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Photonic crystal-based force sensor to
measure sub-micro newton forces over
a wide range
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A photonic crystal-based force sensor to measure
forces in the wide range 100 nN–10 N is proposed
here. An optimized photonic crystal resonator integrated on top of a Si/SiO 2 bilayer cantilever, is used as
the sensing device. A sensitivity of 0.1 nm for a force
of 100 nN is obtained with a high-quality factor of
10,000. The sensor characteristics in the force ranges
0–1 N and 0–10 N are also presented here. Linear
wavelength shift and constant quality factor are
observed in the entire studied force range.
Keywords: Cantilever beam, force sensing, optical
sensors, photonic crystal resonator.
PHOTONIC crystals (PhC) are artificial materials in which
refractive index varies periodically. If these refractive
indices are sufficiently different, it will give rise to
photonic bandgap, which causes prevention of light
propagation within a specified range of frequencies
spanned by the bandgap. It is possible to manipulate the
flow of light within PhCs1, which makes them promising
*For correspondence. (e-mail: sulupinky@ece.iisc.ernet.in)
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devices for different applications in several fields. Important applications of PhC include PhC lasers2, demultiplexers in WDM systems3, slow light devices4, chemical
sensing5, bio-sensing6, humidity sensing7, temperature
sensing8 and pressure sensing9.
Apart from the above-mentioned sensing applications,
force sensing by PhC devices attracted attention as the
PhC structures are extremely sensitive to mechanical
deformation. In these devices the principle of operation is
the elasto-optic effect, in which refractive index variation
is induced by mechanical stress. The PhC devices
embedded on the surface of a microcantilever are of
interest, as PhC are extremely sensitive to mechanical
bending deformation of the surface of the cantilever
beam. Most of the commercially available cantilever deflection sensors consist of an external laser diode unit and
a photodiode reported10. Various MEMS-based cantilever
deflection sensors using sensing mechanisms such as piezoresistive scheme11, piezoelectric scheme12 and capacitive scheme13 have been reported. Cantilevers integrated
with PhC are extremely small in size and highly sensitive
compared to the above-mentioned devices. Most importantly, these devices can be integrated with other photonic devices. Several PhC-based force sensors based on
external mechanical tuning are reported, in which the
PhC device is integrated on top of a cantilever. An ultrasensitive pressure and force sensor is proposed, in which
dual-layered InGaAsP PhC micro cavity is used as the
sensing element14 . In this device, multiple beams integrated with PhCs are cascaded to enhance the sensitivity
of the device. Later, efforts are made to design single
cantilever beam sensors with PhC integration. A PhC
nano-cavity resonator on top of a 220 nm thick silicon
cantilever beam is proposed15. The obtained minimum
detectable force is 62.5 nN for a wavelength resolution of
0.1 nm. On the other hand, a Si/SiO2 bilayer cantilever
with PhC ring resonator on top is reported16. A sensitivity
of 0.1 nm/76 nN with an average quality factor (Q) of
3470 is obtained. Li et al. 17,18 presented a more sensitive
device which consists of a dual PhC ring resonator on a
220 nm thick silicon cantilever. Among different configurations of sensors that are reported in these contributions,
the most sensitive device has a minimum detectable force
as 7.58 nN, but with a drastically reduced Q of 876. Apart
from these devices, a shoulder-coupled aslant nanocavity-based PC stress sensor is proposed, which is capable of sensing in two directions19. In horizontal and vertical directions, the sensitivity is found to be 7.5 and
10 nm/N respectively, with a Q factor of 3000.
In most of the above-mentioned applications, good
quality factor is essential to ensure optimal performance.
In particular, for force sensing application, Q should be
as high as possible and it should be constant for all the
measured forces. In this work, we designed a PhC ring
resonator-based force sensor with high Q factor, linear
wavelength shift and almost constant normalized inten1990

