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Abstract: A new method to improve the brightness of diode lasers based on beam-waist splitting and
polarization combining was proposed and demonstrated. The beam waist was split by a precisely cut
prism into two parts and combined with a polarization beam combiner. The advantages of simple
setup, high efficiency, brightness, and universality were presented. The slow axis M2 factor of a
broad-area diode laser with a ridge beam width of 180 µm was reduced from 18.5 to 9.8, and a
brightness of 42.4 MW cm−2 sr−1 was realized; this brightness was a 84.21% improvement of the
same emitter at 8 A. The slow axis M2 factor of a commercial broad-area diode laser array combined
by spectral beam combining was reduced from 9.08 to 4.78, and 80.6% improvement of brightness was
realized on the same commercial broad-area diode laser array. A brightness of 195.8 MW cm−2 sr−1

was realized at 36 A by this diode laser array. This method can be applied in a highly polarized light
source to improve the beam quality and brightness.

Keywords: high brightness; diode; beam combining

1. Introduction

High-power diode lasers present great advantages in many applications, such as
pumping solid-state lasers or fiber lasers, medical treatment display technology, and
material processing, especially additive manufacturing [1–10]. The main advantages of
such lasers are high energy-conversion efficiency, small size, electric drive, long lifetime,
and relatively low cost. However, the beam-quality of diode lasers is still poor and the
brightness is low due to the narrow cavity and broad-area (BA) waveguide of a single
diode laser. Progress on the beam quality of BA lasers will have significant potential effects
on the development of related fields.

The beam quality of a diode laser can be described as the product of divergence
angle and beam waist [11], and the brightness is defined as the radio of power and beam
quality [12]. Beam combining methods, such as spectral beam combing (SBC) [13–15],
polarization beam combining, and coherent beam combining (CBC) [16–18], are able to
enhance the brightness of lasers system via combining more laser elements to increase the
power. However, the beam quality of SBC is limited by the emitters and the output coupler,
and diffraction grating brings inevitable power loss. CBC with low efficiency is complex
and sensitive to the environment, which limits the application in many fields. It is difficult
to improve the beam quality except for the external-cavity beam combining.

In this paper, we demonstrated a new approach to improve the beam quality and
brightness of diode lasers based on the beam-waist splitting and polarization combin-
ing (BSPC). The beam-waist was cut in half via the splitting prism, and one of the cut
beam’s polarizations was changed by a half-wave plate. These two beams, with different

Appl. Sci. 2022, 12, 7980. https://doi.org/10.3390/app12167980 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/applsci

https://doi.org/10.3390/app12167980
https://doi.org/10.3390/app12167980
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/applsci
https://www.mdpi.com
https://doi.org/10.3390/app12167980
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/applsci
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/app12167980?type=check_update&version=1


Appl. Sci. 2022, 12, 7980 2 of 8

polarizations, were combined into one beam by PBC [19]. This system can realize the
improvement of beam quality by shrinking the beam-waist. This method was applied
for the single BA diode laser and laser bar, and the improvement of beam quality and
brightness was investigated.

2. Materials and Methods

Beam quality of a semiconductor laser can be described by the M2 factor, which is
defined as

M2 =
w × θ

w0 × θ0
, (1)

where w and θ are, respectively, the diameter of the measured beam waist and the far-
field divergence. w0 and θ0 are, respectively, the diameter of the TEM00 Gaussian beam
waist and the far-field divergence. The beam width was determined by the second-order
moment according to ISO11146. A small M2 factor value is desired for high-power diode
lasers. Evidently, the beam quality can be improved by reducing the beam waist when the
divergence angle is constant.

Figure 1 shows the schematic of experimental setup of BSPC. A laser beam from the
diode laser was split into two beams by a triangle prism along the beam waist in slow
axis, and then these two beams went through two loops to overlap on a polarization beam
combiner (PBC) using high reflecting mirrors. The polarization of one beam was changed
by a half-wave plate (HWP). These two beams were combined into one beam by PBC. In
principle, the beam quality of a single beam would improve by 50% because the beam-waist
was reduced to its half, and the power would be almost unchanged due to the combining if
the initial laser beam has a high purity polarization. Hence, the brightness increases. This
method is suitable for the laser source with high purity polarization and large beam waist.
Additionally, this approach improves the brightness with the penalty of polarization purity.
To demonstrate this method, a single emitter and a diode laser array are employed.
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Figure 1. Schematic diagram of BSPC setup. HR mirror: highly reflective mirror, PBC: polarization
beam combiners, HWP: half-wave plate.

