lead to other troubles in device operation and reliability, etc.
To overcome this difficulty, a special InGaAs-based well−

island composite quantum-confined structure is proposed for
the first time. This structure is associated with the indium-rich
island effect, in which the indium-rich islands were commonly
regarded as a sort of defect to avoid for any classic InGaAs
quantum well structure so that its special optical characteristics
were ignored in the past.22 The fundamental principle of the
indium-rich island formation is that in the growth process of an
InxGa1−xAs/GaAs quantum-confined structure, indium atoms
would migrate upward to the surface along the material growth
direction and form many clusters on the surface of InxGa1−xAs
to relax high strain in the InxGa1−xAs layer after the InxGa1−xAs
is grown to exceed a few monolayers on the GaAs, as the
migration length of the indium atoms is much larger than that
of the gallium atoms. This is called the indium-rich island
effect. Our investigation shows that the most important factors
affecting the island generation are the thickness of InxGa1−xAs
layer and the indium content, i.e., x-value in InxGa1−xAs, as
these two factors dominate the strain accumulation. When the
InGaAs layer exceeds a certain thickness and the x-value in
InxGa1−xAs is more than a certain value, e.g., x ≥ 0.15, the In-
rich island effect will happen due to the large accumulated
strain.23,24 Sizes and distributions of the indium-rich islands are
generally random and associated with material composition,
structure, and growth conditions. Since the indium-rich islands
reduce the indium contents in the corresponding InGaAs
regions, which are close to the surface of the InGaAs layer,
many indium-deficient InGaAs regions are generated and
distribute in both growth and in-plane directions. This effect is
illustrated in Figure 2, in which Figure 2a describes the
InGaAs-based well−island composite quantum-confined struc-
ture and its formation mechanism, and Figure 2b shows

probable indium-rich islands formed on the InGaAs surface of
our samples, which are confirmed by a subsequent ASE
spectrum analysis. A large amount of indium-rich islands with a
random distribution and various sizes in Figure 2b lead to
many discrete indium-deficient InGaAs active regions. These
discrete indium-deficient InGaAs active regions have different
indium contents and areas, which produce emissions with
different peak offsets. So it becomes possible to meet the
conditions theoretically described in Figure 1d for achieving
the superwide and uniform gain distribution.
The basic material composition of the samples was

In0.17Ga0.83As/GaAs/GaAsP0.08, where In0.17Ga0.83As was 10
nm in thickness to generate enough strain accumulation and
the indium-rich island effect. According to the above analysis,
the thinner InGaAs layer and a lower x-value in InxGa1−xAs is
not enough to obtain the indium-rich islands.23 GaAs was the
2-nm-thick strain-compensating layer embedded between
In0.17Ga0.83As and GaAsP0.08 layers. Both In0.17Ga0.83As and
GaAs layers were sandwiched by 8-nm-thick GaAs0.92P0.08
barriers. The sample was deposited at a rate of 0.75 μm/h
and 100 mbar pressure under 660 °C from the metal organic
chemical vapor deposition. The high temperature of 660 °C
was applied for increasing the migration length of the indium
atoms and is beneficial to the formation of indium-rich islands
in the material growth. The V/III ratio was 40 for the structure
growth. The InGaAs layer was grown on a (001) semi-
insulating GaAs substrate.
In order to observe and measure the indium-rich islands

formed on the InGaAs surface, the sample was processed to
have the InGaAs layer exposed. Then, its appearance was
recorded using an atomic force microscope (AFM) (Park
Systems Instrument Co., Ltd., model XE100, with a resolution
of 4 nm) and shown in Figure 2b. Also, an unstrained GaAs/
AlGaAs quantum well sample was processed in the same
conditions, and the exposed GaAs surface was observed using

