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Abstract: The 3–5 µm mid-infrared band is the atmospheric window band, where there are absorption
peaks of many molecules. It plays an important role in trace gas detection, directional infrared
countermeasures, biomedicine, and free-space optical communications. The wet etching process of
the designed InGaAs/InAlAs quantum cascade laser with superlattice structure was explored to
provide a good experimental basis for the research and development of lasers. The HBr:HNO3:H2O
series of etching solutions were selected for corrosion experiments, and the surface morphology
was observed by scanning electron microscopy (SEM) and metallographic microscopy to obtain the
corrosion rate of the etching solution. The experimental results show that the etching liquid ratio is
HBr:HNO3:H2O = 1:1:10, and the etching rate is 0.6 µm/min. A quantum cascade laser that works
continuously at room temperature was prepared, with an injection strip width of 7 µm, a cavity
length of 4mm, and an operating temperature of 20 ◦C. The device works in continuous mode (CW),
with a maximum continuous output power of about 186 mW, a threshold current of about 0.4 A, a
threshold current density of about 1.428 kA/cm2, a device center wavelength of about 4424 nm, a
side mode suppression ratio of 28 dB, and a spectrum full width at half maximum of 2 nm.

Keywords: InGaAs/InAlAs; quantum cascade laser; etching process; corrosion rate; surface morphology

1. Introduction

Quantum cascade laser (QCL) is a unipolar semiconductor laser that emits light by
electron transitions between the conduction band and sub-band [1]. It is an important
frontier in the realization of mid-infrared lasers in the 3–5 µm band. It has important
application value in many fields [2], such as trace gas detection [3], directional infrared
countermeasures [4], biomedicine [5], and free-space optical communication [6].

As early as 1995, Faist used a wet etching process to prepare a ridge waveguide with a
ridge width of 9 µm [7], a QCL lasing wavelength of 4.6 µm, and an output power of about
2 mW under continuous operation at 85 K. In 2001, Hofstetter used a wet etching process
(non-selective etching solution HBr:HNO3:H2O) to prepare a ridge waveguide with a ridge
width of 44 µm and a lasing wavelength of 5.3 µm [8]. In 2004, Evans used a wet etching
process to prepare a ridge waveguide with a ridge width of 12 µm [9], a lasing wavelength
of 4.8 µm, and a continuous output power of about 370 mW. In 2005, Wang Zhanguo’s team
used a wet etching process (non-selective etching solution HBr:HNO3:H2O) to prepare
a ridge waveguide with a ridge width of 20 µm [10]. In 2006, Slivken et al. used a wet
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etching process to fabricate a ridge waveguide with a ridge width of 12 µm [11]. In 2007,
Evans used a wet etching process (non-selective etching solution HBr:HCl:H2O2:H2O) to
prepare a ridge waveguide with a ridge width of 6 µm [12], a lasing wavelength of 4.7 µm,
and a room temperature continuous output power of more than 0.675 W. In 2008, Bai used
a wet etching process (non-selective etching solution HBr:HCl:H2O2:H2O) to prepare a
ridge waveguide with a ridge width of 9.8 µm [13], a device lasing wavelength of 4.6 µm,
and a maximum room temperature continuous output power of 1.3 W. In 2011, Bai used
a wet etching process (non-selective etching solution HBr:HCl:H2O2:H2O) to prepare a
ridge waveguide with a ridge width of 8 µm [14]. The room temperature continuous
output power reached 5.1 W, making it the world’s highest output power QCL. In 2013,
Wang Zhanguo’s team used a wet etching process to prepare a ridge waveguide with a
ridge width of 9 µm [15] and a lasing wavelength of 4.7 µm. Under continuous working
conditions at 15 ◦C, the device output power exceeded 0.85 W, and the threshold current
density was 1.19 kA/cm2. In 2022, Pang Lei et al. used a wet etching process to prepare
a ridge waveguide with a ridge width of 13 µm [16]. The device lasing wavelength was
4.6 µm. At a temperature of 15 ◦C, the continuous output power was about 364 mW, and
the threshold current density was about 1.04 kA/cm2. In 2023, Liu Fengqi’s team used wet
etching (non-selective HBr:HNO3:H2O) to prepare a ridge waveguide with a ridge width
of 7.5 µm [17]. The lasing wavelength was 4.6 µm, and the continuous output power could
reach 3 W at a temperature of 11 ◦C.

