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ABSTRACT: We demonstrate an ultrasonic detector with
unprecedented broad bandwidth and high sensitivity, based on
an imprinted polymer optical microring. It has an acoustic
response of up to 350 MHz at −3 dB and noise-limited
detectable pressure as low as 105 Pa in this frequency range.
Application of such a detector in photoacoustic imaging leads
to improved axial resolving ability compared with using the
conventional ultrasound detector, and sub-3 μm axial
resolution is achieved, which is more than a 2-fold improve-
ment with respect to the reported record. The device’s
miniaturized cavity height guarantees its broadband response, and at the same time, its high optical quality factor ensures the
detection sensitivity. Our work suggests that the polymer-based miniature microring resonator works as a high-performance
ultrasound detector and has potential for acquiring volumetric photoacoustic images with cellular/subcellular resolution in three
dimensions.
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Photoacoustic imaging (PAI), an elegant combination of light
and sound, has been employed in such areas as laser

ultrasound inspection,1−4 photoacoustic microscopy/tomogra-
phy,5,6 and more recently pulsed THz detection and imaging.7 A
short laser pulse is used to illuminate light-absorbing objects, and
ultrasound signals are generated via thermal-elastic expansion.8

The signals are then collected by ultrasound detectors and used
for image construction9,10 or qualitative analysis.11,12 Spatial
resolution is one of the key parameters in PAI, in both lateral and
axial dimensions. The existing PAI systems have demonstrated
lateral resolution comparable to optical microscopy on the
micro- or even submicrometer13−16 scale by fine optical focusing.
In sharp contrast, the axial resolution remains around 15−20
μm,17,18 similar to that of high-frequency ultrasound imaging and
more than 1 order of magnitude worse than the lateral spot size.
The resultant asymmetric and severely distorted minimum voxel
has a detrimental effect on the 3D imaging capability of PAI. The
axial resolution is essentially determined by the sharpness of the
detected acoustic pulse and can be described by the equation R =
0.88C/BW,19 where R is the axial resolution, C the sound speed,
and BW the detector fwhm bandwidth. Since C is a constant in
most soft biological tissue, R is primarily determined by the
detector’s bandwidth.
Conventional ultrasonic transducers almost exclusively use

piezoelectric material, either inorganic (e.g., piezoceramic
materials)20,21 or organic (e.g., polyvinyldenefluoride,
PVDF).22 Piezoelectric transducers are usually operated over a
band of frequencies centered at their resonance where the
thickness of the piezoelectric crystal equals half of the
wavelength. Thus, high-frequency transducers require thin

crystals, which results in demanding fabrication challenges and
robustness issues from the fragile films.23 Moreover, a broad
bandwidth covering from nearly dc to very high frequencies is
essential to subsequent faithful image reconstructions,24 but this
is not easily obtainable with a single piezoelectric transducer due
to this resonant effect. To overcome such limitations, multiband
photoacoustic imaging is developed, where multiple ultrasound
detectors with different central frequencies are used to collect
signals from the corresponding bands in a broad frequency
range.25,26 As an alternative to the finite bandwidth limitation on
the detector side, researchers have obtained a 7.6 μm axial
resolution with a commercial 125 MHz ultrasound transducer by
applying a deconvolution method.19 However, this method is
sensitive to noise and therefore has limited applications. Another
approach is to apply slow-sound silicone oil around the imaging
target to improve the axial resolution,27 but the biological
compatibility of silicone oil needs to be further evaluated.
Ultrasound detection by optical methods is a promising field,

where a structure with certain optical resonances is employed
and its resonant behavior could be modulated by ultrasound
waves. One popular optical ultrasound detector is the Fabry−
Perot polymer film transducer.28−30 Its cavity length is typically
25−50 μm in order to provide enough finesse (sensitivity), which
limits the bandwidth to tens of MHz. Shelton et al. reported a
novel approach to use optical nonlinearities to confine the spatial
resolution in both lateral and axial dimensions and demonstrated
an axial resolution of 6 μm.31 But this technique uses a
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complicated setup and has issues with the difficulty of
miniaturization, limited imaging speed, and potential tissue
damage.