sity. The design and modelling involves two phases. In
the first phase, the PhC ring resonator is optimized to
show high quality factor. This is done by several iterations of finite difference time domain (FDTD) method
simulations to obtain the transmission spectrum of the
device. In the second phase, finite element method (FEM)
simulations are performed to obtain the deformation of
PhC structure under various applied forces. These deformations are applied in FDTD simulations to obtain the
sensor characteristics for various applied forces. The proposed device is studied under applied forces of a wide
range from 0 to 10 N. In the following we deal with design of an optical device with 2D FDTD simulations and
then explain the force sensing characteristics with simultaneous FEM and FDTD simulations. Conclusions are
given at the end.
The PhC device consists of a hexagonal lattice of air
holes on a 220 nm thick silicon device layer, which is
integrated with a 600 nm thick SiO2 layer underneath
(Figure 1). Thus, the device comprises three layers of different materials, namely air/Si-220 nm thick/SiO2-600 nm
thick with refractive indices of 1/3.46/1.45 respectively.
All these dimensions are considered based on the existing
silicon process technology. The effective refractive index
is derived as 2.82. The lattice constant and hole radius of
PhC device are taken as 410 and 120 nm respectively.
Defects are added into the PhC structure, so that line
defect waveguides and hexagonal ring are formed in the
structure. This is done by removing two rows of holes
and removing holes along the contour of the hexagonal
ring (Figure 1). As shown in Figure 1, there are four port
in the PhC device, namely input port, transmission port,
forward drop port and backward drop port. A broadband
source of light centred at wavelength of 1550 nm is
chosen as the input at the input port. According to the
design of the sensor, our signal of interest is backward
drop based on which the force is sensed.
In 2D FDTD simulations, the effective refractive index
of 2.82 is used to get transmission spectra at various ports
(Figure 2). Two peaks can be noticed in the backward
drop spectrum at 1553 and 1562 nm. Since the peak at
1562 nm is relatively sharper with a quality factor of
around 3000, we consider this peak as the output of the
sensor. This configuration of PhC ring resonator with
Si/SiO2 cantilever will not serve the purpose of force
sensing properly, as it is observed that the Q and normalized intensity vary significantly as the applied force increases. To avoid this issue, we optimized the PhC ring
resonator such that Q is improved further and is constant
for all applied forces. This involves optimizing the size of
holes inside the hexagonal ring, where the radius of the
centre hole inside the ring is denoted by R 0, and the size
of the holes in the succeeding rings is denoted by R 1 and
R2 respectively. As these holes with optimized radii
are sufficiently separated from the line defect waveguides, it does not affect the quality factor; even when
CURRENT SCIENCE, VOL. 110, NO. 10, 25 MAY 2016
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Figure 1.

a, Top view of photonic crystal (PhC) ring resonator. b, 3D schematic of the PhC ring resonator.

Figure 2. Transmission spectra at various ports of PhC ring resonator.

deformation occurs because of the applied force, Q
remains the same.
Quality factor of any PhC device can be increased by
increasing the size of the cavity. In our work, we have
chosen the central hole with radius R 0 inside the hexagonal ring as the cavity. Significant improvement in Q is
observed with increase in R0. During this process of
increasing R0 fabrication limitations are considered.
According to these limitations, there should be at least
CURRENT SCIENCE, VOL. 110, NO. 10, 25 MAY 2016