The ridge waveguide table structure of the quantum cascade laser can be prepared
by dry etching or wet etching. Bewley found that a ridge waveguide prepared by dry
etching [18] had rough side walls, and there was surface recombination and current leakage,
which made the threshold current of the QCL larger. The ridge waveguide prepared by
wet etching had smooth side walls. Andreas found that after etching the sample with
CH3COOH:HCl:H2O2 = 5:5:1 etching solution [19], the mask corrosion was uneven, the
etching side walls were rough, the lateral drilling phenomenon was serious, and a large
number of defects appeared in the active area. In previously reported InGaAs/InAlAs
material corrosion systems, the commonly used corrosion solutions are HCl:HNO3:H2O,
HBr:HCl:H2O2:H2O, HBr:HNO3:H2O, etc. Among them, the corrosion solution with the
ratio of HCl + HNO3 + H2O in the hydrochloric acid system is too oxidizing, which has
strong corrosiveness to the AZ5214 photoresist used as a mask, and it has poor surface
morphology, which is not suitable for device preparation. The corrosion solution with
the ratio of HBr + HCl + H2O2 + H2O in the hydrobromic acid system will not corrode
the AZ5214 photoresist, and the surface morphology is good, but HCl and H2O2 have
strong oxidizing properties, the corrosion rate of the corrosion solution is fast, and the
controllability is poor. The corrosion solution with the ratio of HBr + HNO3 + H2O in the
hydrobromic acid system will not corrode the AZ5214 photoresist, the surface morphology
is good, the etching rate is slow, and the controllability is good. Therefore, the quantum
cascade laser reported in this paper focuses on the etching process of the double-channel
ridge waveguide. The HBr:HNO3:H2O etching solution was used for the wet etching
process, and a ridge waveguide table structure with smooth sidewalls could be obtained.
The device has an injection strip width of 7 µm, a cavity length of 4 mm, and an operating
temperature of 20 ◦C, and the device works in continuous mode (CW). The maximum
continuous output power of the device is about 186 mW, the threshold current is about
0.4 A, the threshold current density is about 1.428 kA/cm2, the device center wavelength is
about 4424 nm, the side mode suppression ratio is 28 dB, and the spectrum full-width half
maximum is 2 nm.

2. Principles and Experiments
2.1. QCL Working Principle

Conventional semiconductor lasers mainly rely on electrons in the role of the applied
electric field from the conduction band under the action of transitioning to the valence band,
resulting in electron–hole recombination luminescence. Figure 1a shows the schematic
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diagram of the energy band structure of the conventional semiconductor laser. The conven-
tional semiconductor laser excitation wavelength is mainly determined by the forbidden
bandwidth (Eg) of the semiconductor materials, but the forbidden bandwidth of the semi-
conductor materials used is limited, limiting the excitation wavelength of the device. The
quantum cascade laser is a kind of electron in the conduction band sub-band between the
transition luminescence of the semiconductor lasers; it relies on a single carrier (electron)
jump emitting light, breaking the limitations of the forbidden bandwidth of semiconductor
materials, and it allows the excitation wavelength to be altered by artificially designing the
thickness of the quantum well in the gain region. The energy band structure and working
principle of the QCL is shown in Figure 1b. A single cycle of the QCL is composed of an
injection region and an active region. The whole device gain region consists of n (10–100)
cycle repetitions, in which the injection region is the region of injected electrons and the
active region is the region of excited light. The transition luminescence of the electrons
between the sub-bands occurs between the E3 energy level and the E2 energy level, and then
the electrons rely on the longitudinal optical (LO) phonon resonance scattering mechanism
to transition from the E2 energy level to the E1 energy level, at which time the electrons
enter into the injection region of the next cycle, and through the resonance tunneling effect,
they enter into the E3 energy level of the active region of the next cycle, which satisfies the
population inversion condition of the next process and carries out the next cyclic cascade of
the radiative transition. Whereas these electrons are reused throughout the cycle, a single
electron is capable of emitting n photons, which improves the utilization of electrons and
increases the slope efficiency of the device.
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laser; (b) the energy band structure and working principle of the quantum cascade laser.