Apart from bandwidth, detector sensitivity is another
important parameter to consider. Since ultrasound attenuation
is proportional to the square of frequency, the high-frequency

Figure 1. (a) Polymer ring fabrication schematic by nanoimprinting lithography. (b) Optical transmission spectrum of the polymer microring resonator.
The resonance fwhm is ∼6 pm. (c) Angle view scanning electron microscope (SEM) of the microring with a diameter of 60 μm. (d) Side view SEM
picture of the ring with height of 1.4 μm.

Figure 2. (a) Experimental setup to determine the bandwidth of the ring resonator. (b) Experimentally measured time domain laser signal (fwhm = 1.5
ns) and photoacoustic signal (fwhm = 1.8 ns). (c) Frequency domain microring response spectrum. The ring has a −3 dB bandwidth at 350 MHz.
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component attenuates strongly with distance; for example, a 300
MHz acoustic wave attenuates at a rate of ∼20 dB/mm in water
and∼80 dB/mm in tissue.13 Noise level increases proportionally
with bandwidth at the same time. Therefore, in order to collect
high-frequency photoacoustic signal effectively, a sensitive
ultrasound detector is necessary.
In this work, we demonstrate an ultrasound detector based on

polymer microring resonators with an ultrabroad bandwidth
response from dc to ∼350 MHz at −3 dB and an ultralow noise
equivalent pressure (NEP) of 105 Pa over 350 MHz. The
microring has a high quality factor on the order of 105, and such
sharp resonance lays the foundation for sensitive acoustic
detection. The minimized thickness of the microring waveguide
is responsible for its ultrabroad bandwidth frequency response.
An unprecedented sub-3 μm axial resolution is demonstrated
experimentally by imaging two closely spaced chromium films.
Our study proves that a polymer microring resonator is a high-
performance ultrasound detector for photoacoustic imaging with
ultrabroad bandwidth and high sensitivity.

■ RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The polymer microring was fabricated by nanoimprinting of
polystyrene (PS) film using a silicon mold (Figure 1a). The
imprinting process simplifies fabrication, increases throughput,
and improves reproducibility.32 Details of the fabrication process
can be found in the Supporting Information. The device consists
of a ring resonator coupled with a bus waveguide. The ring has a
diameter of 60 μm and height of 1.4 μm (Figure 1c and d).
Resonant dips in the transmission spectrum occur when round-
trip phase delay in the ring equals multiples of 2π. Figure 1b
shows the measured optical transmission spectrum from the
device. It has a resonance bandwidth of 6 pm, corresponding to a
quality factor (Q factor) of 1.3 × 105. When the probing laser
wavelength is fixed at the sharpest slope of the ring resonance
curve, the incoming ultrasound signal can be recorded by the
modulated output power from the microring resonator due to
the resonance shift.
Ultrabroad Bandwidth and High Sensitivity. The

experimental setup for investigating the device acoustic
bandwidth is shown in Figure 2a. A continuous-wave (CW)
780 nm tunable laser (TLB-6312, New Focus) was fiber coupled
into the device’s input waveguide, and its output power was
collected by a multimode fiber, which connected to a 1 × 2
coupler with 90:10 split ratio (FCMM50-90A-FC, Thorlabs).
The outputs of the coupler were detected by two photodetectors
and finally recorded by a digital oscilloscope (DSO7054A,
Agilent). To lock the probing wavelength at the sharp slope of

the ring resonance spectrum, output from the 10% channel of the
coupler was monitored (1601, New Focus) and used for
feedback control of the tunable laser, while the remaining 90%
output was collected by a high-speed avalanche photodetector
(APD210, Menlo Systems) and used for photoacoustic signal
detection. The reason to collect as much output power as
possible for photoacoustic detection is because the detection
sensitivity is usually proportional to the probing optical power.33

The device was immersed in deionized (DI) water, which served
as both the top cladding of the microring and the coupling
medium for the ultrasonic propagation. To determine the
intrinsic bandwidth of the microring resonator, a narrow
(broadband) acoustic pulse was needed. This was accomplished
by photoacoustic signal generation, where a 1.5 ns pulse
duration, 337 nm laser pulse (GL-3300, Photon Technology
International) was used to illuminate a 200 nm thick chromium
(Cr) film with∼4 mm spot size. In the case where the laser pulse
duration is far longer than the acoustic transient time across the
absorber, the generated photoacoustic signal essentially
duplicates the incident laser pulse in the time domain.34

