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Subwavelength grating enabled 
on-chip ultra-compact optical true 
time delay line
Junjia Wang1, Reza Ashrafi1, Rhys Adams2, Ivan Glesk3, Ivana Gasulla4, José Capmany4 & 
Lawrence R. Chen1

An optical true time delay line (OTTDL) is a basic photonic building block that enables many microwave 
photonic and optical processing operations. The conventional design for an integrated OTTDL that 
is based on spatial diversity uses a length-variable waveguide array to create the optical time delays, 
which can introduce complexities in the integrated circuit design. Here we report the first ever 
demonstration of an integrated index-variable OTTDL that exploits spatial diversity in an equal length 
waveguide array. The approach uses subwavelength grating waveguides in silicon-on-insulator (SOI), 
which enables the realization of OTTDLs having a simple geometry and that occupy a compact chip 
area. Moreover, compared to conventional wavelength-variable delay lines with a few THz operation 
bandwidth, our index-variable OTTDL has an extremely broad operation bandwidth practically 
exceeding several tens of THz, which supports operation for various input optical signals with broad 
ranges of central wavelength and bandwidth.

Photonic signal processing offers fundamental solutions to overcome the bandwidth and processing speed lim-
itations associated with electronic circuits. However, the small footprint and degree of integration for electronic 
circuits is arguably the most challenging issue to be achieved in photonic circuits. Similar to electronic processing 
circuits, to achieve a higher degree of integration in photonic processing circuits, the basic photonic building 
blocks need a fundamental innovation to be realized in a smaller footprint. An important basic building block 
is an optical delay line (ODL) that enables many photonic processing functions in optical communications and 
microwave photonic (MWP) systems. For example, ODLs are part of arrayed waveguide gratings (AWGs) for 
on-chip optical multi/demultiplexing functions in wavelength division multiplexed (WDM) systems1. ODLs 
have also been widely developed for microwave filtering and phase shift control devices that are ubiquitous in 
communications, radio-over-fiber, radar, radio astronomy, and digital satellite communication systems2,3, where 
very broad bandwidth radio frequency (RF) amplitude/phase filtering is necessary. In particular, MWP phase 
shift control based on ODLs is important for beam forming in phased array antennas4. There are a number of 
ODL features such as large total delay, small incremental delay steps for discretely tunable delays (e.g., for beam 
forming especially as the operating frequency of the phased array antenna increases) or continuous delay, and 
broad operating bandwidth. Not all of these features are required simultaneously and those that an ODL must 
provide will depend on the specific application. Among the different ODL implementations such as those based 
on all-fiber or micro-electro-mechanical-system (MEMS) technologies5–7, integrated waveguide ODL solutions 
are more compact and provide greater temporal resolution and correspondingly broader RF bandwidth.

The two general ODL approaches to induce a time delay (Δ t) between optical pulses (or signals) are based 
on (1) variation of the propagation group velocity (vg)8–21 and (2) variation of the propagation length (L)22–25, 
i.e., Δ t =  Δ (L/vg), see Fig. 1(a,b). These two general approaches include the use of resonance enhancements 
whereby the physical length of the delay medium (e.g., waveguide) is enhanced through a cavity structure or 
by exploiting material resonances where the dispersion can be large. While continuously tunable ODLs based 
on resonance enhancements in cascaded microring resonator filters have been demonstrated12,13,15, there is a 
well-known trade-off between the amount of resonance enhancement that can be achieved and the operating 
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bandwidth26. Here, we focus on ODLs that do not involve resonance enhancements. In the first approach illus-
trated in Fig. 1(a) 8–21, a highly dispersive waveguide is used to create group velocity variation along different 
wavelengths (λ ). The pulses need to be carried on different optical wavelengths (or carrier frequencies), e.g., λ1, 

Figure 1. Illustration of the conventional approach for wavelength-variable ODL (a), the conventional 
approach for length-variable OTTDL (b), and our proposed approach of index-variable OTTDL (c). Two 
comparisons between these approaches are illustrated in the plot of vg vs. λ in (d) and in the table in (e).
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λ2, etc., to experience different propagation velocities and correspondingly, different propagation time delays. 
This is illustrated in the plot of vg vs. λ in Fig. 1(d). This type of ODL has been implemented using photonic crystal 
waveguides8–10 and Bragg gratings16–21 and is normally referred to as a wavelength-variable ODL (i.e., it uses wave-
length diversity). This optical time delay dimension of varying vg along different wavelengths has applications in 
microwave photonic filtering schemes8–21; however, it cannot be used in many applications where the time delays 
must be obtained at the same wavelength, e.g., in AWGs1.

An ODL which provides time delays for pulses/signals with the same optical carrier/wavelength is one form 
of an optical true time delay line (OTTDL). The traditional implementation of such an OTTDL is depicted 
in Fig. 1(b) 22–25, where the differential/incremental time delay between the waveguides (also referred to as 
taps) is obtained by changing the waveguide length in each stage (i.e., the second ODL approach involving a 
length-variable design that exploits spatial diversity). For discretely tunable OTTDLs, the waveguides of different 
lengths are interconnected or cascaded via 2 ×  2 or 1 ×  N/N ×  1 switches (or splitters/combiners). To reduce the 
chip size, the waveguides are commonly arranged with spiral or curvy/serpentine topologies. For example, a 7-bit 
(discretely tunable) OTTDL with a maximum delay of 1.27 ns and 10 ps resolution (time delay increment) based 
on 8 cascaded 2 ×  2 MZI switches and 7 waveguide paths in SOI with a total chip size of 7.4 mm ×  1.6 mm was 
reported25.