2.2. QCL Epitaxial Structure

The QCL epitaxial structure was grown and prepared by the molecular beam epitaxy
(VG, East Sussex, UK) process, and the epitaxial structure is shown in Table 1: the substrate
is n-type Si-doped InP with a doping concentration of 3 × 1017 cm−3; the lower cladding
layer is 1350-nm-thick InP with a doping concentration of 2.2 × 1016 cm−3; the upper
and lower waveguide layers are both 300-nm-thick InGaAs with a doping concentration
of 4 × 1016 cm−3; the active region is 1410-nm-thick In0.669Ga0.331As/In0.362Al0.638As, in
which part of the material in the active region has been doped with n-type Si, with a doping
concentration of 2.5 × 1017 cm−3. The purpose of the n-type Si doping is to provide the
device with a sufficient free electron concentration to achieve effective carrier injection and
improve device efficiency and stability; the upper cladding layer is 2600-nm-thick InP with
a doping concentration of 3 × 1016 cm−3; the gradually doped layer is 150-nm-thick InP
with a doping concentration of 1~3 × 1017 cm−3; the cap layer is highly doped 400-nm-thick
InP with a doping concentration of 2 × 1019 cm−3.
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Table 1. Epitaxial structure of quantum cascade laser.

Number Layers Materials Thickness (nm) Doping(cm−3)

7 Highly Doped Layer InP 400 n, Si, 2 × 1019

6 Gradually Doped Layer InP 150 n, Si, 1~3 × 1017

5 Upper Cladding InP 2600 n, Si, 3 × 1016

4 Waveguide Layer InGaAs 300 n, Si, 4 × 1016

3 Active Region (×28) In0.669Ga0.331As/In0.362Al0.638As 1410
2 Waveguide Layer InGaAs 300 n, Si, 4 × 1016

1 Lower Cladding InP 1350 n, Si, 2.2 × 1016

Substrate InP 400 n, Si, 3 × 1017

2.3. QCL Chip Process

The QCL chip process flow is shown in Figure 2. Firstly, the epitaxial wafer is cleaned
by soaking in acetone (Xilong Scientific, Swatow, China) for 5 min to remove the surface
oil, then cleaned with anhydrous ethanol (Xilong Scientific, Swatow, China) and deionized
water in turn, and finally blown dry by nitrogen and baked at 120 ◦C for 120 s. Next,
the AZ5214 (Merck, Darmstadt, Germany) photoresist is spin-coated, and the speed of
the homogenizer is divided into three segments, with the speed of the first segment at
1000 r/min for 10 s, the second segment at 4000 r/min for 30 s, and the third segment at
1000 r/min for 10 s, baking 105 ◦C, 120 s. The first photolithography defines the waveguide
shape and width. The exposure time is 6 s, the ratio of shadow solution is AZ400K
(Merck, Darmstadt, Germany) developer-to-deionized water = 1:4, the development time
is 30 s~40 s, and the firm film is 105 ◦C, 120 s. Wet etching is used to obtain the double
channel and ridge waveguide, and the epitaxial wafer is submerged in the etching solution;
after etching, it is rinsed with deionized water for 5 min and blown dry by nitrogen gas.
The second lithography defines the ridge electrode injection area, the exposure time is 6 s,
the ratio of shadow solution is developer-to-deionized water = 1:4, the development time is
30 s~40 s, and the firm film is 105 ◦C, 120 s. Then, the SiO2 insulating layer is prepared, and
the lift-off process is carried out because the photolithographic pattern left by the second
lithography process has already been covered by the SiO2, so it needs to be peeled off by
the lift-off process. The third lithography defines the isolation slot, prepares the top ohmic
electrode Ti/Pt/Au, and performs the lift-off process. Since the lithographic pattern left by
the third lithography process has been covered by the ohmic contact layer, it is necessary to
peel off the lithographic pattern covered by the ohmic contact layer with the lift-off process.
Finally, the substrate was thinned and polished to 120 ± 10 µm, and the bottom ohmic
electrode Ge/Au/Ni/Au was prepared.

This paper focuses on the QCL wet etching process. In the wet etching experiment,
the etch rate can have an impact on the precise control of the etch depth, and the main
influencing factors are the solution concentration and temperature. The concentration of
the HBr solution was 48% (Macklin, Shanghai, China), the concentration of the HNO3 (SCR,
Shanghai, China) solution was 65–68%, and the deionized water (H2O) configuration was
HBr:HNO3:H2O = 1:1:10 etching solution. The experimental temperature of the wet etching
process was 20 ◦C.