Figure 2. (a) Basic material composition of the InGaAs-based well−island composite quantum-confined structure and the principle of indium-rich
island formation. (b) AFM photograph of the exposed InGaAs surface of the In0.17Ga0.83As/GaAs/GaAsP0.08 well−island composite structure. (c)
AFM photograph of the exposed GaAs surface of an unstrained GaAs/AlGaAs quantum well structure. The samples for (b) and (c) are processed
in the same conditions.
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AFM to initially make sure the clusters appearing on the
InGaAs surface were indium-rich islands rather than other
defects from the processing by comparing them. The result was
shown in Figure 2c. If any other defects are generated on the
GaAs surface due to the processing, they should be observed as
well, as it is impossible to generate any islands in the
unstrained GaAs/AlGaAs well structure. The result showed
that no cluster was observed on the GaAs surface. Therefore,
we can initially consider that the InGaAs-based well−island
composite structure was established in the sample. The
indium-rich island formation in the sample is finally confirmed
by the ASE spectrum analysis in the next section. From Figure
2b, the island sizes vary 20−200 nm in width and 2−8 nm in
height, respectively.

■ OPTICAL GAIN CHARACTERISTICS OF THE
STRUCTURE

In order to look at optical gain characteristics of the InGaAs-
based well−island composite structure, the ASE spectra in
both transverse electric (TE) and transverse magnetic (TM)
polarizations from the structure were measured. The
experimental sample was processed into an in-plane config-
uration of 1.5 mm × 0.5 mm in size. It was coated by the
transmittance of T = 99.99% at one end and uncoated at the
other end. The sample was optically pumped from the top
using a pulsed 808 nm laser beam with the intensity
homogenized in the cross-section under room temperature.
The ASE spectra from both facets of the in-plane sample were
measured. The measurement principle and results are shown in
Figure 3, where Isp denotes the spontaneous emission intensity
and R is the reflectivity of the facet without coating.

It is clearly observed from Figure 3 that the ASE spectrum is
apparently broadened but nonuniform. Three peaks P1−P3 are
clearly observed from the ASE curves in TE mode, which
include a main peak, P3 (975 nm), and two minor peaks, P1
(934 nm) and P2 (965 nm).
It is noticed that since indium-rich islands consist of indium

atoms or InAs compounds rather than InGaAs materials, these
islands do not contribute to the ASE spectrum ranging from
850 to 1050 nm because the unstrained InAs compound has a
band gap of 0.35 eV, which corresponds to the emission
wavelength of 3.5 μm, and the compressively strained InAs/
GaAs quantum dots produce an emission with a peak
wavelength of 1.3 μm due to a large lattice mismatch.26,27

The island’s role leads to reduction of the indium content in
the normal InxGa1−xAs material and forms many discrete
indium content-reduced InGaAs regions. These regions,
together with the normal InGaAs parts, produce the special
ASE spectra shown in Figure 3.
The multipeak structure is the most typical feature of the

indium-rich island formation. In terms of the model-solid
theory,25 the x-value in InxGa1−xAs can be obtained from the
band gap calculation by the peak positions in the ASE
spectrum. The result shows that these peaks corresponds to the
emissions from the InxGa1−xAs materials with x = 0.17, x =
0.15, and x = 0.12, respectively. Since In0.17Ga0.83As is the basic
quantum well material from the original design, In0.15Ga0.85As
and In0.12Ga0.88As are obviously two derivatives with reduced
contents and distribute in the structure due to the indium-rich
island effect. Hence, a multiple-peak configuration in the ASE
spectrum will be a remarkable feature of the indium-rich island
effect taking place for the InGaAs-based quantum well
structure. The results of the multiple peaks in Figure 3
indicate that indium-deficient regions due to the indium-rich
islands in the InGaAs well layer can be roughly classified into
two parts, which have different indium contents of x = 0.12
and x = 0.15 from In0.17Ga0.83As. These two InGaAs regions,
along with the primary In0.17Ga0.83As make a major
contribution to the ASE spectra in Figure 3. Certainly, the
full ASE spectra also involve the emissions from more indium-
deficient InGaAs regions, which have various indium contents
and correspond to different sizes of indium-rich islands shown
in Figure 2b.
The optical gain was obtained based on the ASE spectra

measured from both facets of the in-plane sample, which is
described in Figure 3. In this approach, the model gain, G, of
the structure can be obtained by the following approach.28

