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Abstract. The progress on laser feedback interferometry technology is reviewed. Laser feedback interferometry
is a demonstration of interferometry technology applying a laser reflected from an external surface, which has
features including simple structure, easy alignment, and high sensitivity. Theoretical analysis including the Lang–
Kobayashi model and three-mirror model are conducted to explain the modulation of the laser output properties
under the feedback effect. In particular, the effect of frequency and polarization shift feedback effects are ana-
lyzed and discussed. Various applications on various types of lasers are introduced. The application fields range
from metrology, to physical quantities, to laser parameters and other applications. The typical applications of
laser feedback technology in industrial and research fields are discussed. Laser feedback interferometry has
great potential to be further exploited and applied. © 2017 Society of Photo-Optical Instrumentation Engineers (SPIE) [DOI: 10.1117/1.
OE.56.5.050901]
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1 Introduction
Laser feedback interferometry, or self-mixing interferometry,
is a demonstration of interferometry technology applying a
laser reflected from an external surface.1 Unlike traditional
laser interferometry, laser feedback interferometry does not
need additional optical elements for inducing interference
outside the laser cavity.2 Instead, self-mixing interference
occurs inside the laser cavity. The laser feedback phenomena
can easily be caused by any surface in the light paths of the
optical systems. Previously, laser feedback phenomena was
regarded as damaging to the laser's performance because it
induced instability in the laser power and frequency or
caused strong quantum noises and coherent collapse.3

However, since its application by King and Steward as a dis-
placement sensor in 1963,4,5 a massive amount of both theo-
retical and experimental work has been done in the field of
laser feedback interferometry. According to laser feedback
theory, laser intensities, polarization states, and phase behav-
ior of lasers can be modified by introducing coherent optical
feedback from external surfaces. Also, the bandwidth of the
lasers can be enhanced or compressed under the laser feed-
back effect.

As long as the electromagnetic wave emitted is reinjected
back into the laser cavity, self-mixing interference will be
caused.6 The laser feedback effect is a remarkably universal
phenomenon that can be observed in lasers of all different
types. Among the work reported before, the laser feedback
effect has been observed in gas lasers,7 semiconductor diode
lasers,8 solid-state lasers,9,10 vertical-cavity surface-emitting
lasers (VCSELs),11 mid-infrared lasers,12 and terahertz quan-
tum cascade lasers (THZ QCLs),13 as well as in interband
cascade lasers,14 fiber15 and fiber ring lasers,16 micro ring
lasers,17 and quantum dot lasers.18

Compared to traditional laser interferometry, laser feed-
back interferometry has inherent advantages. The structure

is more compact with fewer optical elements, the optical
setup is easier for alignment, the laser feedback signal is
detectable everywhere on the beam, and the beam at the
target side can be exploited in special applications. Since
laser feedback interferometers have no limits on the types
of lasers, a variety of lasing wavelengths and bandwidths
can be realized. The laser feedback interferometer can
operate on a normal diffusing target surface due to its
high sensitivity. Above all, with the growing need for
precise measurement under various conditions, laser feed-
back interferometry is becoming more and more widely
applied.19

This paper aims to provide an overall view of laser feed-
back interferometry. The framework of the paper is struc-
tured as follows. Section 2 reveals the theoretical analysis
of laser feedback interferometry. Together with traditional
laser feedback, the scheme and principles of the fre-
quency-shifted and polarization-shifted laser feedback are
proposed. Section 3 is an overview of the laser feedback
effect on applications in metrology, including displacement,
vibration, distance, velocity, angle, and thickness measure-
ment. Section 4 reveals laser feedback interferometry used
for laser parameters measurement, such as linewidth, line
width enhancement factor, and polarization cross-saturation
coefficient. In Sec. 5, the measurement of physical quantities
is discussed, including refractive index, internal stress, ther-
mal expansion coefficient, evaporation rate of liquid, and
acoustic field distribution. In Sec. 6, applications including
confocal tomography and imaging technology, sound reha-
bilitation, random bit generator, and chaos generator are
explored. A summary and promising future directions are
discussed in Sec. 7.

