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ABSTRACT

Single-photon avalanche diodes (SPADs) are essential for photon-based measurements and metrology, enabling measurement comparisons
at the few-photon level and facilitating global traceability to the SI. A spatially uniform detector response is crucial for these applications.
Here, we report on interference effects in commercially available silicon SPADs that are detrimental to their spatial uniformity. Contrasts as
high as 18% are observed, posing problems for metrology and general applications that utilize coherent light and require stable detection effi-
ciencies. We eliminate the device optical window as a contributing interface, isolating likely causes to anti-reflective coatings, the semiconduc-
tor surface, and the SPAD’s internal structure. We also present results where we leverage this sub-optimal behavior by aligning an incident
beam with the position of maximum constructive interference, yielding an effective detection efficiency of 51.1(1.7)% compared to the normal
value of 44.3(1)% obtained with the interference suppressed. We anticipate that this work will significantly impact the continuing develop-
ment of these devices, the methods for characterizing them, and their use in accurate measurements.

© 2024 Author(s). All article content, except where otherwise noted, is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0

International (CC BY-NC) license (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/). https://doi.org/10.1063/5.0225337

Silicon single-photon avalanche diode (SPAD) detectors are cost-
effective, compact, portable, and operate at near-room temperature
and offer timing resolution of the order of hundreds of picoseconds.
With a typical peak efficiency of 70% at a wavelength around 600 nm,
these characteristics make them a compelling option for many applica-
tions that utilize the particle nature of light," including light detection
and ranging (LiDAR) for autonomous vehicles,”” security and surveil-
lance,” biomedical imaging,” and quantum information."” They are
also especially critical to metrology,” "' enabling the comparison of
optical radiation scales at the few-photon level.”” ' Such measurement
comparisons are fundamental to metrology, ensuring consistency and
enhancing global measurement equivalence.

The primary performance metric is often the single-photon
detection efficiency (DE), which is defined as the probability of an inci-
dent photon producing a measurable output signal, while the detector
is on and ready to detect."'” It is especially critical to applications that
require high detection rates, such as quantum key distribution
(QKD)."*** For free-space applications, the position of the incident
excitation beam may vary significantly with time.”” *® Although com-
pensation methods can be employed,”” detectors with a uniform

spatial response are desirable, particularly in measurement compari-
sons, where a non-uniform response can be the limiting factor.”®
Response uniformity is measured by mapping the detector’s response
as a function of incident beam position. Recently, interference fringes
with a contrast up to & 10% were reported in the spatial response of a
commercially available SPAD when mapped with a 20 um beam.””
The source of interference was speculated to originate from reflections
between the TO-can window surfaces and the detector. Although the
interference was suppressed by switching to a pulsed source with a rel-
atively short coherence time (pulse durations of 150 fs), this approach
may not be possible for all users. Furthermore, in many applications,
phase coherence is a critical parameter’® > and, therefore, must be
maintained. Similar interference fringes have been observed at the
National Physical Laboratory (NPL) and at the Istituto Nazionale di
Ricerca Metrologica';4 (INRiM); however, we note that they are not
consistently observed in other works,' > highlighting a gap in current
understanding.

In this work, we characterize the spatial response of SPADs in
unprecedented detail, uncovering interference fringes that are detri-
mental to uniformity. By examining commercial devices from different

Appl. Phys. Lett. 125, 194003 (2024); doi: 10.1063/5.0225337
© Author(s) 2024

125, 194003-1

0€:2S'€} G20T Udoten L0



Applied Physics Letters

manufacturers, we observe fringe contrasts that are significantly greater
in amplitude than those previously reported.”” We also eliminate the
TO-can window as a source of the interference. Finally, we present a
result where we leverage this non-ideal behavior, increasing a detector’s
efficiency to a value well above the manufacturer’s specified DE.