One approach for minimizing or reducing complexities associated with the length-variable OTTDL is to 
develop an index-variable OTTDL where true time delay control can be realized through varying the group index/
propagation velocity in the waveguides. Note that the ODL structure illustrated in Fig. 1(a) is not an OTTDL that 
provides time delays for signals at the same wavelength since the variable index/propagation velocity controls the 
relative wavelength-dependent delay and not the true time delay. Recently, a novel proposal of an index-variable 
OTTDL based on a heterogeneous multicore fiber has been introduced, where the true time delay of each tap can 
be controlled through designing a proper physical dimension and material doping concentration of each fiber 
core27,28. By tailoring an independent dispersion profile per core, a basic differential/incremental delay between 
taps of a few ps/km can be obtained. However, to date there has been no implementation of this concept to realize 
an integrated OTTDL.

In this work, we provide the first proposal and experimental demonstration of an integrated index-variable 
OTTDL in silicon-on-insulator (SOI). The device is based on subwavelength grating (SWG) waveguides, see 
Fig. 1(c), which allows for compact realizations that occupy minimal chip area. The structure has a straight wave-
guide array configuration in which the required incremental time delay between the waveguides/taps is achieved 
through a precise change of the group index/propagation velocity in each waveguide branch. Figure 1(d) illus-
trates the group velocity variation along the spatial dimension enabled by our approach as well as along the 
wavelength-variation dimension based on the wavelength-variable ODL method described above. In contrast 
to length-variable and wavelength-variable schemes, the optical delay generation process in our index-variable 
approach does not require any variation of waveguide length (L) and/or input pulse/signal wavelength (λ), as 
summarized in the table in Fig. 1(e). Our novel design provides a practical solution for achieving a small footprint 
and high degree of integration for this basic photonic building block, and accordingly increasing the performance 
of the photonic chip implementation of the above mentioned applications based on ODLs.

Results
Basic concept. Our integrated index-variable OTTDL is an innovative way of exploiting the already mature 
SWG waveguide technology. SWGs are microphotonic structures with high flexibility in terms of tailoring the 
effective index and dispersion29,30. An SWG waveguide is a grating structure with a period that is smaller than 
the wavelength of light, which suppresses the diffraction effects, and behaves as a homogeneous medium with 
an equivalent refractive index. The use of such SWGs in integrated photonics was first proposed in the 1990 s31. 
However, it has been with the more recent development of photonic technologies and high-resolution lithography 
that SWG structures have seen widespread application in integrated photonics in SOI. SWGs are normally classi-
fied into structures that are arranged crosswise or lengthwise relative to the light propagation direction. Crosswise 
SWG structures have been employed in various integrated photonic components such as fiber-chip grating cou-
plers32, wavelength demultiplexers33, and devices incorporating high index-contrast structures34–39, such as high 
quality factor cavities36, hollow-core waveguides with very low propagation loss37, single-layer lenses and focusing 
reflectors with high focusing power38, and vertical-cavity surface-emitting lasers (VCSELs) with broadband oper-
ation range39. Lengthwise SWG structures have been employed for waveguiding29, waveguide crossings40, filtering 
based on ring resonators and Bragg gratings41,42, and ultra-broadband multimode interference (MMI) couplers43.

This work presents a revolutionary application landscape of lengthwise SWGs for implementing an integrated 
index-variable OTTDL and we demonstrate the concepts of our proposed solution using two different configu-
rations. The first configuration is employed to induce a time delay between short optical pulses and the second 
configuration is used for microwave photonic phase shift control.

First OTTDL configuration. For the proof-of-principle demonstration of inducing time delays between 
optical pulses and for characterization of the SWG waveguide to synthesize different amounts of time delay, we 
have fabricated 4-arm and 2-arm Mach-Zehnder interferometers (MZIs), respectively. Figure 2(a) illustrates a 
schematic of the 4-arm MZI to implement a 4-tap OTTDL in SOI in a chip area of 0.24 mm2, i.e., 30 μ m (width) × 
8.06 mm (length). This index-variable OTTDL has been designed to have ~10 ps incremental time delay between 
the taps.

In our 4-tap OTTDL, each tap is based on one SWG waveguide, and all waveguides have the same length 
of L =  8 mm and are separated by 10 μ m (based on the results in44, we do not expect any coupling or crosstalk 
between them). The SWG waveguides are realized by alternating periodically segments of silicon and silica, with 
a period of Λ  =  250 nm along the propagation direction, see Fig. 2(d). By choosing the duty cycle D =  a/Λ  (where 
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a is the length of the silicon segment in each period), the group index of the SWG waveguide can be modified 
and hence, the properties of the propagating mode (referred to as a Bloch mode) can be controlled29,30. The group 
index of the propagating Bloch mode in each tap is a function of D (see our obtained approximated equation in 
the Methods section). The corresponding generated incremental time delay between the taps can be expressed as

