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Abstract: Typically, materials with large optical losses such as metals are used as microheaters
for silicon based thermo-optic phase shifters. Consequently, the heater must be placed far from
the waveguide, which could come at the expense of the phase shifter performance. Reducing the
gap between the waveguide and the heater allows reducing the power consumption or increasing
the switching speed. In this work, we propose an ultra-low loss microheater for thermo-optic
tuning by using a CMOS-compatible transparent conducting oxide such as indium tin oxide (ITO)
with the aim of drastically reducing the gap. Using finite element method simulations, ITO and
Ti based heaters are compared for different cladding configurations and TE and TM polarizations.
Furthermore, the proposed ITO based microheaters have also been fabricated using the optimum
gap and cladding configuration. Experimental results show power consumption to achieve a π
phase shift of 10 mW and switching time of a few microseconds for a 50 µm long ITO heater.
The obtained results demonstrate the potential of using ITO as an ultra-low loss microheater
for high performance silicon thermo-optic tuning and open an alternative way for enabling the
large-scale integration of phase shifters required in emerging integrated photonic applications.
© 2020 Optical Society of America under the terms of the OSA Open Access Publishing Agreement

1.

Introduction

The ability to control the phase of the light is one of the most important features in silicon photonic
integrated circuits (PICs). The most common way to induce a phase shift is by exploiting the
silicon thermo-optic (TO) coefficient (∼ 1.8 × 10−4 K−1 ) [1]. Thermo-optic tuning can be easily
attained by heating the waveguide with a metallic microheater. Furthermore, this mechanism can
be used with negligible optical losses by placing the lossy microheater at a certain distance from
the waveguide. However, the heater is usually located far from the waveguide, which could lead
to a low performance in terms of high power consumption or low switching speeds.
Thermo-optic phase shifters are used in a wide range of current and new integrated photonic
applications such as phased arrays [2], neural networks [3], integration with nanoelectronics [4],
reconfigurable photonics [5] or integrated quantum photonics [6]. However, most of the previous
works focus on the the performance of the TO device using a metallic microheater [7–13]. On the
other hand, the influence of the upper-cladding cladding material was investigated by Atabaki et
al. [14] showing a trade-off between the power consumption and the switching speed. Hence, the
most straightforward way to improve both parameters is to reduce the gap between the waveguide
and the microheater.
Previous works have proposed 2D materials such as graphene as a transparent heater in order to
reduce the gap [15–20]. However, graphene involves complex fabrications processes that are not
yet prepared for large-scale and massive PICs production. In this scenario, CMOS-compatible
transparent conducting oxides (TCOs) such as indium tin oxide (ITO) or Al-doped zinc oxide
arise. These materials can be easily deposited with high quality in thin film by using various
deposition methods such as atomic layer deposition [21], pulsed layer deposition [22] or RF/DC
sputtering [23]. Transparent conducting oxides have been an increasingly object of interest
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because their epsilon-near-zero (ENZ) regime in the near-infrared (near-IR) region of the spectrum
[24]. In the field of PICs, this unique feature has been exploited to provide high performance
electro-absorption devices [25–35], since optical losses are drastically enhanced in the ENZ
regime. Nevertheless, if the TCO is biased far from the ENZ regime, this behaves as an optically
transparent and electrically conducting material and thus, an ideal candidate for using as an
ultra-low loss microheater.
In this work we propose, design and fabricate transparent ITO heaters for high performance
TO tuning of silicon photonic structures. The ultra-low loss ITO heater is compared with a
titanium based one for different cladding configurations. The influence of the spacer between
the waveguide and the microheater is analyzed and the advantages of ITO against Ti are shown
for TE and TM polarizations. Finally, ITO heaters are fabricated for a fully surrounded SiO2
configuration and characterized for both polarizations using the optimal gaps found in the design
section.
2.
2.1.