G
L

R I I
R I

1
ln

(1 ) ASE1 ASE2

ASE2
=

− −
× (1)

where IASE1 and IASE2 denote the ASE intensities measured at
the end coated by T = 99.99% and the other uncoated end,
respectively, of the sample, which are illustrated in Figure 3. R
is the reflectivity of the uncoated facet and determined by the
material indices. It is R = 30% here for the given sample. L is
the single-pass distance, through which light propagates and is
amplified within the sample. The optical gain spectra with
different carrier densities of N = 9 × 1017, 9.2 × 1017, 9.4 ×
1017, and 9.6 × 1017 cm−3 due to optical injections are obtained
and shown in Figure 4, where the internal loss coefficient α is
about 3 cm−1 on average, indicated by the shadow area. In
order to analyze optical power variation with wavelengths in
the following section, the threshold gain, Gth, is also calculated
below:

G
L r r
1

ln
1

th
1 2

α= +
(2)

where r1 and r2 are reflectivity of the cavity mirrors and
assumed to be r1 = 0.999 and r2 = 0.9 for lasing here, so a
threshold gain can be calculated by Gth = 3.77 cm−1.
The results in Figure 4 reveal two very valuable character-

istics. (1) The optical gain spectrum exhibits a very uniform
distribution with the spectral flatness of 3.7 cm−1 in 906−996
nm or 1.07 cm−1 in 906−940 nm and 0.8 cm−1 in 958−992 nm
for the TE mode under a certain injection power, even if the
ASE spectrum shown in Figure 4 is nonuniform. This should

Figure 3. Measurement of ASE spectra from both facets of the in-
plane sample with the InGaAs-based well−island composite structure.
The carrier density due to optical injection is 9.6 × 1017 cm−3.
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be attributed to the gain superposition from a large amount of
indium-deficient InGaAs regions, which have various indium
contents caused by the different sizes of indium-rich islands in
the InGaAs layer and can be regarded as a sort of equivalent
multiple well/dot structure to produce many different gain
spectra and their superposition similar to the simulation
described in Figure 1d. Thus, such a special structure enables
the InGaAs-based tunable lasers to obtain more uniform
spectral power over the full spectral tuning range. (2) The
superwide flat-top gain distributions are obtained to be RSW ≥
6 from the TE mode, compared with the standard gain
bandwidth in Figure 1a obtained from a classic single InGaAs
quantum well. This enables the spectral tuning range of the
InGaAs-based lasers to be greatly enhanced, in comparison to
the current level of RSW = 3.8.20

The energy bands and wave functions associated with the
first conduction sub-band (C1) and the first valence sub-bands
of heavy holes (HH1) and light holes (LH1) of this special
structure are initially analyzed in Figure 5. A relatively simple

model to consider the indium-rich island effect in the material
growth direction is used for a fundamental insight, as the
laterally random distribution of different sizes of indium-rich
islands in the InGaAs layer will lead to more complicated
mixing strain states and energy bands, which need more
comprehensive investigation and is not the focus of this paper.
In the model of Figure 5a, the In0.12Ga0.88As layer locates
between the In0.17Ga0.83As and In0.15Ga0.85As layers along the
growth direction. This is because the indium-rich islands

generally begin to occur and relax the accumulated high strain
in the In0.17Ga0.83As material after the In0.17Ga0.83As is grown to
exceed a few monolayers on GaAs.24 With the continuous
material growth and the strain relief due to the indium atom
migration, the indium-rich island effect is attenuated so that
more indium content is eventually preserved in the InxGa1−xAs
layer near the surface.
Since the lattice constants of GaAs, In0.17Ga0.83As,