The experimental method selected for spatial-response mapping
was a 4f optical setup, chosen for its ability to quickly scan the focal
plane with high resolution. The setup is illustrated in Fig. 1 where the
laser source is coupled into free-space from a single-mode (SM) fiber
(top right) before being collimated by a Mitutoyo apochromatic objec-
tive lens (MY10X-823, 0.26 NA) labeled L;. The collimated beam was
then incident upon a Newport sub-microradian Fast Beam Steering
Mirror (FSM-300-01) before being focused and recollimated by
f=125mm achromatic doublets, L, and L;, forming a one-to-one
relay. A second Mitutoyo objective lens was then used to focus the
beam into an ~ 5 um diameter Gaussian spot with which the plane of
the sensor surface was aligned. To protect the sensor from ambient
light, a neutral density (ND) filter with a broadband anti-reflective
coating (ARC) spanning 650-1050 nm was attached to the SPAD
housing using a custom-made light-tight fixture. It is important to
note that the interference described here is independent of all these
components, with the exception of the SPAD, which is shown later.

The spatial response of each detector was measured using two
sources: (1) a CW 852nm pigtailed laser diode (Thorlabs LP852-
SF60); (2) a Ti:Sapphire mode-locked laser producing 14 ps duration
pulses at a repetition rate of 80 MHz, centered at a wavelength of
890 nm. Source 1 was operated below its lasing threshold, which effec-
tively suppresses interference. This is referred to as the incoherent
source. In contrast to source 1, the coherent source 2 has the ability to
cause interference, making it the chosen source for characterizing the
interference fringes. The wavelength difference of source 2 was due to
its commitment to other long-term experiments at 890 nm. While the
laser diode operated above threshold may be used as a coherent source,
the Ti:Sapphire laser was selected to replicate the conditions of applica-
tions that utilize discrete pulses, such as QKD.

Detectors commercially available from two manufacturers were
evaluated. All utilize sensors based upon back-illuminated reach-

Laser source

Monitor PD
CcCcD 4 1
:'z"‘l )f Fibre to
. ! ! z free-space \
5 1 y
: " a—— :
(OO e
 — L3 L2

Light-tight ND
filter housing

FIG. 1. Schematic of the 4f setup used to characterize each detector’s spatial
response. The dashed rectangle between lenses L3 and Ly marks the wide-field
imaging system, which is discussed in the later text. Acronyms: ND—neutral den-
sity, BS—beam splitter (pellicle), PD—photodiode, CCD—charge coupled device,
SPAD—single-photon avalanche diode.
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through designs that were developed to maximize DE in the near-
infrared region of the spectrum.”®”” The detectors from manufacturer
A (2 detectors, same model) had a sensor diameter of 180 um, whereas
those from manufacturer B (2 detectors, same model) had a sensor
diameter of 500 um. Scans were performed in small steps (= 1 um) in
the (x, y) plane, sampling for 20 ms at each point. The laser light was
attenuated such that each detector’s count rate was approximately 10°
cps, providing a signal-to-background ratio greater than 100.

The normalized spatial response maps of the four detectors are
displayed in Fig. 2. The four uppermost maps [Figs. 2(a)-2(d)] corre-
spond to the two detectors from manufacturer A. Detectors are sepa-
rated in rows, and columns divide incoherent and coherent
illumination. The four lowermost maps belong to detectors from
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FIG. 2. Normalized spatial response maps of the four detectors. In the top right cor-
ner of each plot, a label is provided, Ay marks detector 1 from manufacturer A, etc.
The black square within sub-figure (f) marks a 120 x 120 um? area, mapped using
an alternative experimental setup—see Fig. 5. Each response was normalized with
respect to their maximum efficiency value.
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manufacturer B [Figs. 2(e)-2(h)] following the same layout. Under
incoherent illumination, detectors from manufacturer A were found to
be the least uniform: detector A, has a relative slope in efficiency of
—0.109% per pum along the horizontal axis in the positive direction,
whereas detector By is approximately flat in all directions. Switching to
the coherent source produced spatial interference across all four detec-
tors [i.e., Figs. 2(b), 2(d), 2(f), and 2(h)], resulting in significant varia-
tions in DE across each sensor. Similar interference patterns were
observed with detectors from the same manufacturer: manufacturer
A’s detectors both have an axis of symmetry, with fringe spacings
ranging from approximately 7 to 25 um, whereas detectors from man-
ufacturer B have a radial symmetry with larger spacings, ranging from
approximately 10 to 30 um. Despite similarities between devices from
the same manufacturer, clear differences are observed; for example, By
has a central minimum, whereas B, has a central maximum.