∆ =  + − 
 ⋅ < < −t i n i n i L c i N( ) ( 1) ( ) / , 1 1 (1)g g

where c is the speed of light in vacuum and N =  4 is the number of taps in the OTTDL. By designing a different 
duty cycle value Di for each respective SWG branch, different optical paths among the waveguides all having 
the same length (L) can be engineered to control the temporal separation between the taps. A cross-section of 
the SWG waveguide is shown in Fig. 2(c). The SWG waveguides are coupled to conventional silicon nanowire 
waveguides using a taper which converts a mode propagating in a silicon nanowire waveguide into a Bloch mode 
that propagates in the SWG waveguide29,45. A scanning electron microscope (SEM) image taken before the depo-
sition of the top oxide cladding layer is shown in Fig. 2(b). The duty cycles in the SWG waveguides are D1 =  60%, 
D2 =  50%, D3 =  40%, and D4 =  30%. Six Y-branches with 50:50 splitting ratio and based on silicon nanowire wave-
guides45 are used to split and collect the optical power.

Experimental results of the first configuration. Figure 2(e) shows the measured spectral response of 
the fabricated 4-tap OTTDL. The observed spectral periodicity features with ~0.9 nm bandwidth correspond to 
an incremental time delay step of ~9 ps between the taps. According to equation (1), this time delay difference 
between the taps corresponds to a group refractive index difference of 0.338 between the SWG waveguides. Also, 
the spectral features with smaller wavelength spacing correspond to the existing larger time delays in the OTTDL. 
Note that the shape and bandwidth of these features depend on the relative optical phase and propagation loss 
difference between the waveguides/taps. More accurate characterization of the time delay between the taps can 
be accomplished through the impulse response measurement or the time-domain measurement of the OTTDL 
response to a short optical input pulse. For this purpose, at the input of the OTTDL, we launched a 10 GHz train 
of Gaussian-like optical pulses with a full width at half maximum (FWHM) bandwidth of 2 nm at a central wave-
length of 1556 nm. Figure 2(f) shows the generated time-domain output pulse sequence from a single input pulse 

Figure 2. First OTTDL configuration. (a) Schematic and (b) a SEM image of our fabricated 4-tap OTTDL 
structure based on SWG waveguides in SOI. (c) The waveguide cross-section and (d) parameters of the SWG 
waveguides. (e) Measured power spectral response of the fabricated OTTDL. (f) Generated time-domain pulse 
train at the output of the fabricated OTTDL device in response to a single input optical pulse. (g) Input and 
amplified output signal spectra.
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measured using a fast optical sampling oscilloscope. As can be observed, the generated time delay differences 
between the taps of the OTTDL are 9.1 ps, 10.1 ps, and 7.8 ps, which are in general agreement with the spectral 
response measurements shown in Fig. 2(e). Note that, as shown in Fig. 2(f), the pulse propagating through the 
SWG waveguide with the lowest duty cycle (i.e., D4) arrives faster than the pulses in the other branches. The signal 
spectra at the input and output of the OTTDL are shown in Fig. 2(g). It is important to clarify the origin of the 
spectral shaping induced by the 4-tap OTTDL. The input signal is a 10 GHz pulse train and as such, there will be 
spectral lines separated by 10 GHz (~0.08 nm) in the corresponding optical spectrum [Fig. 2(g), black trace]. On 
the other hand, the output is a 4-bit sequence, i.e., a sequence of 4 pulses each spaced by ~9 ps, which repeats at 
10 GHz. As a consequence, the spectrum of the output pulses will be different from that of the input. Moreover, 
the 4-tap OTTDL does not perform pulse repetition rate multiplication (i.e., from 10 GHz to 100 GHz) such that 
a ‘strong’ change in the output spectrum is expected.

The total fiber-to-fiber loss for an SWG waveguide depends on (1) coupling loss associated with the vertical 
grating couplers (VGCs) used for input and output coupling, (2) propagation loss in the SWG waveguide, and 
(3) loss due to mode mismatch between the nanowire waveguide and the SWG waveguide. The coupling loss is 
independent of the SWG waveguide duty cycle D. However, both the propagation loss and the loss due to mode 
mismatch are dependent on D, with the loss due to mode mismatch being more pronounced in SWG waveguides 
with smaller values of D44 (note that the loss due to mode mismatch is also polarization dependent though this is 
not an issue in our case since the VGCs are optimized for a single polarization only). While tapers reduce mode 
mismatch, a loss still exists; moreover, the taper should be optimized for each SWG waveguide duty cycle to 
minimize loss. In our proof-of-principle experiments, we used the same taper design for all 4 SWG waveguides 
for simplicity; as such, the total fiber-to-fiber loss between them is not the same and is highest for the SWG wave-
guide with D4 =  30%.