Figure 2b shows the time domain laser pulse and the
photoacoustic signal detected by the microring, using the same
high-speed photodetector. The full width half-maximum (fwhm)
of the laser is 1.5 ns, and that of the photoacoustic signal is 1.8 ns.
The photoacoustic signal was generated from a single laser pulse
without any averaging. A ∼20 μm water gap between the Cr film
and the microring resonator was determined through the
propagation time of the generated acoustic signal. The frequency
response of the microring detector is plotted in Figure 2c, where
the water acoustic attenuation compensation is taken into
account. As can be seen, a flat response stretching from dc to
∼350MHz at−3 dB (0.707) was obtained. Such a wideband and
flat spectral characteristic can tremendously enhance the axial
resolution in photoacoustic imaging, as shown later. Detailed
calculation of the frequency response is described in the
Supporting Information.
The detector’s acoustic sensitivity was calibrated using the

same setup, but a precalibrated 20 MHz unfocused transducer
(V316, Panametrics NDT) replaced the Cr film as the acoustic
source. It was driven by a 2 V peak-to-peak one-cycle 20 MHz
sinusoidal wave with an output peak pressure of 6 KPa. The
device produced an output peak voltage of 120.3 mVwithout any
averaging, corresponding to a sensitivity of 20.05 mV/KPa. The
RMS noise level is 2.1 mV over the 1−350 MHz, leading to a
NEP of 105 Pa. To our knowledge, this is the first time that low
noise equivalent detectable pressure with a broad bandwidth of
up to 350MHz has been achieved. Further reduction of the NEP

Figure 3. (a) Contrast to noise ratio (CNR) as a function of the delay distance. It reaches 6 dB at 1.9 μm (axial resolution estimation). (b) Two close Cr
films with 1.9 ns separation in time domain, which is a direct experimental demonstration of the superhigh axial resolution (2.85 um).
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is possible by increasing the device Q factor, using higher probe
laser power, and increasing the photodetector gain with low-
noise base.
Sub-3 μm Axial Resolution. In Figure 2b, the measured

photoacoustic signal has a fwhm of 1.8 ns. Considering the sound
speed of 1500 m/s in tissue, this translates to a 2.7 μm axial
resolution. Since the photoacoustic signals from objects at
different locations add to each other in amplitude, objects with a
separation less than 2.7 μm could still be distinguished. The
system axial resolution could be estimated by shifting and
summing the amplitude of two photoacoustic signals detected at
a certain time interval and checking if the peaks can be
distinguished (i.e., Rayleigh criterion). Zhang et al. define the
difference in the signal envelope between the smaller of the two
peaks and the valley as the contrast, and the contrast-to-noise
ratio (CNR) decreases as the distance between the two signals is
reduced.19 The axial resolution is determined when the CNR
reaches 6 dB. Using this method, we plot the CNR as a function
of shift distance (Figure 3a), based on the detected photoacoustic
signal in Figure 2b. The CNR reaches 6 dB with a separation of
1.9 μm, showing the potential of <2 μm axial resolution in
photoacoustic imaging using the microring detector.
As an experimental demonstration, we replaced the single Cr

film with two Cr films separated by a thin SU8 spacer. The Cr
films are 40 and 160 nm thick, respectively, and the SU8 layer is
about 5.9 μm. The films are deposited on a polyethylene
terephtalate (PET) substrate, which has matched acoustic
impedance with water.27 No reflected acoustic wave from the
substrate was observed in the experiment. The detected signal is
shown in Figure 3b. Clearly two peaks can be distinguished with
1.9 ns separation and a CNR of 15 dB. A 1.9 ns time domain gap
directly translates to 2.85 μm axial resolution in biological tissue
(sound velocity 1500 m/s in tissues), consistent with the
previous estimation based on the pulse width of the photo-
acoustic signal detected by the microring. This value is about a 2-
fold improvement over the most recent reported results,27,31 but
without any signal processing or sample treatment. An initial
experiment using the microring in a photoacoustic microscopy
system also shows improved axial resolution as compared with a
traditional transducer.35 A more comprehensive study is
currently under way.
Theoretical Analysis on the Frequency Response. First