In the realistic setup, the highly reflective (HR) mirrors (M1, M2, M3) were opti-
cal glass coated with Au. The corresponding reflectivity was 98.2%, and the size was
30 mm × 30 mm × 10 mm. The HWP used was zero-order with a transmission of 98.5% at
980 nm. The precisely cut prism, manufactured from N-BK7, featured reflective coatings on
the two legs and offered a clear aperture extending across the 90◦ angle between the coated
surfaces. The combining efficiency of the PBC was 97.5%.
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3. Results
3.1. BSPC of Single BA Diode Laser

A 980 nm BA diode laser with a ridge beam width of 180 µm was used as the light
source for BSPC, which was put on a water-cooled plate with a water temperature of 20 ◦C.
Figure 2 shows the power curves of the laser before combining (black balls) and after
BSPC (red balls) under CW operation. The power was measured by Ophir FL500A. As
can be seen, the output power of the laser under free running was 6.78 W at 8 A, and the
electro-optic conversion efficiency of the laser was 51.2%. The corresponding power for
BSPC was 6.13 W at the same driven current, which was approximately 9.5% lower than
that of the same laser at free running. The reason for the power reduction was because
the polarization of the laser was not pure enough, resulting in the loss in PBC. In addition,
the power loss was partly due to the insufficient reflectivity of M1, M2, and M3 and the
precisely cut prism. The inset in Figure 2 shows the far-field spots before and after BSPC at
6 A. It can be seen that the spot shape of the laser with BSPC was asymmetric and exhibited
a much narrower lateral far-field pattern, which enabled the improvement of beam quality.
The inset is the far field of before and after BSPC. It can be seen that the shape after the
BSPC’s far field was asymmetric and like a shield. The reason for the asymmetric shape
was that the original laser was separated from the middle of the beam. The power in the
middle of the original beam was higher than that at the edge. The separated edge became
blurred due to the diffraction effects of the triangle prism.
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Figure 2. Power characteristics of a single BA emitter with a ridge width of 180 µm before and after
BSPC. The insets (a,b) show, respectively, the beam spots before and after BSPC.

To obtain the details of beam quality, the M2 factors were measured by using Thorlabs
M2 measurement systems (M2MS). Figure 3 shows the current dependent M2 factors in
the fast axis (M2

y) and slow axis (M2
x) of the laser with and without BSPC from 3 A to 8 A.

The M2
y of both devices were very close in the range from 1.1 to 1.28 and increased slowly

with the increase of current. The small fluctuations in values were due to the measurement
errors. Because the beam-waist splitting was along the slow axis, the improvement of
beam quality happened only in slow axis and it was almost unchanged in the fast axis. In
contrast, M2

x increased with the current. The reasons behind this might be the high order
mode operation due to the increased driving current [20] or the effect of lateral carrier
accumulation [21]. When the driving current was 8 A, M2

x was 18.45 under free running.
After BSPC, it went down to 9.8, which corresponded to an improvement of 46%. BSPC
achieved a significant beam quality improvement at little penalty of power. The M2

x of the
laser with BSPC was not as good as half of M2

x with the same laser without BSPC, which
was caused by the error of assembly and adjustment.
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injection current.

Figure 3 also shows the brightness, B, of the single emitter with and without BSPC,
which is defined as

B =
P

λ2M2
x M2

y
, (2)

where P is the power; λ is the center wavelength. It can be seen that the brightness B
achieved by the single emitter without BSPC was about 23.01 MW cm−2 sr−1 at 8 A. For the
same laser with BSPC, B increased to 42.4 MW cm−2 sr−1 at this injection current, which
showed 84.21% improvement due to a better beam quality in the slow axis.