2 Theoretical Analysis of Laser Feedback
Interferometry

The laser feedback effects in all kinds of lasers are always
following the same principle. Light is emitted from the laser
cavity and then transmitted to an external target. From the*Address all correspondence to: Yanxiong Niu, E-mail: niuyx@buaa.edu.cn
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surface of the target, the light is partially reflected and trans-
mitted back into the laser cavity in the same optical path,
where a portion of the light re-enters the laser cavity.
Then, the reinjected light interacts with the resonant mode
of the laser, and the property of the laser is modulated.
Since the laser has a self-coherent nature, laser feedback sys-
tems are only sensitive to the laser reflected back to the laser
cavity, suppressing most of the external radiation entering
the laser cavity, which is regarded as noise in laser feedback
systems. Due to the fact that all kinds of laser feedback inter-
ferometers share the same theoretical basis, the theoretical
analyses are of great significance in revealing the phenomena
in laser feedback effects and bringing to light potential
applications.

In the transmission process, the feedback light passes
through the optical path twice and is reflected by the surface
of the target. Then, the reinjected light is embedded with the
information of the external optical path or the property of the
target. The feedback process brings the information back into
the laser cavity. The interaction or the interference between
the feedback light and the laser cavity causes modulations in
the laser output properties, such as intensity, polarization
state, working frequency, and phase position. Beam proper-
ties can be monitored by various kinds of detectors, and the
information can be demodulated. Therefore, information
about the target or external optical path can be easily
obtained in a highly sensitive way. To fulfill precise demodu-
lation of the information in the feedback light, theoretical
analyses need to be carried out. Below are the two most com-
monly used methods for analyzing the laser feedback effect.
Also, the effects of frequency and polarization shift feedback
are discussed as important research foci to be explored
further.

2.1 Lang–Kobayashi Model and Three-mirror Model

Lang and Kobayashi20 reported the laser feedback effect in
laser diodes. They analyzed the multistable and hysteresis
phenomena in laser diodes and put forward a theoretical
solution by defining the degree of matching between the
external feedback cavity and the laser resonant cavity. A
component representing the effect of the external feedback
in the form of a complex number has been added to the
rate equations of diode lasers, which is known as the famous
Lang–Kobayashi model. The proposal of this model has laid
a solid foundation for the following studies.

The space between the output mirror of the laser cavity
and the surface of the object is called the laser external feed-
back cavity. If the coupling strength between the laser cavity
and the external cavity is κ, the standard Lang–Kobayashi
equation can be expressed as follows:21–25

EQ-TARGET;temp:intralink-;e001;63;198

d
dt

½EðtÞejωt� ¼
�
jωm þ 1

2

�
ΓG −

1

τp

��
× EðtÞejωt

þ κ̃Eðt − τextÞejωðt−τextÞ; (1)

where EðtÞ is the scaled, slowly varying complex envelope of
the electric field; ω is the laser mode angular velocity; t is the
time; ωm is the cavity resonance angular frequency; Γ is the
optical confinement factor; G is the gain in the laser cavity;
τp is the photon lifetime in the laser cavity; τext is the external
feedback cavity round-trip time; and κ̃ is the feedback

coupling rate, meaning the reinjected light is coupled into
the laser cavity at this rate, which can be expressed as
follows:

EQ-TARGET;temp:intralink-;e002;326;719κ̃ ¼ κ
1

τin
: (2)

The gain termG is also related to another variation, which
is the carrier density N. It can be expressed as follows:

EQ-TARGET;temp:intralink-;e003;326;654

dNðtÞ
dt

¼ ηiIðtÞ
qV

−
NðtÞ
τn

− GSðtÞ; (3)

where ηi is the current injection efficiency of the laser diodes,
I is the laser driving current, q is the charge of an electron, V
is the cavity volume, τn is the carrier lifetime, and S is the
photon density in the laser cavity. Equation (1) together with
Eq. (3) describes the laser diodes dynamics under optical
feedback.