Delay measurement from the spectral response. For direct time delay characterization from the spec-
tral measurements, we have fabricated 2-arm MZIs incorporating SWG waveguides with different duty cycles 
in each arm, i.e., with a duty cycle difference of Δ D, see Fig. 3(a). By designing different values of Δ D, we can 
change/determine the MZI free spectral range (FSR) and correspondingly measure the time delay between the 
MZI arms. The SWG waveguides in each arm have the same length of 8 mm. We designed three MZIs with  
Δ D =  1%, 2%, and 3%. Figure 3(b) shows the corresponding measured spectral responses; the FSRs are ~5 nm, 
~2.9 nm, and ~1.7 nm for MZIs with Δ D =  1%, 2%, and 3%, respectively, corresponding to a time delay difference 
of Δ t =  1.6 ps, 2.8 ps, and 4.7 ps between the MZI arms. The implemented SWG-based MZIs clearly show the 

Figure 3. Investigating the delay increment based on spectral response measurements of a 2-arm MZI. 
(a) Schematic of our fabricated 2-arm MZI incorporating an SWG waveguide in each arm for direct time delay 
characterization from the spectral measurement. The difference between the duty cycle (Δ D) of the SWG 
waveguides in each arm determines the MZI FSR and the delay between the MZI arms. Three MZIs with  
Δ D =  1%, 2%, and 3% have been fabricated. (b) The measured SWG-based MZI spectral responses. The MZIs 
with Δ D =  1%, 2%, and 3% have FSRs of ~5 nm, ~2.9 nm, and ~1.7 nm, respectively, corresponding to the 
achieved delay difference of Δ t =  1.6 ps, 2.8 ps, and 4.7 ps between the MZI arms.
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potential of the proposed OTTDL solution for readily achieving small time delays of a few picoseconds in 8 mm 
long SWG waveguides. Note that the minimum achievable time delay scales down proportionally with the SWG 
length, and sub-picosecond time delay resolutions can be readily achieved in shorter waveguides (< 8 mm).

Second OTTDL configuration. Figure 4(a) illustrates a schematic of our second OTTDL configuration 
which has been designed for photonic control of microwave phase shifting (MPS), i.e., OTTDL-based MPS. It is 
an array of 4 SWG waveguides of the same length (8 mm) and where the duty cycles are varied in 10% increments 
from D1 =  60% to D4 =  30%; a reference path comprising a short length of nanowire waveguide that connects the 
input and output VGCs is also included. The SWG waveguides are separated by 127.5 μ m (as this separation is 
even greater than that used in the first OTTDL configuration, again, we do not expect any coupling or crosstalk 
between the waveguides). This OTTDL differs from the first configuration only in the sense that the input and 
output of the SWG waveguides are separate and not connected via the Y-branches. In this way, a microwave signal 
modulated on an optical carrier will experience a different phase shift when propagating through the different 
SWG waveguides in the OTTDL. The OTTDL occupies a chip area of ~4 mm2, i.e., 0.51 mm ×  8.06 mm.

The measured RF phase shift as a function of frequency from the 4 different SWG waveguides is shown in 
Fig. 4(b). The time delay of each waveguide can be estimated from the average slope of the measured phase shift 
vs. frequency response. For this purpose, we have calculated the probability distribution function (PDF) of the 
slope of the phase shift (i.e., time delay) centered at different frequencies over the frequency range; the result is 
shown in Fig. 4(c). The mean values of the PDFs are then used to determine the relative time delays between 
the waveguides: the incremental time delays are 8.9 ps, 10.7 ps, and 7.9 ps between the SWG waveguides with 
D1 =  60%, D2 =  50%, D3 =  40%, and D4 =  30%, respectively, which are in good agreement with the delay meas-
urements of 9.1 ps, 10.1 ps, and 7.8 ps between the taps from the first OTTDL configuration. As discussed in the 
Methods section, while the duty cycles of the SWG waveguides are varied in increments of 10%, this does not 
translate into a linear change in incremental time delay. In our proof-of-principle experiments, we used 10% 
increments for simplicity; the differences in duty cycles need to be chosen more carefully based on equations (1) 
and (5) in order to obtain a linear delay increment between taps. Note that the 20 GHz maximum RF frequency 
in our measurement setup is restricted by the bandwidth of the vector network analyzer (VNA) employed for the 
RF phase shift characterization.

Discussion
The minimum/maximum incremental time delays and the total time delay that can be obtained depend in part on 
the minimum and maximum differences in duty cycle between the SWG waveguides that can be employed. At the 
same time, the total fiber-to-fiber loss for an SWG waveguide depends on the duty cycle. With 8 mm long SWG 
waveguides in SOI, a difference in duty cycle of Δ D =  1% results in an incremental time delay of 1.6 ps, which 
increases to 27.5 ps when Δ D =  30%. On the other hand, the variation in total fiber-to-fiber loss between SWG 

Figure 4. Second OTTDL configuration. (a) Experimental setup for measurement of the induced RF phase 
shift by our fabricated SWG-based OTTDL. (b) The measured RF phase shift when the modulated light is 
transmitted through different taps of the OTTDL with the duty cycle of SWG waveguide in each tap being 
D1 =  60%, D2 =  50%, D3 =  40%, and D4 =  30%. (c) The calculated probability distribution function (PDF) of 
the relative time delay given by the RF phase slope versus frequency shown in (b). The measured incremental 
time delay between the taps with D1 =  60%, D2 =  50%, D3 =  40%, and D4 =  30% are 8.9 ps, 10.7 ps, and 7.9 ps, 
respectively.
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waveguides having a difference in duty cycle of Δ D =  30% is several dB. Thus, there is a balance between time 
delay and loss when selecting the value of Δ D.