3.2. BSPC of BA Laser Bar

To check the applicability of the proposed BSPC method, the light source was replaced
by a laser bar combined by SBC [15]. The schematic diagram of a set-up is shown in
Figure 4. SBC is a simple and effective way to realize power scaling and increase spatial
brightness greatly [22,23]. In SBC, a diode laser array (DA) was placed in an external cavity
consisting of a transform lens (TL), a diffraction grating, and an output coupler (OC). After
collimation in the fast and slow axis, the laser beams from the array focused on the grating
by a transform lens. The OC fed the optical modes selected by the grating back to the laser
array, and each emitter was forced to operate at a specific wavelength. The wavelength λi
of each emitter can be expressed as:

λi = d·
[

sin(θlittrow) + sin
(

θlittrow +
i·p
f

)]
(3)

where d is the grating period; p represents the period of the emitters in the array; i is the
number of the emitters along the SBC direction; and f is the focal length of the transform
lens. Hence, the diode laser array was combined. After SBC, the brightness of the array can
be further improved by BSPC.

The laser array was a standard centimeter 980 nm BAL bar with 19 emitters. The
lateral emitter width was 90 µm, and the vertical emitter width was 1 µm. The FAC and
SAC are commercial products with a focal length of 0.286 mm and 3 mm for the collimation
of fast-axis and slow-axis, respectively. The transformation lens has an effective focal length
of 450 mm, the grating has a groove density of 1800 lines/mm, and the diffraction efficiency
is around 90%. The OC with 10% reflectivity was used.
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SAC: slow axis collimating lens. TL: transform lens. OC: output coupler.

Figure 5 shows the power-current characteristics of the SBC with (black balls) and
without (red balls) BSPC under CW operation. The power was measured by Ophir FL500A
at the coolant temperature of 18 ◦C. As can be seen, the output power of the SBC without
BSPC at 36 A was 19.65 W. With the same current injection, the output power of the SBC
with BSPC was 18.26 W, with only approximately a 7% loss.
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continuous operation.

Beam quality and brightness of the single emitter with and without BSPC were also
measured. Figure 6 shows the current dependent M2 factors in the fast axis (M2

y) and slow
axis (M2

x) of the SBC with and without BSPC from 10 A to 36 A. The M2
y of both of these

two setups were very close in the range from 2.02 to 2.07 and increased slowly with the
increase of current. The fast axis beam quality did not change due to the introduction of
BSPC. The M2

x values of the two devices increased rapidly with the increase of current.
The M2

x of the SBC without BSPC increased from 4.78 to 9.08, and the M2
y of the SBC with

BSPC ranged from 2.35 to 4.75 with the same current injection. M2
x of the laser with BSPC

showed a 48% improvement. A significant beam quality improvement was achieved at the
expense of little power by BSPC on SBC.
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Figure 6 also shows the brightness of the SBC with and without BSPC. It can be seen
that the brightness B achieved by the SBC was about 108.4 MW cm−2 sr−1 at 36 A. The
brightness increased to 195.8 MW cm−2 sr−1 by the same SBC with BSPC at this injected
current, which corresponded to an improvement of 80.6%. The above results demonstrate
that the proposed BSPC method was also suitable for the combined laser beam. The
precondition is that the beam has the high purity of polarization.

4. Discussion

In summary, we demonstrated a new approach to enhance the brightness of a diode
laser by beam-waist splitting and combining. It shows the noticeable advantages over the
method based on reducing the divergence angle in the lateral direction [24–26], including
the low power loss, significant brightness improvement, and simple device structure. The
applicability of this approach was demonstrated in the diode laser of single emitter and
laser array after combining. In total, 46% and 48% improvement of beam quality in slow
axis were realized in these two types of laser sources with 9.5% and 7% power penalty. The
brightness 42.4 MW cm−2 sr−1 and 195.8 MW cm−2 sr−1 were demonstrated in a single
emitter and a commercial BA diode laser array combined by SBC. The brightness of these
two types of laser source were enhanced 84.21% and 80.6%, respectively. We believe these
results will contribute to the development of high brightness diode laser.

5. Patents

C.Z. Tong, Y.F. Zhao, F.Y. Sun, S.L. Shu, L. Wang, S.C. Tian, L.J. Wang, “Laser beam
combining system,” US patent 10,768,434.
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