Performing the differentiation of the product on the left
side of Eq. (1), it can be deduced as follows:

EQ-TARGET;temp:intralink-;e004;326;522

dEðtÞ
dt

¼
�
jðωm − ωÞ þ 1

2

�
ΓG −

1

τp

��
× EðtÞ

þ κ̃Eðt − τextÞe−jωτext : (4)

In order to obtain the phase property through the rate
equations, the phase φðtÞ of the scaled, slowly varying com-
plex envelope of the electric filed EðtÞ is defined as follows:

EQ-TARGET;temp:intralink-;e005;326;426φðtÞ ¼ arctan

�
Im½EðtÞ�
Re½EðtÞ�

�
: (5)

Combining Eqs. (4) and (5), the phase can be expressed as
follows:

EQ-TARGET;temp:intralink-;e006;326;359

dφðtÞ
dt

¼ ðωm − ωÞ − κ̃

�
Sðt − τextÞ

SðtÞ
�1

2

× sin½ωτext þ φðtÞ − φðt − τextÞ�: (6)

Using the linewidth enhancement factor α, which is
defined as the ratio of change in the real part of the laser
refractive index to the change in the imaginary part of the
laser refractive index, Eq. (6) can be deduced as follows:

EQ-TARGET;temp:intralink-;e007;326;251

dφðtÞ
dt

¼ 1

2
α

�
ΓG −

1

τp

�
− κ̃

�
Sðt − τextÞ

SðtÞ
�1

2

× sin½ωτext þ φðtÞ − φðt − τextÞ�: (7)

The Lang–Kobayashi model is time-dependent and can be
used to describe the dynamic properties of active materials.
It is found to give a remarkably accurate modeling of both
the weak-level feedback phenomena and the high-level feed-
back chaos-related dynamics. Although it is deduced on the
basis of the performance on laser diodes, it predicts many
complex behaviors over short-time scales that have been
observed in practice. In contrast to the dynamic Lang–
Kobayashi model, there also exists another way of analyzing
the laser feedback effect, which employs the geometry of the
laser feedback cavity and effective reflectivity. Unlike the
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dynamic description obtained by adding the feedback effect
component in the rate equations as in the Lang–Kobayashi
model, the three-mirror model employs the static analysis
method. The three-mirror model is equivalent to the Lang–
Kobayashi model in analyzing the phenomena in the laser
feedback technology, but the analysis processes of the two
models focus on different aspects. de Groot26 proposed
the three-mirror model, which explains the feedback effect
in the aspect of the laser output intensity. The key point
in the three-mirror model is to treat the reflective target as
the third reflective mirror. This reflective mirror reflects
the laser back into the resonant cavity, equivalent to changing
the effective reflectivity of the laser output mirror, which
induces modulation of the optical field inside the laser cavity.
The schematic diagram is shown in Fig. 1.

Suppose the electric field inside the laser cavity is E1ðtÞ;
the electric field reflected by the laser cavity M2 is
E2ðtÞ ¼ E1ðtÞr2, whereas the electric field output of the
laser cavity is EextðtÞ ¼ E1ðtÞ

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
1 − r22

p
. The electric field

transmitting through the external feedback cavity and
back to the laser cavity can be expressed as27,28

EQ-TARGET;temp:intralink-;e008;63;372Eextðt − τextÞ ¼ E1ðt − τextÞ
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
1 − r22

q
× expð−j2πντextÞ × κ;

(8)

where ν is the laser frequency; since the external feedback
cavity round-trip time τext is in a small scale, approximation
can be done with E1ðt − τextÞ ≅ E1ðtÞ. The compound
reflected electric field can be expressed as

EQ-TARGET;temp:intralink-;e009;63;275

EeffðtÞ ¼ E1ðtÞr2 þ EextðtÞ
¼ E1ðtÞr2 þ E1ðtÞ

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
1 − r22

q
× expð−j2πντextÞ × κ

¼ E1ðtÞ½r2 þ ð1 − r22Þ × expð−j2πντextÞ × κ�
¼ E1ðtÞr2½1þ κext expð−jϕÞ�; (9)

where κext ¼ ð1 − r22Þκ∕r2 is the equivalent electric field
feedback coefficient and ϕ ¼ 2πντext is the phase shift
under the feedback effect. From Eq. (9), the equivalent
reflective index can be expressed as follows:

EQ-TARGET;temp:intralink-;e010;63;140reff ¼
Eeff

E1

¼ r2½1þ κext expð−jϕÞ�: (10)

In ordinary lasers, jr1j2 ¼ 1 and jr2j2 ≈ 1. The optical
field loss rate γc can be expressed as follows:

EQ-TARGET;temp:intralink-;e011;326;752γc ¼
c

2nL
ln

�
1

jr1j2jr2j2
�
≈

c
2nL

ð1 − jr2j2Þ: (11)

Under the laser feedback effect, the reflective index r2 can
be replaced by reff, such that the optical field loss rate with
laser feedback influence γeffc can be expressed as follows:

EQ-TARGET;temp:intralink-;e012;326;684γeffc ≈
c

2nL
ð1 − jreff j2Þ ≈ γc − 2γcκ expð−jϕÞ: (12)

The initial rate equations in the laser can be expressed as
EQ-TARGET;temp:intralink-;e013;326;634

dN
dt

¼ γðN0 − NÞ − BNjEj2;
dEðtÞ
dt

¼
�
jðωm − ωÞ þ 1

2
ðBN − γcÞ

�
EðtÞ; (13)

where N0 is the inversion particle number under a small
signal, γ is the inversion particle loss rate, and B is the
stimulated radiation coefficient. The rate equations under
the laser feedback effect can be expressed as follows:
EQ-TARGET;temp:intralink-;e014;326;519

dN
dt

¼ γðN0 −NÞ− BNjEj2;
dEðtÞ
dt

¼
�
1

2
ðBN − γcÞ þ jðωm − ωÞ

�
EðtÞ þ γcκ cosðϕÞEðtÞ:

(14)

Comparing Eqs. (13) and (14), it can be seen that, under
the effect of laser feedback, the intensity of the laser output
has been added with a modulation component, while the
phase ϕ can be defined as

EQ-TARGET;temp:intralink-;e015;326;388 tan ϕ ¼ κext sinð4πLext∕λÞ
1þ κext cosð4πLext∕λÞ

; (15)

where Lext is the external cavity length. With Eqs. (9) and
(15), by the approximation method, the intensity of the
laser output under the laser feedback effect can be expressed
as follows:

EQ-TARGET;temp:intralink-;e016;326;299I ¼ I0 − κext cos

�
4πLext

λ

�
: (16)

From Eq. (16), I0 is the laser intensity without the laser
feedback effect. Under the laser feedback effect, a cosinoidal
modulation is added in the intensity. Every half of the wave-
length change in the external cavity length corresponds to
one cycle in the intensity modulation. The three-mirror
model is especially appropriate for analyzing the intensity
modulation in the laser feedback field. Both the Lang–
Kobayashi model and the three-mirror model can explain
the feedback phenomena in various types of lasers, e.g.,
gas lasers, semiconductor diode lasers, solid-state lasers,
and VCSELs. Therefore, both models are effective tools
in the research of laser feedback interferometry.

2.2 Laser Feedback Effect with Frequency Shift and
Polarization Shift

In the above section, the effect of single-frequency and sin-
gle-polarization feedback is discussed in the two models.

Fig. 1 The schematic diagram of three-mirror model in the laser feed-
back system. (a) The standard three-mirror model. (b) The simplified
model of the compound cavity. M1, M2, mirrors of the resonant cavity;
M3, the equivalent reflective mirror of the target; Meff, the compound
reflective mirror of M2 and M3.
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However, to improve the performance of lasers under the
laser feedback effect and expand its applications, the feed-
back effects with different properties are discussed in this
section.

2.2.1 Frequency-shifted feedback

In the laser feedback system, frequency shift technology can
also be applied to improve the performance of the laser feed-
back interferometers. When the frequency shift modulator is
added inside the external feedback cavity of the laser, the
model of the frequency-shifted laser feedback system is
shown in Fig. 2. The frequency of the laser output is ν,
and the frequency shift of the modulator is Ω. Since the
light reinjected into the laser cavity transmits through the fre-
quency shifter twice, the feedback laser has the frequency
of υþ 2Ω.