100 nm of separation between successive holes. Hence R0
is optimized to 140 nm to keep the separation between
holes above 100 nm. It is observed that if R0 alone is increased, the cavity becomes more multimodal. To avoid
this, we reduce the refractive index contrast by optimizing R 1 and R2 as well, so that the values of R 0, R1 and R2
are close. The optimized values of R0, R1 and R 2 are 140,
135 and 130 nm respectively. Figure 3 shows the transmission spectra at various ports of the PhC device with
optimized R0, R1 and R2. It can be noticed that the Q factor is increased to 10,000 at wavelength 1552 nm, shown
in red colour. Because of increased Q, this PhC device
can be used as a force sensor over a wide range of forces.
Next we deal with force sensor characteristics.
The proposed force sensor consists of a bilayer cantilever with 220 nm silicon layer integrated on a 600 nm silicon dioxide layer. The 220 nm thick Si layer acts as
device layer. The optimized PhC ring resonator is made
on this device layer, in such a way that the ring resonator
will be affected by maximum applied stress leading to
more strain in the longitudinal direction. Here strain is
considered as percentage change in the diameter (D) of
the hexagonal ring. Three-fourth of the PhC device is
kept on the cantilever beam and ring is placed at the junction of the beam and bulk part of the cantilever, as shown
1991
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in Figure 4. As mentioned earlier, the principle of operation of the device is based on elasto-optic effect. When
force is applied in the Z-direction on the tip of the cantilever, the air holes will be displaced in the direction
parallel to the line defect waveguides. Thus, the hexagonal
ring will be elongated in the longitudinal direction,
changing the ring to become more oval-shaped. This
deformation of the ring will cause resonant wavelength
shift towards longer wavelength. In order to obtain the
deformation data corresponding to various applied forces,
FEM simulations are performed. For each applied force,
the corresponding resonant wavelength is obtained by
performing FDTD method simulations over the deformed
PhC structure.
In FEM simulations the Young’s modulus and Poisson’s ratio of Si and SiO2 are chosen as 130 GPa, 70 GPa
and 0.3, 0.17 respectively. Along with the abovementioned parameters, the refractive index of silicon

Figure 3.
nator.

remains unaffected at room temperature. Hence the temperature effects on the device at room-temperature are not
considered. Simulations are performed for forces in the
ranges 0–1 N and 0–10 N, with force increment of 0.1
and 1 N respectively. Figure 5 shows the positions of
various peaks corresponding to different applied forces in
the range 0–1 N. It can be seen from the figure that the
peak intensities and Q factors are uniform and the wavelength shift is linear with respect to applied force. Similar
behaviour of these parameters can be observed in the device characteristics for the forces in the range 0–10 N as
well (Figure 6). From these characteristics, the sensitivity
of the device is derived as 10 nm for an applied force of
10 N. Almost the same sensitivity is observed in the
force range 0–1 N as well. The results obtained are
compared with those of planar nano-ring resonator
(NRR)-based sensor reported by Mai et al.16 (Table 1).
Even though the proposed sensor offers less sensitivity
than the one reported, because of the optimized ring resonator structure and increased Q factor, the ability to
measure the sub-micro Newton forces is improved. Hence
forces over a wide range can be detected with minimum
variation of Q factor, as shown in Table 1. In the earlier

Transmission at various ports of optimized PhC ring reso-

Figure 5. Variation of resonant wavelength with respect to applied
force in the range 0–10 N.

Figure 4. Schematic of the PhC ring resonator-based force sensor
integrated on top of Si/SiO 2 cantilever.
1992

Figure 6. Variation of resonant wavelength with respect to applied
force in the range 0–1 N.
CURRENT SCIENCE, VOL. 110, NO. 10, 25 MAY 2016
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Table 1.

Performance comparison of the proposed force sensor and that reported in the literature

Results of NRR-based sensor
proposed by Mai et al.16
Force (N)

Q factor

0
3897
5
3509
7.5
2962
10
3520
Reported sensitivity is 0.1 nm for an applied
force of 76 nN

Results of optimized ring resonator-based
sensor proposed in the present study
Force (N)

Q factor

0
10000
5
10010
7.5
10152
10
9951
The obtained sensitivity is 0.1 nm for an
applied force of 100 nN

forces in the specified wide range with high Q factor and
linear wavelength shift. The designed sensor may find
potential applications in bio-sensing like detecting DNA,
proteins, etc.