Design
Design methodology

Typical heater/Si waveguide configuration is depicted in Fig. 1(a). A metallic heater is placed on
top of the silicon waveguide in order to induce a phase shift from the combination of Joule heating
and the silicon TO coefficient. Because metals are high-loss in the near-IR, an upper-cladding
is used to optically isolate the heater and the silicon waveguide. However, large spacers may
suppose a drawback in the phase shifter performance such as the power consumption and/or the
switching speed.

Fig. 1. (a) 3D view schematic and (b) cross-section of the analyzed heater/Si waveguide
configuration.

Because the heater does not vary in the propagation direction of the light, the temperature in
the silicon waveguide can be obtained by solving the following conductive heat equation for the
cross-section (see Fig. 1(b)):
∂T
∇(−k∇T) + Dc
=Q
(1)
∂t
where k is the thermal conductivity, D the density, c the specific heat capacity, T the temperature,
t the time and Q the heat source. This latter can be defined as:
Q=

P
V

(2)
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where P and V stand for the electrical power applied to the heater and the volume of the
microheater, respectively. Doing some manipulations, the heat source can also be expressed as:
Q=ρ

I2
S2

(3)

where ρ is the heater resistivity, I the current flowing through the heater and S the heater
cross-section area. By using a low-conducting heater, the amount of current can be diminished,
which can avoid self-heating problems of the heater driver system.
It has to be highlighted that the performance of the phase shifter does not depend with the
heater length. The heater length, Lh , neglects when both heat (∆φ ∝ ∆neff ∝ ∆T ∝ 1/Lh ) and
optical phase shift (∆φ ∝ Lh ) equations are combined. Hence, the same phase shift is induced
for a given power consumption regardless the heater length [12]. Therefore, two strategies can
be followed by either inducing a large (small) change in the effective refractive index with a
short (long) heater. By assuming the steady state (∂T/∂t = 0), the power consumption can be
then reduced either by diminishing the thermal conductivity of the cladding, for instance by
using air trenches [7], or by narrowing and thinning the heater. However, both approaches have
trade-offs. On one hand, reducing the thermal conductivity can improve the power consumption
by an order of magnitude but switching times usually worsen in the same degree. On the other
hand, reducing the heater cross-section may have some issues. A small cross-section will rise the
current density and could melt the heater. Furthermore, the driving voltage will also be higher
and a more stringent alignment will be required if the heater is narrowed to the same order of the
waveguide width. Concerning the thickness, making homogeneous and high-quality thin films
becomes hard for thicknesses lower than 100 nm. Consequently, in this work the heater width
and thickness is set to 2 µm and 100 nm, respectively.
In contrast to metals, in which both optical and electrical properties cannot be tuned, ITO has
the advantage of tuning them during the fabrication steps such as deposition or post-annealing
[22,36,37]. The optical properties of ITO (ε = ε 0 + jε 00) in the near-IR are described by the
Drude model:
!
ωp2
ε = ε∞ 1 − 2
,
(4)
ω + jωΓ
where ω stands for the angular frequency, ε∞ is the high-frequency permittivity, Γ the damping
factor and ωp is the so-called plasma frequency. This latter defined as:
s
Nq2
ωp =
,
(5)
ε∞ ε0 m∗
where q is the elementary charge, m∗ the electron effective mass and N the free carrier density.
On the other hand, the resistivity ρ is obtained as:
ρ=

Γm∗
.
Nq2

(6)