The intensity cross sections of detectors A; and By are plotted in
blue in Figs. 3(a) and 3(b), respectively. The standard definition of contrast
is used, namely, C= (Is—Ip)/(Iz+Ip), where Iy and Ip are the intensities
of adjacent bright and dark fringes, respectively. Contrasts up to ~ 14%
were observed in the response of detector A; and up to ~18% in the
response of detector By. These values correspond to respective relative effi-
ciency variations of 25% and 30%. Contrasts of this magnitude are signifi-
cantly larger than those previously reported”” and are attributed to the
increased spatial resolution of these measurements.

To estimate the beam waist at which the fringing is no longer visi-
ble, each cross section was convolved with Gaussian functions of varying
full width at half maximum (FWHM), effectively simulating incident
beams of different widths. At 20 um, fringing is not visible across most
of detector Ay’s cross section, with the maximum contrast value being

1.0
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0.6
1.0
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Normalized efficiency

0.8
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0.6 ! ' '
-200 0 200
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FIG. 3. Horizontal cross sections of detector A4 (a) and detector By (b), both taken
at y =0 with reference to Fig. 2. Black marks the raw data; blue, red, and green
represent the raw data convolved with Gaussian functions with FWHMSs equal to
10, 20, and 30 uum, respectively. The legend applies to both figures.

ARTICLE pubs.aip.org/aip/apl

reduced to less than 2% toward one edge. At 30 um, the fringing is
completely unresolved. In other works on devices also from manufac-
turer A, beam waists of approximately 20 um were used at wavelengths
close to 850nm: in one case, interference was observed,”’ and in
another, it was not.'” The 20 um convolution results potentially explain
this inconsistency, indicating that the fringing was on the limit of being
resolved. It may also be due to small variations between devices.

As a result of the greater fringe spacings and amplitudes observed
in the response of detector B,, contrasts up to ~ 10% are still present
at 20 um. At 30 um, the large central minima remain, with evidence of
fringing still visible across the cross section. Although non-
uniformities of this magnitude were not observed in the spatial
response of a device also from manufacturer B when mapped using a
20 um beam at 810 nm,”” there is evidence of interference within the
response. This belief is supported by the highly uniform detector
responses measured with the interference suppressed in this study.

These results emphasize that both the beam waist and coherence
should be carefully considered, especially when these devices are
applied to applications demanding high accuracy photon counting.
Furthermore, there are other metrics that may be significantly affected
as a result of the interference: for example, a SPAD’s timing precision
improves significantly with central excitation,”® and it also has a spot
size dependence.””*’ Considering detectors By and B, in an applica-
tion where timing response is critical, such as QKD,"' a centrally
aligned coherent beam would interfere destructively when incident
upon B, and constructively when incident upon B,, yielding a relative
difference in detection efficiencies of up to 30%. Many applications
require coherent light,” >’ rendering these non-ideal effects unavoid-
able. Furthermore, this difference in DE has the potential to introduce
challenges in implementing QKD security. "

To determine the interference source, wide-field images were
taken of each detector’s active area with the protective ND filters
removed, and the devices switched off. The measurements were per-
formed within the 4f optical setup outlined previously, with the inclu-
sion of the additional components within the dashed lines of Fig. 1.
Light from the 852 nm pigtailed laser diode operating above threshold
was input into the setup; the beam was expanded until the sensor was
overfilled by adjusting the collimation with L;, which effectively
increased the beam’s waist incident upon the sensor. The reflected light
was then recorded with a CCD camera (u Eye UI-2250-M); in all
images, interference patterns consistent with their respective spatial
response maps were observed. Each detector was then rotated about
the optical axis (z axis, Fig. 1), and the wide-field image was observed.
For A; and A,, the asymmetric interference patterns clearly rotated
with the SPADs. The small asymmetries present in the interference
patterns of detectors B1 and B2 also rotated with the detectors. This
provided confidence that the phenomenon’s origin was a property of
each SPAD.