The loss due to mode mismatch will be reduced when smaller differences in duty cycle are used. In this sense, 
using smaller values of Δ D may be preferred. We can compensate for the smaller changes in group index asso-
ciated with smaller changes in Δ D by using longer waveguides to obtain a given incremental time delay. Our 
measured propagation losses in the SWG waveguides are ~2–3 dB/cm, which are similar to those in silicon nano-
wire waveguides. It is thus possible to use SWG waveguides of a few cm’s in length (e.g., as in25) to increase the 
incremental or total time delay. Note that if many taps are required in the OTTDL, smaller differences in duty 
cycle will be needed; this will help alleviate the variation in total fiber-to-fiber loss between the taps, even if the 
same taper design is used.

Reducing the incremental time delay can be achieved readily by reducing the length of the SWG waveguides 
so that sub-picosecond values are possible. Increasing the maximum incremental time delay (or the total time 
delay) will require an increase of the SWG waveguide length. To maintain a compact chip size, the SWG wave-
guides can be arranged in a serpentine manner. A 90° bending loss of ~1.5 dB was demonstrated in44 for a bend 
radius of 10 μ m; this loss was reduced to ~1 dB when the bend radius was increased to 30 μ m. These losses can be 
reduced even further by utilizing trapezoidal silicon segments (as opposed to rectangular silicon segments) in the 
SWG waveguide bends, as demonstrated in46.

In previously demonstrated wavelength-variable ODLs8–21, the maximum achievable time delay is restricted 
by the optical bandwidth of the device; in turn, this restriction defines the ultimate limit on the RF process-
ing bandwidth, which is typically hundreds of GHz (note that this limit is regardless of bandwidth restrictions 
imposed by the instruments or components used in the measurement setup). On the other hand, the incremen-
tal delay between SWG waveguides can be maintained over large optical bandwidths such that the integrated 
index-variable OTTDL will not impose similar RF bandwidth limitations. In particular, the optical transmission 
window of SWG waveguides is constant over tens of THz (see further29,30); in practice, it is constrained largely by 
the bandwidth of the VGCs used for fiber coupling (the 3-dB bandwidth of our VGC couplers is ~25-30 nm or 
several THz). This will then support operation over broad RF bandwidths.

In our proof-of-principle experiments, we have focused on demonstrating an integrated index-variable 
OTTDL. To develop a (discretely) tunable OTTDL, we need a cascade of 2 ×  2 switches and SWG waveguides of 
different duty cycles to obtain the incremental time delays per stage. In such tunable OTTDLs (see, e.g. refs 24 
and 25), waveguides of different lengths must be used in each stage; however with our index-variable approach, 
SWG waveguides of the same length but different duty cycles are utilized. While SWG waveguide-based switches 
or modulators have yet to be demonstrated, the building blocks components exist for their implementation. On 
the other hand, it is possible to use conventional silicon nanowire waveguide components (Y-branches, MMI 
couplers, 2 ×  2 MZI switches, etc.) and the SWG waveguides are exploited only for developing the index-variable 
delay elements.

Implementing a phased array radar system with a large number of elements (say N) requires the replication of 
multiple units of a basic delay line architecture47. As each delay unit is on chip, the overall system will benefit from 
a reduction in footprint with a compact delay structure. It should be noted that a passive 1 ×  N splitter is required 
for the replication, which induces a splitting loss above and beyond the total fiber-to-fiber losses discussed previ-
ously. As the number of taps/elements in the OTTDL increases, the splitting loss will increase. However, this is a 
fundamental limitation of any discrete time filtering scheme.

Our proposed approach provides a promising solution towards very-large-scale integration (VLSI) of OTTDL 
devices on photonic chips. Through the fairly straightforward SWG design strategy adopted, the taps of the 
OTTDL device can be fabricated in a compact array of straight waveguides with identical lengths. As with any 
OTTDL design, the SWG waveguides must be separated by a sufficient distance to avoid coupling and/or cross-
talk. While the exact separation depends on duty cycle (stronger coupling has been observed for SWG waveguides 
with smaller values of D), separations of 10 μ m will generally avoid coupling/crosstalk, which is small enough to 
ensure compactness.

Conclusions
In summary, we have proposed and experimentally demonstrated a new concept for on-chip optical time delay 
realization without using waveguides with different lengths and/or curvy topology, by the precise control of the 
group index of the waveguides based on SWGs. In our approach, the group index and, consequently, the time 
delay of each OTTDL’s tap is controlled simply by changing the duty cycle of the SWG in the corresponding wave-
guide branch. This technique allows us to overcome critical limitations of present/conventional length-variable 
OTTDL methods, which can involve a complex device to generate optical time delays. Our demonstrated 
SWG-based OTTDL technique represents a practical and revolutionary solution for an ultra-compact imple-
mentation of this general purpose building block in photonic chips.