In Fig. 2 is represented both permittivity (λ = 1550 nm) and resistivity of ITO as a function
of the free carrier density. On one hand, a low-doped ITO (N = 1019 cm−3 ) provides both
high-transparency (ε 00 ≈ 0) and high-resistivity properties. Below this value, ITO behaves as a
Mott insulator and is no longer conducting [38]. On the other hand, the light-matter interaction
is enhanced in the ENZ regime (N = 6.5 × 1020 cm−3 ), where ε 0 = 0, ε 00 > 0 and |ε| achieves its
minimum value (|ε| = 0.57). As a result, optical losses may be drastically increased and thus,
the transparency condition is lost.
Therefore, an ITO free carrier concentration of 1019 cm−3 is chosen, which provides a refractive
index of 1.960 + j2.3 × 10−3 and a resistivity of 2.24 × 10−2 Ω cm. Heat and optical properties
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Fig. 2. (a) ITO permittivity and (b) resistivity as a function of the free carrier density.
Permittivity is obtained by using the Drude model at λ = 1550 nm. Drude parameters are:
ε∞ = 3.9, Γ = 1.8 × 1014 rad/s and m∗ /me = 0.35 [39].

used for simulations are shown in Table 1. It is worth mentioning that the imaginary part of the
ITO refractive index is almost three orders of magnitude lower than Ti. This difference enables
an ultra-low loss heater, which could be exploited to reduce the spacer with the silicon waveguide
and thus, improve the performance of the phase shifter.
Table 1. Thermal and optical constants. Refractive index is given at 1550 nm.
D (kg m−3 )

c (J kg−1 K−1 )

k (W m−1 K−1 )

Si

2330

703

163

3.476

SiO2

2203

650

1

1.444

SiN

2500

170

14

2

Ti

4500

523

23

4.04 + j3.82

ITO

7140

364

10

1.960 + j2.3 × 10−3

2.2.

n + jκ

Influence of the spacer on the power consumption and switching speed

The influence of the gap for different under- and upper-claddings is analyzed comparing both Ti
and ITO heaters. In this work, a low and high thermal conducting materials such as SiO2 and
SiN is chosen for the claddings. Temperature distribution and optical modes for TE and TM
polarization are obtained by using finite element method.
Heat distribution for the steady-state in the cross-section for different under- and upper-cladding
configurations is shown in Fig. 3. The gap between the heater and the waveguide is 1 µm and
the heater temperature is fixed. It is worth mentioning that the value of the heater thermal
conductivity is not relevant. Consequently, in terms of heat distribution and propagation, it is
pointless which material is used as a heat source.
When both claddings have the same thermal conductivity (see Figs. 3(a) and 3(c)), heat spreads
across the claddings with negligible difference. However, for the SiN/SiO2 configuration (see
Fig. 3(b)), the SiO2 under-cladding acts as a thermal wall for the SiN upper-cladding. Hence,
heat distribution is almost constant an more homogeneous in the upper-cladding for both y- and
x-axis. Nonetheless, all configurations are robust to heater misalignment with respect to the
waveguide in the x-axis of several hundreds of nanometers.
The power consumption of TO phase shifters is commonly assessed by the electrical power
needed to achieve a phase shift of π rad (Pπ ). Figure 4(a) shows Pπ as a function of the gap for
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Fig. 3. Normalized steady-state heat distribution for different upper- and under-claddings.
(a) SiO2 /SiO2 , (b) SiN/SiO2 and (c) SiN/SiN.

the different cladding configurations and heaters and for TM polarization. Differences between
Ti- and ITO-based heaters are negligible for gaps above 500 nm. Below it, hybrid-plasmonic
modes begin to form for the Ti heater configuration whereas for the ITO heater remains photonic.
For the SiN/SiO2 claddings, the difference is more pronounced because the asymmetric cladding.
This is depicted in Fig. 4(b), where optical modes for a gap of 200 and 500 nm are compared for
both heaters. When the spacer between the heater and the waveguide is sufficiently large (500
nm), a photonic mode is excited for both cases. However, if both structures are close enough (200
nm), the Ti heater disallows the optical mode to be guided within the silicon waveguide and the
light shifts towards the Ti because its ε 0 < 0, conversely to ITO. When no gap exists a plasmonic
mode is obtained for the Ti heater since the mode is confined at the Si/Ti interface, whereas for
the ITO heater remains guided within the silicon waveguide. This optical deconfinement from
the silicon when the Ti is used as a heater results in an increase of the power consumption.