In0.12Ga0.88As, and In0.15Ga0.85As are 5.65325, 5.72215,
5.7019, and 5.71405 Å, respectively, the asymmetric
compressive strain occurs in both In0.17Ga0.83As and
In0.15Ga0.85As layers so that the HH1 sub-band is higher than
the LH1 sub-band in these two materials, where the
compressive strain in In0.15Ga0.85As would be slightly less
than that in In0.17Ga0.83As, as illustrated in Figure 5a.
Meanwhile, the asymmetric tensile strain occurs in the
In0.12Ga0.88As layer so that the HH1 sub-band becomes lower
than the LH1 sub-band in the structure.29 The overall energy
band structure is illustrated in Figure 5b, in which the first
conduction sub-band (C1) and the first valence sub-bands of
heavy holes (HH1) and light holes (LH1) are of steps with
different widths due to the asymmetric strains and the indium-
rich island effect in the materials. In fact, similar mixing strain
states would happen in the in-plane directions of the structure
as well. This illustrates that a complicated mixing strain state
exists in the InGaAs/GaAs well−island composite quantum-
confined structure, and it will lead to very different optical gain
characteristics.30

■ SPECTRAL POWER CHARACTERISTICS

The superwide and uniform gain distribution from the InGaAs-
based well−island composite quantum-confined structure
makes it possible to greatly enhance performance of the
InGaAs-based tunable lasers in both extending spectral tuning
range and realizing more uniform spectral power over all
tunable wavelengths, especially at both ends of the spectral
tuning range. This is based on the following analysis.
The relation between the material gain, g, and the current

density can be expressed as31

g
A

ed
J J( )i sp

tr

ητ
= −

(3)
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where A is a constant. τsp denotes radiative recombination
lifetime. ηi represents the internal quantum efficiency. J is the
current density, and Jth denotes the threshold current density. d
is the thickness of the active layer, and e is the elementary
charge. Jtr represents transparency current density. Γ is the
confinement factor.
According to eqs 3 and 4, the current density above the

threshold can be written as
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− ∝ Γ − −

(5)

As the lasing power is Pout ∝ (J − Jth), the power can be
expressed as

Figure 4. Gain spectra in TE and TM polarizations with various
carrier densities of 9 × 1017, 9.2 × 1017, 9.4 × 1017, and 9.6 × 1017

cm−3 from optical injections.

Figure 5. (a) Lattice mismatching of GaAs, In0.17Ga0.83As,
In0.15Ga0.85As, and In0.12Ga0.88As quantum-confined layers. (b) Energy
bands and wave functions of the InGaAs/GaAs well−island composite
quantum-confined structure.
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Thus, the relative power distribution can be characterized by
substituting the gain data into eq 6. As an example, the power
as a function of wavelength is calculated by substituting the
gain data given in Figure 4 into eq 6, and the result is shown in
Figure 6a. Obviously, the power is proportional to the gain.
Thus, the wavelength tuning range of the output power can be
up to RSW ≥ 6 (906−996 nm) with the spectral flatness of 0.9
dB, 958−992 nm with a flatness of 0.1 dB, and 906−940 nm
with a flatness of 0.35 dB under a carrier density of 9.6 × 1017

cm−3. From the trend of spectral power variation with carrier
densities, it can be predicted that the power will become
further uniform over the total spectral tuning range, as the
carrier density is increased. Figure 6b shows the differential
power as a function of wavelength with different carrier
densities. Clearly, the differential power with a smaller
deviation to zero indicates more uniform output power over
the full spectral tuning range.
Experimentally, the lasing with various temperatures was

obtained using the edge-emitting sample with the
In0.17Ga0.83As/GaAs/GaAsP0.08 well−island composite struc-
ture described in section one, where both facets of the sample
were uncoated. The measured result is shown as the inset of
Figure 6a.

■ CONCLUSIONS
In this paper, we have reported a special InGaAs-based well−
island composite quantum-confined structure, which achieves
the best result to date in realizing both very uniform and
superwide gain and power spectra. So the performance of the
InGaAs-based tunable semiconductor lasers may be tremen-
dously enhanced. This special structure is associated with the
indium-rich island effect generated in the material growth, in
which the mixing strain states containing both compressive and
tensile strains occur and affect the optical gain characteristics.
The investigation on this special structure and its unusual
optical characteristics has been conducted only initially here. It
is believed that a more comprehensive investigation on it will
achieve semiconductor lasers with better performances in the
near future.
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