Methods
Integrated silicon SWG-based OTTDL fabrication. We fabricated the integrated SWG wave-
guide-based OTTDLs in SOI using electron beam lithography and a full etch at the University of Washington 
Nanofabrication Facility (WNF), a member of the NSF National Nanotechnology Infrastructure Network. The 
SWG waveguides have a cross-section of thickness H =  220 nm and a width W =  500 nm; they sit on top of a 3 μm 
BOX layer on a Si substrate and are covered by an index-matched cladding layer of thickness 2 μ m. Each SWG 
waveguide has an input and output taper for coupling to a nanowire waveguide of the same cross-section. The 
tapers are based on a linearly chirped waveguide grating that is implemented using a uniform period of 200 nm 
and where the waveguide width is varied from 500 nm down to 200 nm over a length of 15 μ m45.
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Group index and delay of SWG waveguides. The effective refractive index of SWG waveguides can be 
expressed as30:

= + −n Dn D n(1 ) (2)1
2

2
2

where n, n1, and n2 are the effective refractive indices of the SWG, silicon, and silica waveguides, respectively. The 
group index of the SWG waveguide (ng) can be calculated from the well-known definition of:

ω
ω

= +n n dn
d

, (3)g

where ω is the optical angular frequency. By replacing equation (2) into equation (3), we obtain:

=
+ −

n
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n
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where the group index of the silicon and silica waveguides (ng1 and ng2, respectively) are defined according to 
equation (3).

By replacing equation (2) into equation (4), the group index of the SWG waveguide is obtained as:

=
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The simulated effective and group indices of silicon and silica for our waveguide dimension at the operation wave-
length of ~1560 nm are estimated as: n1 =  2.4, ng1 =  4.4, n2 =  1.45 and ng2 =  1.47. According to equation (5), the 
group indices of the SWG waveguides with D =  60%, 50%, 40%, and 30% are obtained as ng =  3.47, 3.2, 2.91, and 
2.61, respectively. By using equation (1), the corresponding incremental time delays are estimated as 7.1 ps, 7.6 ps, 
and 8.2 ps, which are in a fairly good agreement with the experimental results from our fabricated OTTDL shown 
in Fig. 4(c). Note that from equation (5), the group index is not a linear function of duty cycle; as such, varying the 
duty cycle in a linear manner does not translate into a linear change in incremental time delay.

Optical characterization. VGCs are used to couple light into and out of the devices (i.e., the two OTTDL 
configurations and the 2-arm MZI) and are optimized for TE transmission45. Two single-mode optical fibers are 
used to send and receive the input and output optical signals through the VGCs into and out of the chip, respec-
tively. The optical spectral responses were measured by launching and sweeping a tunable laser source (Yenista 
Inc.) and capturing the output power using a power meter (ILX, FPM-8201). For the optical pulse source, we have 
used an actively mode-locked fiber laser (Pritel Inc.) with a repetition rate of 10 GHz. The output pulse train from 
the OTTDL was amplified using an erbium doped fiber amplifier (EDFA). The optical time trace of the pulse train 
at the output of the OTTDL, after amplification, was captured by a high-speed optical sampling oscilloscope with 
a bandwidth of 500 GHz (Alnair Labs). The spectrum of the input pulse and output pulse train from the OTTDL 
were captured using an optical spectrum analyzer (Agilent 86142B).

The total fiber-to-fiber loss of the first OTTDL configuration is ~32 dB (i.e., ratio of the output to input pulse 
energy), which includes the loss of the fiber-to-VGC coupling, each of which contributes about ~8 dB (this 
was measured using the reference path from the second OTTDL configuration), the splitting losses from the 
Y-branches, and the propagation loss through the SWG waveguides. In the second OTTDL configuration, the 
typical loss of a tap is 8 dB to 12 dB and includes the propagation loss as well as the loss due to mode mismatch/
tapers; it is highest for the SWG waveguide with D =  30%).

RF characterization. The RF phase response was measured by using a vector network analyzer (Agilent 
8722ES) covering the RF frequency range from 0.2 GHz to 20 GHz. The experimental setup for the measurement 
of the RF phase shift introduced by our fabricated OTTDL is illustrated in Fig. 4(a). A continuous wave (CW) 
laser source operating at 1565 nm is modulated using an electro-optic modulator (EOM) driven by a VNA fol-
lowed by a RF amplifier. The modulated light after propagating through the OTTDL, is amplified by an EDFA and 
then is detected by a fast photodiode (PD, HP 11982). The signal received by the PD is fed back to the VNA, which 
measures the phase of the transmitted signal. We use precision positioning stages for coupling to the different 
SWG waveguides for the phase measurements.

References
1. Cheben, P. et al. A high-resolution silicon-on-insulator arrayed waveguide grating microspectrometer with sub-micrometer 

aperture waveguides. Opt. Express 15, 2299–2306 (2007).
2. Capmany, J. & Novak, D. Microwave photonics combines two worlds. Nat. Photon. 1, 319–330 (2007).
3. Yao, J. Microwave photonics. IEEE/OSA J. Lightwave Technol. 27, 314–335 (2009).
4. Mailloux, R. J. Phased array antenna handbook (Artech House, 2005).
5. Ng, W. et al. The first demonstration of an optically steered microwave phased array antenna using true-time-delay. IEEE/OSA J. 