Fig. 4. (a) Power consumption (TM polarization) to achieve a phase shift of π rad (Pπ ) as a
function of the gap for Ti (solid lines) and ITO (dashed lines) heaters and different under/upper-claddings: SiO2 /SiO2 , SiN/SiO2 and SiN/SiN. (b) Mode profile (|Ey |) comparison
between ITO and Ti heater for the SiN/SiO2 configuration and gaps of 200 and 500 nm.
Results are obtained at λ = 1550 nm.

For TE polarization, power consumption ranges between 8-11 mW (SiO2 / SiO2 ), 19-32 mW
(SiN/SiO2 ) and 120-165 mW (SiN/SiN) with a linear relation with the gap for all cladding
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configurations. The SiO2 /SiO2 configuration remains as the one with lowest power consumption
and dependence with the gap is also reduced. Furthermore, Pπ is diminished in all cases with
respect to TM polarization because of the higher confinement of light in the silicon waveguide.
Although a full SiO2 cladding provides the lowest power consumption, its low thermal
conductivity could be a drawback in terms of switching speed. The switching speed τ is evaluated
by calculating the temporal response (Eq. (1)) of the phase shifter when applying a step electrical
signal to the heater. In the present work, τ is defined as the time difference between the amplitude
from 10% (τ10% ) to 90% (τ90% ). Maximum switching speed can be then calculated by obtaining
either the rise or fall time of the phase shifter temporal response.
Figure 5 shows the switching speed for the different cladding configurations. A SiN uppercladding results in an independent behaviour of the rise/fall times with the gap because of the
SiN high thermal conductivity. Furthermore, the switching speed can be improved below the
microsecond by using a full SiN cladding and avoiding the SiO2 thermal wall. Conversely, a
full SiO2 cladding shows a high dependence of the switching speed with the gap because of the
low thermal conductivity of the SiO2 upper-cladding. Despite this fact, a full SiO2 cladding is
preferred due to the much lower power consumption, as shown in Fig. 4(a). Furthermore, low
values of switching speed could also be attained if the gap is small enough, though optical losses
induced by the heater impose a trade-off.

Fig. 5. Switching time as a function of the gap for the different under- and upper-claddings.

The minimum attainable gap is then imposed by the coupling losses that arise by the possible
mismatch between the silicon waveguide and the phase-shifter. Figure 6(a) shows the total
(input + output) coupling losses as a function of the gap for both polarizations and heaters.
Coupling losses are obtained as the overlap of the optical modes with and without heater. For TE
polarization, gaps greater than 200 nm suffice for both materials assuring coupling losses below
0.01 dB. Conversely, for TM polarization, the minimum gap needs to be increased up to 330 nm
(ITO) and 630 nm (Ti).
On the other hand, the heater length for a given gap is constrained between an under- and
upper-limit. The first is associated with the maximum thermal cross-talk allowed between
adjacent silicon structures, whereas the maximum length is determined by the propagation
losses (see Fig. 6(b)). In this work, the thermal cross-talk is set by fixing the heater maximum
temperature at 100 ◦ C [40]. Table 2 summarizes the best results achieved for ensuring insertion
losses below 0.01 dB. Such low insertion losses are mandatory to allow massive integration of
phase shifters. The optimization of the phase shifter parameters was carried out to achieve best
performance and meeting both optical and thermal requirements by minimizing the gap. It can
be seen that smaller gaps can be achieved for ITO because propagation losses are three orders of
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Fig. 6. (a) Coupling and (b) propagation losses as a function of the gap for a full SiO2
cladding and for Ti and ITO heaters. Dashed line in (a) represents the limit of 0.01 dB.

magnitude lower than Ti, as depicted in Fig. 6(b). Therefore, such smaller gaps benefit the power
consumption and switching time of the phase shifter
Table 2. Main results of ITO and Ti heaters to obtain less than 0.01 dB of insertion losses for the
SiO2 /SiO2 cladding configuration.
Polarization

Gap (nm)

P π (mW)

τ (µs)

Lh (µm)

ITO

TE

320

8.5

6.1

70

ITO

TM

660

17.2

7.9

145

Ti

TE

700

9.9

8.1

85

Ti

TM

1500

23.1

13.3

225

3.