The contribution of the TO-can window was assessed by remov-
ing it from a nonfunctioning detector and imaging it in the same setup.
The detector, B3, was the same model as detectors B; and B,; there-
fore, we assume it has the same physical structure. Figures 4(a) and
4(b) display the results for two different illumination spot sizes inci-
dent upon B; with the TO-can window removed. As this detector was
not functional, the wide-field fringing could not be compared directly
with its spatial response map; however, the same circular interference
pattern was observed with (not shown) and without the window,
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TO-can window ~ 2540 um
(510 um thickness) B
w
Metallisation\ \ /

Conversion region (P*) I ~ 25 um
| Pf-region [
n* - region

FIG. 4. (a) Gray scale image of a nonfunctioning manufacturer B detector under
coherent illumination. (b) The same detector, but with the beam expanded over the
active area. (c) A diagram of the APD’s structure with the distances between key
interfaces included.””** In both images, the TO-can window was removed prior to
measurement; it is included in the diagram for completeness.

which has comparable radial symmetry with those produced by detec-
tors By and B, [i.e., Figs. 2(f) and 2(h)]. This is evidence that the win-
dow is not responsible for the interference.

With reference to the device structure [Fig. 4(c)], without the
window, the remaining interfaces are the air/ARC, the ARC/semicon-
ductor, those within the internal structure of the semiconductor, and
the semiconductor/rear-metalization-layer interface. Confirming that
the interference effects originate within the detector’s structure rather
than from the window is significant because it suggests that they are
intrinsic to the detectors and, therefore, are present across a broader
range of SPADs. The interfaces responsible are speculated to be reflec-
tions within a passivization layer or a property of the ARCs, which are
generally optimized for the peak response wavelength through
quarter-wave matching: peak response is typically around 600 nm for
Si-SPADs. This may explain why fringing was not observed at shorter
wavelengths.” In support of this, we found that by reducing the Ti:
sapphire’s output wavelength to ~ 800 nm, the fringe contrasts halved
in intensity.

In the case of detector By, the fringes show that the DE can vary
by up to *15% relative to the DE measured with the interference sup-
pressed. These variations suggest that the DE can be increased through
careful alignment with a fringe maximum. To test this, we used the
NPL free-space detector calibration facility,"”"® which can accurately
determine the mean photon number (u) incident upon a detector with
traceability to the primary radiometric standard—the cryogenic radi-
ometer.”” Detector B, was mounted on translation stages, enabling

ARTICLE pubs.aip.org/aip/apl

precise spatial response mapping of the central 120 x 120 um” area
with an /&~ 5 um diameter beam in 2.5 um steps. Spatial response maps
measured with this set-uptake significantly longer than those produced
in the 4f setup: the 120 x 120 um” area presented in Fig. 5 took 12h to
map. This increase is primarily due to the speed at which the transla-
tion stages operate, combined with an increase in integration time at
each point by a factor of 100.

The peak fringe amplitude within Fig. 5 is marked by the black
circle with a diameter equal to 5 um; the beam was aligned to this
point. The 852 nm pigtailed CW laser diode was used as the excitation
source: it was operated below threshold (20 mA applied to the diode)
to obtain the DE value with interference suppressed (17,,,,) and above
threshold (150 mA applied to the diode) for the interference fringe DE
value (Hinge)- In both cases, the number of counts registered by the
SPAD was set to 10° per second by adjusting the attenuation of the
laser beam with a variable optical attenuator (Thorlabs V600A).

To calculate the DE, a time series of detector “clicks” of length T
is first considered, while the detector is under a constant photon flux.
T may be divided into arbitrary small time intervals Jt such that there
are only 1 or 0 clicks per time interval. In this scenario, the probability
of the detector clicking within a time interval is calculated as
P(c|0t) = ngias -(0t/T), where ngq is the number of detector clicks
within the time interval T. Considering the average click rate
(Ndicks)T = Nelicks! T, the average background count rate (Nyg), and
accounting for missed events that arise from dead time losses,”® the
probability of a click may be written as

<Nclicks - Nbg)T
(1 - <Nc1icks>T : Td)
where 14 is the detector’s dead time and T >> 14 > ot. The “source”
subscript highlights that the probability of the detector clicking is also

dependent on the source statistics. To relate Psyy.(c|0t) with an inci-
dent mean photon number y and the detector’s efficiency 7, the source