Figure 7. Variation of resonant wavelength shift with respect to
applied force in the studied force range.

work, resonant wavelength peaks for all applied forces
were not readable; however, they are readable only for
those forces that are presented in Table 1. Based on these
observations, it can be noticed that the present sensor will
give better performance compared to the one reported.
Our simulation results have shown that the detection
capability with high Q factor can be continued up to
18 N of the applied force. When forces beyond 18 N
are applied, because of the abnormal variation of refractive index on the surface of the cantilever beam, the
wavelength shift may not be linear, leading to Q factor
degradation.
Thus, the proposed sensor can measure very small
forces in a wide range from 100 nN to 10 N with linear
wavelength shift (Figure 7) and constant Q factor. Since
the sensor is highly sensitive, the microcantilever surface
can be functionalized to bio-applications like detecting
DNA, protein molecules, etc.
In this work, a PhC ring resonator-based force sensor
which is capable of sensing forces in a wide range, i.e. 0–
10 N is proposed. The PhC ring resonator is optimized
to get high Q factor of 10,000 and it is observed that Q
remains the same throughout the studied force range.
Force sensor characteristics of the sensor in the ranges
0–1 N and 0–10 N are presented. From these results, it
can be concluded that the device is capable of measuring
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monsoon seasons. The statistical analysis of O3 in relation with the key meteorological and chemical parameters is important to understand the sensitivity of
secondary pollutants on various controlling factors.
Keywords: Air temperature, ozone, precursors, seasonal
variations.
IT is well known that surface level ozone (O3) is one of
the important photochemical pollutants due to its strong
oxidizing nature. Ozone is produced by the photooxidation of precursor gases like volatile organic compounds (VOCs), carbon monoxide (CO) and nitrogen oxides (NOx; i.e. NO + NO2 ) in the presence of sunlight1.
For example, the following set of reactions initiated by
the oxidation of CO shows the mechanism of photochemical production of O3.
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Reaction set 1
CO + OH  CO2 + H,

Study of relationship between daily
maxima in ozone and temperature in
an urban site in India
1

2

3,

H + O2 + M  HO2 + M,
HO2 + NO  NO2 + OH,
NO2 + h  O(3 P) + NO, ( < 410 nm)
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The relationship between surface-level observations of
daily maxima in ozone (O3 max) volume mixing ratio and
ambient air temperature (T max) has been studied at an
urban site, i.e. Pune (18.4N, 73.8E), India during
2003–04. The mixing ratios of O 3 max were found to be
highest during winter to pre-monsoon period and lowest in the monsoon season. The dependence of O3 max
levels on T max has been quantified using the linear regression fit for the different seasons. However, except
for the monsoon season, reasonably good correlations
between O3 max and T max were noticed. The correlation
between daily O3 max concentration and minimum NO x
(NOx min) concentration was also studied to assess the
importance of photochemical mechanism mainly reduction in the loss due to titration. Overall, the strong
dependencies of O3 max on T max and NOx min signify the
role of both meteorological and photochemical processes during most months of a year. The positive
slopes of O3 max/ΔT max and O3max/NOx min clearly
indicate the role of significant production and accumulation of O3 under high temperature and low NOx
conditions respectively, during winter and pre*For correspondence. (e-mail: lokesh@prl.res.in)
1994

O(3 P) + O2  O3 + M.
The above cycle can be generalized for other precursors
like methane (CH4 ) and nonmethane hydrocarbons
(NMHCs) as well. The production efficiency of O3 has
been observed to depend on several meteorological parameters such as solar radiation flux and temperature. In
general, O3 mixing ratio will increase when incoming
solar ultraviolet (UV) flux reaches a maximum, clouds
are few and levels of precursors are optimum (determined
by VOCs/NOx ratio). The level of NO2 which represents a
major part of NOx is critical for determining the O 3 production efficiency through the formation of O( 3 P) atom.
Subsequently, O(3 P) combines with molecular oxygen
(O2 ) leading to the formation of O3. On the other hand,
excessive conversion of NO from NO2 can directly react
with O3, leading to loss of ambient O3 by the following
titration reaction.
Reaction set 2
O3 + NO  NO2 + O2.
In addition to the direct effect of UV radiation on O3 production, emissions of some O3 precursors are temperature-dependent and peak during the mid-summer in the
tropical region. For example, the biogenic or natural
emissions of hydrocarbons are particularly sensitive to
temperature and follow the seasonal cycles of controlling
CURRENT SCIENCE, VOL. 110, NO. 10, 25 MAY 2016