Experimental results

In Fig. 7(a) is shown an optical image of the fabricated structures used to validate the performance
of the proposed hybrid ITO/Si phase shifter. Light was coupled to/from the optical fibers by using
grating couplers for TE and TM polarization. Asymmetric Mach-Zehnder interferometers (MZIs)
were used to extract the phase shift induced by the hybrid ITO/Si waveguide. Furthermore, 50
µm and 150 µm long ITO heaters were tested in order to investigate the influence of the heater
length. Finally, ITO pads were also used to electrically contact the heater to the probes.
3.1.

Fabrication

The silicon photonic structures were firstly fabricated by e-beam lithography and reactive
ion etching (ICP/RIE) on silicon-on-insulator (SOI). Two copies in different samples were
made and each one was covered with a target thickness of 320 nm and 660 nm SiO2 uppercladding, respectively, by plasma-enhanced chemical vapour deposition (PECVD). The measured
experimental thicknesses were 312 nm and 660 nm. Finally, 2 µm wide and 100 nm thick
ITO heaters were deposited on top of the upper-cladding. The ITO layer was deposited by DC
sputtering in ArO2 atmosphere. A post-annealing process was carried out for 30 minutes in a
tubular oven in a forming gas (4% H2 in Ar) atmosphere at 600 ◦ C.
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Fig. 7. (a) Optical image of the fabricated MZIs with ITO heaters on top. (b) SEM images
of the ITO/Si TO phase shifter structure. The silicon waveguide looks wider than 500 nm
because of the conformal PECVD deposition of the SiO2 upper-cladding. On both images
ITO is false coloured.

3.2.

Thermo-optic characterization

Measured optical losses of the ITO/Si phase shifter were negligible in agreement with simulations
(< 0.01 dB). In Fig. 8(a) is shown the normalized measured spectrum of the TE MZI with 50 µm
long heaters on-top for zero power consumption and Pπ . During measurements, sharp resonances
with extinction ratios larger than 20 dB were achieved, which allowed to accurately estimate the
power consumption.
In Fig. 8(b) is depicted the experimental phase shift ∆φ as a function of the power consumption
of the 150 µm long heater for TE and TM polarization. The Pπ is then obtained by linearly fitting
the experimental results. For both polarizations the resulting experimental Pπ is in very good
agreement with simulations. TE polarization shows Pπ = 9.7 mW, whereas for TM a Pπ of 20.2
mW is obtained.
The influence of the heater length on the power consumption for TE polarization is shown
in Fig. 8(c). The same behaviour was achieved for TM polarization. As it can be noticed, the
influence of the heater length is negligible on the value of the Pπ . Small difference between both
heaters are attributed to lower relation between the heater and pads resistance for the shortest
heater, which leads to some power dissipation on the pads. The utilization of a shorter heater
would permit to increase the density of phase shifters within the PIC. Furthermore, the driving
voltage is reduced, going from 14.5 V (150 µm) to 9.1 V (50 µm).
The switching times of the phase shifter were obtained by biasing the MZI in the linear region.
In Fig. 9(a) is depicted the recorded rise and fall times (312 nm upper-cladding) as a function of
the applied power when a 10 kHz square signal was applied. For the 312 nm thick upper-cladding
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Fig. 8. (a) Normalized measured spectrum of the TE MZI with 50 µm long ITO heaters
on-top for zero and Pπ power applied to the heater on the long arm. Phase shift as a function
of the ITO heater power consumption. (b) TE and TM polarization for a 150 µm long ITO
heater. (c) TE polarization for a 150 µm and 50 µm long ITO heater.