Lightw. Technol. 9, 1124–1131 (1991).
6. Kaman, V., Zheng, X., Helkey, R. J., Pusarla, C. & Bowers, J. E. A 32-element 8-bit photonic true-time-delay system based on a 

288 ×  288 3-D MEMS optical switch. IEEE Photon. Technol. Lett. 15, 849–851 (2003).
7. Shin, J. D., Lee, B. S. & Kim, B. G. Optical true time-delay feeder for X-band phased array antennas composed of 2 ×  2 optical MEMS 

switches and fiber delay lines. IEEE Photon. Technol. Lett. 15, 1364–1366 (2004).
8. Sancho, J. et al. Integrable microwave filter based on a photonic crystal delay line. Nat. Comm. 3, 1075 (2012).
9. Adachi, J., Ishikura, N., Sasaki, H. & Baba, T. Wide range tuning of slow light pulse in SOI photonic crystal coupled waveguide via 

folded chirping. IEEE J. Sel. Top. Quantum Electron. 16, 192–199 (2010).



www.nature.com/scientificreports/

9Scientific RepoRts | 6:30235 | DOI: 10.1038/srep30235

10. Melloni, A. Tunable delay lines in silicon photonics: coupled resonators and photonic crystals, a comparison. IEEE Photon. J. 2, 
181–194 (2010).

11. Burla, M. et al. On-chip CMOS compatible reconfigurable optical delay line with separate carrier tuning for microwave photonic 
signal processing. Opt. Express 19, 21475–21484 (2011).

12. Rasras, M. S. et al. Integrated resonance-enhanced variable optical delay lines. IEEE Photon. Technol. Lett. 17, 834–836 (2005).
13. Cardenas, J. et al. Wide-bandwidth continuously tunable optical delay line using silicon microring resonators. Opt. Express 18, 

26525–26534 (2010).
14. Morton, P. A., Cardenas, J., Khurgin, J. B. & Lipson, M. Fast thermal switching of wideband optical delay line with no long-term 

transient. IEEE Photon. Technol. Lett. 24, 512–514 (2012).
15. Xie, J. et al. Continuously tunable reflective-type optical delay lines using microring resonators. Opt. Express 22, 817–823 (2014).
16. Spasojevic M. & Chen, L. R. Discretely tunable optical delay lines using serial and step-chirped sidewall Bragg gratings in SOI. 

Electron. Lett. 49, 608–610 (2013).
17. Khan, S., Baghban, M. A. & Fathpour, S. Electronically tunable silicon photonic delay lines. Opt. Express 19, 11780–11785 (2011).
18. Giuntoni, I. et al. Continuously tunable delay line based on SOI tapered Bragg gratings. Opt. Express 20, 11241–11246 (2012).
19. Khan, S. & Fathpour, S. Complementary apodized grating waveguides for tunable optical delay lines. Opt. Express 20, 19859–19867 

(2012).
20. Burla, M. et al. Integrated waveguide Bragg gratings for microwave photonics signal processing. Opt. Express 21, 25120–25147 

(2013).
21. Shi, W., Veerasubramanian, V., Patel, D. & Plant, D. V. Tunable nanophotonic delay lines using linearly chirped contradirectional 

couplers with uniform Bragg gratings. Opt. Lett. 39, 701–703 (2014).
22. Yegnanarayanan, S., Trinh, P., Coppinger, F. & Jalali, B. Compact silicon-based integrated optic time delays. IEEE Photon. Technol. 

Lett. 9, 634–635 (1997).
23. Lee, H., Chen, T., Li, J., Painter, O. & Vahala, K. J. Ultra-low-loss optical delay line on a silicon chip. Nat. Comm. 3, 867 (2012).
24. Moreira, R. L. et al. Integrated ultra-low-loss 4-bit tunable delay for broadband phased array antenna applications. IEEE Photon. 

Technol. Lett. 25, 1165–1168 (2013).
25. Xie, J., Zhou, L., Li, Z., Wang, J. & Chen, J. Seven-bit reconfigurable optical true time delay line based on silicon integration. Opt. 

Express 22, 22707–22715 (2014).
26. Lenz, G., Eggleton, B. J., Madsen, C. K. & Slusher, R. E. Optical delay lines based on optical filters. IEEE J. Quantum Electron. 37, pp. 

525–532 (2001).
27. Gasulla, I. & Capmany, J. Microwave photonics applications of multicore fibers. IEEE Photon. J. 4, 877–888 (2012).
28. Garcia S. & Gasulla, I. Design of heterogeneous multicore fibers as sampled true-time delay lines. Opt. Lett. 40, 621–624 (2015).
29. Bock, P. J. et al. Subwavelength grating periodic structures in silicon-on-insulator: a new type of microphotonic waveguide. Opt. 

Express 18, 20251–20262 (2010).
30. Halir, R. et al. Waveguide sub-wavelength structures: a review of principles and applications. Laser Photonics Rev. 9, 1–25 (2014).
31. Farn, M. W. Binary gratings with increased efficiency. Appl. Opt. 31, 4453–4458 (1992).
32. Halir, R. et al. Waveguide grating coupler with subwavelength microstructures. Opt. Lett. 34, 1408–1410 (2009).
33. Cheben, P. et al. Refractive index engineering with subwavelength gratings for efficient microphotonic couplers and planar 

waveguide multiplexers. Opt. Lett. 35, 2526–2528 (2010).
34. Zhou, Y. et al. High-index-contrast grating (HCG) and its applications in optoelectronic devices. IEEE J. Sel. Top. Quantum Electron. 

15, 1485–1499 (2009).
35. Karagodsky, V., Sedgwick, F. G. & Chang-Hasnain, C. J. Theoretical analysis of subwavelength high contrast grating reflectors. Opt. 