of all, the detector acoustic response bandwidth is limited by the
cavity optical bandwidth, which is determined by the inverse
photon lifetime in the cavity (ν/Q),36 where ν is the operating
frequency and Q the quality factor. This upper frequency limit,
calculated to be ∼18 GHz in the polymer microring case, is far

beyond the frequency range for PAI (a few hundredMHz). From
the acoustic interaction point of view, the microring resonator is
modeled as a vertical acoustic Fabry−Perot (FP) cavity for the
incident acoustic pulse.37 The active region is the polystyrene
waveguide core bounded by the water and the silicon dioxide
(SiO2) substrate, as shown in Figure 4a. The microring height is
1.4 μm. In this acoustic cavity, due to the smaller/comparable
lateral size of the polystyrene waveguide to the ultrasound
wavelength, the acoustic scattering effect cannot be neglected.
For estimation, plane wave propagation inside the polystyrene
waveguide is assumed. The incoming pressure partially transmits
into this FP cavity and bounces back and forth between the two
boundaries. Similar to an optical FP cavity, the cavity length of
this acoustic FP roughly determines its response bandwidth. The
amplitude of the accumulated acoustic field inside the PS
waveguide can be calculated as a function of frequency. The
greater the acoustic field accumulation, the stronger it would
influence the PS waveguide property and the ring resonance
behavior. It is worth noting that the distribution of optical field
intensity inside the core of the microring optical waveguide is not
uniform. For the fundamental optical mode, the field has high
intensity in the center and low intensity near the boundaries.
Therefore, for more accurate evaluation, the optical field
distribution in the PS core was taken into account as a weighting
factor in calculating the acoustic field accumulation’s effect on the
PS waveguide property. The detailed procedures used to analyze
the frequency response are listed in the Supporting Information.
The simulated frequency response is plotted in Figure 4b. Its −3
dB bandwidth is ∼315 MHz, which agrees with the experimental
result, although some differences between the two curves are
observed. The discrepancy can be attributed to factors such as the
plane wave approximation we used and how the optical field
distribution is taken into account, as well as material parameters
used in the simulation. Further investigation is currently under
way.

Discussion. In the planar Fabry−Perot polymer film
ultrasound detector case, the film thickness is typically chosen
as 25−50 μm in order to guarantee high finesse (thus high
sensitivity), which limits its bandwidth to tens of MHz based on a
similar analysis discussed above. By sharp contrast, the microring
resonator is able to maintain its high Q factor (high sensitivity)
and broad bandwidth simultaneously. Therefore, it possesses
both broad bandwidth and low NEP. The microring is an ideal
detector for photoacoustic tomography, where objects of
different sizes generate photoacoustic signals at different central
frequencies.38 The microring could effectively collect all signals
as a single element, alleviating the complexity of employing

Figure 4. (a) Schematic drawing of the ring working as an acoustic resonator. (b) Simulated (red) and measured (blue) detector frequency response
curves.
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multiple detectors such as in multiband photoacoustic
tomography. Therefore, the polymer-based miniature size
microring resonance structure provides an advantageous
approach for both broadband and sensitive ultrasound detection.

■ CONCLUSION
We have demonstrated an ultrabroad bandwidth and highly
sensitive acoustic detector using polymermicroring resonators. It
has a flat frequency response stretching from dc to a −3 dB
bandwidth up to 350 MHz. At the same time, the noise
equivalent detectable pressure is as low as 105 Pa in this broad
bandwidth. Such ultrabroad frequency response and unprece-
dented sensitivity make it an ideal detector in high-resolution
photoacoustic imaging. Application of such a broadband detector
in photoacoustic imaging system leads to improved axial
resolving ability, and sub-3 μm axial resolution is experimentally
demonstrated without any sample treatment or signal process-
ing, leading to a 2-fold improvement over the reported record.
The device’s miniaturized cavity height guarantees its broadband
response, and at the same time, its high optical quality factor
ensures the detection sensitivity. Our study shows the polymer
microring resonator is a promising detector for applications in
photoacoustic imaging with its ultrabroad bandwidth and high
sensitivity.
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