(TE) a switching time of 5.2 µs was obtained, whereas for the 660 nm thick one (TM) was 6.8 µs.
These differences between both switching times are due to the different gap value (see Fig. 5)
and are in good agreement with the ones obtained in simulation. For small peak powers both rise
and fall times are equal in agreement with the heating/cooling behaviour of a TO phase shifter.
However, as the applied power is increased, the nonlinear regions of the MZI optical response
affect the switching times [40]. Hence, both times diverges, and the resulting speed does not
correspond to the hybrid ITO/Si phase shifter. This effect can be seen in Figs. 9(b) and 9(c). In
the first case, a small amount of electrical power is applied and thus, the MZI swings in the linear
region leading to equal rise and fall times. However, in Fig. 9(c), the peak power falls within the
nonlinear region of the MZI. Consequently, both rise and fall times do not correspond only to the
phase shifter but the combinations of the nonlinear response of the MZI with the phase shifter.
3.3.

Discussion and state-of-the-art comparison

The focus of this work has been to optimize the performance of a TO phase shifter based
on a standard silicon waveguide. A recent comparison of TO phase shifters based on silicon
waveguides has been recently reported by M. Jacques et al. [12]. Metal heaters on-top of the
silicon waveguide and approaches based on doping the silicon waveguide are compared by
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Fig. 9. (a) Recorded rise and fall times when a 10 kHz square signal is applied to the heater
as a function peak power power applied to the heater. Dashed line stands for simulation value.
Normalized temporal response when (a) 4 mW and (b) 13 mW of peak power is applied to
the heater. Measurements correspond for TE polarization and a 50 µm long ITO heater.

using the figure of merit (FOM) of Pπ τ. The TO phase shifter of the present work achieves a
experimental FOM of 52 mW µs for TE polarization, outperforming all the works compared in
[12]. Furthermore, the insertion losses of our device are also significantly smaller (< 0.01 dB)
and the FOM is almost one of order of magnitude better than in TO phase shifters reported by A.
Massod et al. [9].
Such vale of FOM is achieved by reducing the gap between the heater and the silicon waveguide
thanks of the ITO properties which minimizes absorption losses. Graphene has also such
advantage. However, as point out in the introduction, the integration of ITO is currently more
suitable for large-scale and massive PICs production. A slightly better FOM of ∼ 36 mW µs
was demonstrated on a TO phase-shifter based on using graphene as heater on-top of the silicon
waveguide [16]. However, upper-cladding was based on two different layers of HSQ and Al2 O3 ,
which is different from the more standard SiO2 upper-cladding. Furthermore, the TO phase shifter
was based on a rib waveguide and measured at 1310 nm. In this sense, a FOM as low as ∼ 2.5
mW µs for TE polarization has also been demonstrated by placing the graphene heater directly
on-top of the waveguide [17]. However, the photonic waveguide was based on a photonic crystal
designed to enhance the light-matter interaction by means of the slow-wave effect. Furthermore,
high insertion losses of 1.1 dB were reported for the fabricated 20 µm long phase shifter (see Ref.
[17] Supplementary).
4.

Conclusions

In this work, a hybrid ITO/Si TO phase shifter have been proposed, designed and experimentally
demonstrated by using a low-doped ITO as a microheater for TE and TM polarization. The main
benefit of using ITO as heater is that up to 3 orders of magnitude lower optical losses can be
achieved in comparison with typical metals such as titanium. In such a way, the gap between the
heater and waveguide can be reduced which improves the performance of the phase shifter in
terms of power consumption, switching speed and footprint. Experimental results show power
consumption of 10 mW and switching times in order of the microsecond for a 50 µm long ITO
heater. These results could open a new way for the large-scale integration of ultra-low loss phase
shifters, which is critical in a wide range of emerging integrated photonic applications.
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