The etching times taken for the experiment were 8 min, 9 min, 10 min, 11 min, and
12 min, totaling five time periods. The etching depth and lateral etching depth were
measured by metallurgical microscope observation, and the variation curves of etching
depth and lateral etching depth with time are shown in Figure 3. The etching rate of the
sample with the ratio of HBr:HNO3:H2O = 1:1:10 etching solution was about 0.6 µm/min,
and the lateral etching rate was about 0.42 µm/min.
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3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Topographic Characterization

In this paper, a scanning electron microscope (JEOL, Tokyo, Japan) and a metallurgical
microscope (Sunny Optical Technology, Yuyao, China) were used to characterize the etching
morphology of the ridge waveguide. HBr:HNO3:H2O = 1:1:10 etching solution was used
to etch the samples under the following experimental conditions: pre-baking 105 ◦C, 2 min,
photolithography exposure time of 6 s, developer ratio AZ400K:deionized water = 1:4,
developing time of 40 s, firm film 105 ◦C, 2 min, experimental temperature of 20 ◦C, etching
solution ratio HBr:HNO3:H2O = 1:1:10, etching time of 11 min. As shown in Figure 3, the
graphs of the etched samples were observed by a metallographic microscope. Figure 4a
shows the ridge graphs on the surface of the etched samples (magnification 50×); the width
of the ridge was measured to be 7.19 µm, the width of the side-etching was about 5.905 µm,
and the clear channel and ridge table surface could be observed. Figure 4b shows the
cross-section of the sample after etching (magnification 100×), which shows a “U”-shaped
corrosion channel cross-section.
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Figure 4. Etched morphology observed under a metallurgical microscope: (a) ridge-shaped pattern on
the surface of the sample after etching (50×); (b) cross-section pattern of sample after etching (100×).

As shown in Figure 5, the cross-section of the sample after etching with
HBr:HNO3:H2O = 1:1:10 etching solution was observed by SEM, and Figure 5a is the
full-image SEM photo of the double channel ridge of the QCL, from which it can be ob-
served that the double channel of the sample after wet etching exhibits a “U” shape, there
is no lateral drilling, and the surface is flat and smooth. Figure 5b shows a magnified
SEM photograph of the ridge-shaped region, and the red box region is the active region of
the device.
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Figure 5. SEM image of sample cross-section after etching (HBr:HNO3:H2O = 1:1:10): (a) SEM image
of the double channel ridge shape; (b) SEM photos of ridge-shaped areas.

3.2. Test Results of Chip Performance

P-I-V, emission spectrum, and reliability tests were performed on the InGaAs/InAlAs
quantum cascade laser. The device has an injection strip width of 7 µm, a cavity length of
4 mm, and an operating temperature of 20 ◦C. The device operates in continuous mode
(CW). The P-I-V test curves are shown in Figure 6a. The maximum continuous output
power of the device is about 186 mW, the threshold current is about 0.4 A, and the threshold
current density is about 1.428 kA/cm2. The laser emission spectrum of the QCL in pulsed
mode is shown in Figure 6b. The central wavelength is about 4424 nm, the side mode
rejection ratio is 28 dB, and the full width and half height of the spectrum is 2 nm. As shown
in Figure 6c, we performed an initial 72 h reliability test on the device. The device was
placed on a test bench with a water-cooling system to maintain the operating temperature
at 20 ◦C. The output power of the device gradually decreased from 186 mW to about
181 mW in the first 6 h under operating conditions of 0.6 A and 20 ◦C, and after this period,
it remained stable at about 181 mW without exhibiting any obvious attenuation, and the
reliability was stable.
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4. Conclusions

The wet etching process of this experiment used a ratio of HBr:HNO3:H2O = 1:1:10
etching solution to etch the double channel ridge waveguide of InGaAs/InAlAs quantum
cascade laser; the etching rate is about 0.6 µm/min, the etching rate is controllable, and
the surface of the samples are all smooth. There is no undercutting effect, and the double
channel presents a regular “U” shape. The final prepared quantum cascade laser bar
width is 7 µm, the cavity length is 4 mm, the operating temperature is 20 ◦C, the device
operates in continuous mode (CW), the maximum continuous output power of the device
is about 186 mW, the threshold current is about 0.4 A, the threshold current density is
about 1.428 kA/cm2, the center wavelength of the device is about 4424 nm, the side-mode
rejection ratio is 28 dB, and the spectral full-width-half-height is 2 nm. This study on the
InGaAs/InAlAs quantum cascade laser etching process provides a good guarantee for the
preparation of InGaAs/InAlAs quantum cascade lasers.
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