Psource(c|5t) = : 5t7 (1)

1
>
c <
3 30§ 2
@ 0.9 30:—)
o 0 8
IS N
o 0.8 ®
=
@ -30 =
> o
Z
0.7

-30 0 30
Horizontal axis / pm

FIG. 5. The central 120 x 120 um? responsivity map of detector By, as marked in
Fig. 2(f), measured in the calibration facility while under coherent CW illumination.
The values are normalized to the maximum intensity value. The black 5 um circle
marks the location of maximum intensity—the location at which #sp, and #finge
was measured.
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statistics for the two cases were considered. Analytically, the probabil-
ity of a click for the coherent source is given by

PPoissonian(C‘ét) =l—-e""x nu for npu < 1, 2)

where y is the mean photon number in the same time interval ¢ t and
1 is the efficiency of the detector. For the incoherent source, the statis-
tics are assumed to be thermal, and the probability of a click is

nu
1 +np

Prhermal (c|0t) = ~ygu for nu < 1. (3)
By equating the approximated probability of a click from Egs. (2) and
(3) with Eq. (1) and solving for #, we obtain in both cases

A~ <Nclicks - Nbg>T
ﬂ(l - <Nc1icks>’r . Td)

This was verified experimentally by comparing detector clicks with a
monitor photodiode’s output PD,,,, for both sources. Because the
photodiode’s output is independent of the source statistics—i.e.,
PD,,on, o< pi—comparing detector click rates as a function of monitor
power enables a comparison between the two. This was tested for pho-
ton flux rates up to 2 x 10° incident photons per second, and negligi-
ble differences were observed. Therefore, to ensure the SPAD was
operated within its linear regime, measurements were performed
below this incident photon rate, with the detector registering 10> cps.
DE values and their absolute standard uncertainties (k = 1) were

- Ot. (4)

’15“1’17 = 44‘3(1)% nfringe = 511(17)%

Here, we note that 77, is the value that agrees with the device’s speci-
fication at the given wavelength. Therefore, by aligning the beam with
a fringe maximum, a significant increase in DE is achieved; approxi-
mately 6.8% is gained in absolute value, corresponding to a 15.3% rela-
tive increase. The greater uncertainty in the 7, value stems from
uncertainty in the beam’s position relative to the detector’s non-
uniform response. This uncertainty component becomes dominant
when interference is present. The uncertainty budget for #;nge and cal-
culation details are included within the supplementary material.

To conclude, we measured the spatial response maps of four
commercially available SPADs from two manufacturers, illuminated
by both incoherent and coherent sources. Under incoherent illumina-
tion, with interference suppressed, detectors from manufacturer B
were found to be the most uniform. The uniformity of these detectors,
combined with their large active areas, make them a promising tool for
metrology and applications where the excitation position may vary as
a function of time, providing interference is suppressed. Switching to
coherent illumination produced significant interference across each
detector’s active area. With contrasts as high as ~14% and ~18%
observed in detectors from manufacturers A and B, respectively, this
phenomenon has the potential to significantly reduce the accuracy of
photon counting measurements, which is especially problematic when
comparing measurement scales. Through simulation, we estimated
these effects can be reduced to a negligible amount by employing a
beam waist greater than 20 um with devices from manufacturer A,
potentially explaining why they are not observed in some studies.
However, fringing was still visible at 30 um with devices from manu-
facturer B, with the central minima of B, still resolvable. In addition,
we eliminated the TO-can window as a responsible interface by

ARTICLE pubs.aip.org/aip/apl

removing it, limiting the interfaces responsible to the ARCs, the surface
of the semiconductor, and its internal structure. Finally, we presented
a result where we leveraged the interference. By aligning a focused
beam with a fringe maximum we increased the response of B; by
~[7% (absolute), 15% (relative)] above specification in the near-
infrared; a region of the spectrum where the responsivity of silicon
SPAD:s declines significantly.

See the supplementary material for additional details on the
detection efficiency calculations, along with an uncertainty budget.
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