Express 18, 16973–16988 (2010).
36. Zhou, Y., Moewe, M., Kern, J., Huang, M. C. Y. & Chang-Hasnain, C. J. Surface-normal emission of a high-Q resonator using a 

subwavelength high-contrast grating. Opt. Express 16, 17282–17287 (2008).
37. Yang, W. et al. Low loss hollow-core waveguide on a silicon substrate. Nanophotonics 1, 23–29 (2012).
38. Fattal, D., Li, J., Peng, Z., Fiorentino, M. & Beausoleil, R. G. Flat dielectric grating reflectors with focusing abilities. Nat. Photonics 4, 

466–470 (2010).
39. Huang, M. C., Zhou, Y. & Chang-Hasnain, C. J. A surface-emitting laser incorporating a high-index-contrast subwavelength grating. 

Nat. Photon. 1, 119–122 (2007).
40. Bock, P. J. et al. Subwavelength grating crossings for silicon wire waveguides. Opt. Express 18, 16146–16155 (2010).
41. Wang, J., Glesk, I. & Chen, L. R. Subwavelength grating filtering devices. Opt. Express 22, 15335–15345 (2014).
42. Donzella, V. et al. Design and fabrication of SOI micro-ring resonators based on sub-wavelength grating waveguides. Opt. Express 

23, 4791–4803 (2015).
43. Maese-Novo, A. et al. Wavelength independent multimode interference coupler. Opt. Express 21, 7033–7040 (2013).
44. Donzella, V. et al. Sub-wavelength grating components for integrated optics applications on SOI chips. Opt. Express 22, 21037–21050 

(2014).
45. Chrostowski, L. & Hochberg, M. Silicon photonics design: from devices to systems (Cambridge University Press, 2015).
46. Wang, Z. et al. Geometrical tuning art for entirely subwavelength grating waveguide based integrated photonic circuits. Scientific 

Rep. 6, 24106 (2016).
47. Roeloffzen, C. G. H. et al. Silicon nitride microwave photonic circuits. Opt. Express 21, 22937–22961 (2013).

Acknowledgements
We thank Prof. Michael Hilke for lending the VNA used in this work and Prof. Thomas Szkopek for discussions. 
We also thank Richard Bojko for fabrication of our integrated silicon photonic OTTDLs at the University of 
Washington Nanofabrication Facility (WNF), a member of the NSF National Nanotechnology Infrastructure 
Network. This research was supported by the Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council of Canada 
(NSERC), Fonds de Recherche du Québec - Nature et Technologies (FRQNT), and the Royal Society.

Author Contributions
J.W. and R.A. have equal contributions and led the design and characterization of the SWG devices, with 
experimental assistance from R. Adams. L.R.C. conceived the idea and supervised the study along with I. Glesk, 
I. Gasulla and J. C. All authors contributed to data analysis and manuscript writing.

Additional Information
Competing financial interests: The authors declare no competing financial interests.
How to cite this article: Wang, J. et al. Subwavelength grating enabled on-chip ultra-compact optical true time 
delay line. Sci. Rep. 6, 30235; doi: 10.1038/srep30235 (2016).



www.nature.com/scientificreports/

1 0Scientific RepoRts | 6:30235 | DOI: 10.1038/srep30235

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License. The images 
or other third party material in this article are included in the article’s Creative Commons license, 

unless indicated otherwise in the credit line; if the material is not included under the Creative Commons license, 
users will need to obtain permission from the license holder to reproduce the material. To view a copy of this 
license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
 
© The Author(s) 2016

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	Subwavelength grating enabled on-chip ultra-compact optical true time delay line
	Results
	Basic concept. 
	First OTTDL configuration. 
	Experimental results of the first configuration. 
	Delay measurement from the spectral response. 
	Second OTTDL configuration. 

	Discussion
	Conclusions
	Methods
	Integrated silicon SWG-based OTTDL fabrication. 
	Group index and delay of SWG waveguides. 
	Optical characterization. 
	RF characterization. 

	Acknowledgements
	Author Contributions
	Figure 1.  Illustration of the conventional approach for wavelength-variable ODL (a), the conventional approach for length-variable OTTDL (b), and our proposed approach of index-variable OTTDL (c).
	Figure 2.  First OTTDL configuration.
	Figure 3.  Investigating the delay increment based on spectral response measurements of a 2-arm MZI.
	Figure 4.  Second OTTDL configuration.



 
    
       
          application/pdf
          
             
                Subwavelength grating enabled on-chip ultra-compact optical true time delay line
            
         
          
             
                srep ,  (2016). doi:10.1038/srep30235
            
         
          
             
                Junjia Wang
                Reza Ashrafi
                Rhys Adams
                Ivan Glesk
                Ivana Gasulla
                José Capmany
                Lawrence R. Chen
            
         
          doi:10.1038/srep30235
          
             
                Nature Publishing Group
            
         
          
             
                © 2016 Nature Publishing Group
            
         
      
       
          
      
       
          © 2016 Macmillan Publishers Limited
          10.1038/srep30235
          2045-2322
          
          Nature Publishing Group
          
             
                permissions@nature.com
            
         
          
             
                http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/srep30235
            
         
      
       
          
          
          
             
                doi:10.1038/srep30235
            
         
          
             
                srep ,  (2016). doi:10.1038/srep30235
            
         
          
          
      
       
       
          True
      
   