Under the effect of the frequency-shifted feedback,
Eq. (8) can be rewritten as follows:

EQ-TARGET;temp:intralink-;e017;63;549Eextðt − τextÞ ¼ E1ðt − τextÞ
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
1 − r22

q
× exp½−j2πðνþ 2ΩÞτext� × κ: (17)

The rate equations under frequency-shifted feedback can
be expressed as follows:29

EQ-TARGET;temp:intralink-;e018;63;470

dN
dt

¼ γðN0 − NÞ − BNjEj2;
dEðtÞ
dt

¼
�
1

2
ðBN − γcÞ þ jðωm − ωÞ

�
EðtÞ

þ γcκ expðj2ΩÞ exp½−jðωþ 2πΩÞτext�EðtÞ: (18)

With Eqs. (17) and (18), the relative modulation of the
laser intensity is expressed as

EQ-TARGET;temp:intralink-;e019;63;361

ΔIð2ΩÞ
Is

¼ κGð2ΩÞ cosð2Ωt − ϕþ ϕsÞ; (19)

where ΔIð2ΩÞ is the modulation under the frequency-shifted
laser feedback effect, Is is the stable laser output intensity, ϕs

is the fixed additional phase, and Gð2ΩÞ is the gain factor. In
some types of lasers, such as solid-state lasers or semicon-
ductor lasers, there exists the relaxation oscillation phenome-
non. In these continuous-functioning lasers, the output light
is made up of spike pulses instead of smooth pulses.30 The
relaxation oscillation phenomenon is caused by the dynamic
interaction between the radiation inside the laser resonant
cavity and energy storage in the laser medium. If the relax-
ation oscillation frequency of the laser is υR, the gain factor

Gð2ΩÞ in the solid-state laser is a function of the oscillation
phenomenon frequency υR, which can be expressed as

EQ-TARGET;temp:intralink-;e020;326;730Gð2ΩÞ ¼ 2γc
½η2γ2 þ ð2ΩÞ2�12

fη2γ2ð2ΩÞ2 þ ½υ2R − ð2ΩÞ2�2g1
2

; (20)

where η is the pumping level. This gain factor is a unique
property in the frequency-shifted feedback systems. This
gain factor equals the amplification in the laser feedback
signal. From Eq. (20), when 2Ω equals υR, the gain factor
Gð2ΩÞ reaches its maximum value. Then, Eq. (20) can be
deduced as follows:

EQ-TARGET;temp:intralink-;e021;326;616Gð2ΩÞ ¼ 2γc
½η2γ2 þ ðνRÞ2�12
½η2γ2ðνRÞ2�12

¼ 2
γc
ηγ

·
½η2γ2 þ ðνRÞ2�12

νR
:

(21)

Since the relaxation oscillation frequency of the laser is
relatively large in amount, it can be seen that η2γ2 ≪ ν2R,½η2γ2 þ ðνRÞ2�12 ≅ νR, then Eq. (21) can be simplified as

EQ-TARGET;temp:intralink-;e022;326;522Gð2ΩÞ ≅ 2

η
ðγc∕γÞ: (22)

For the solid-state lasers, this maximum gain factor value
can reach to a scale as high as 106, indicating that the solid-
state laser frequency-shifted feedback system has ultrahigh
sensitivity for the feedback light. Once the proper shift fre-
quency is set, the feedback light can be greatly amplified,
which makes the solid-state laser frequency-shifted feedback
system extremely appropriate for weak signal detection.

2.2.2 Polarization-shifted feedback

By adding a birefringence component into the laser feedback
cavity, the polarization states of the feedback light can be
shifted and the laser output intensities in the two orthogonal
directions with the phase difference can be modulated.31–34

The birefringence components are usually in the form of
wave plates or quartz crystals. When the birefringence
component is put into the external cavity, the original exter-
nal cavity forms two different physical external cavities.
Supposing the two axes in the laser are x and y, the birefrin-
gence axes in the birefringent component are in the same
directions. Also suppose the amplitude reflection coefficients
of both laser cavity mirrors are r1 and r2; the transmission
coefficient of the laser is T ¼ 1 − r22; r3 is the reflection coef-
ficient of the feedback mirror; l is the length of the external
cavity; and in the corresponding axes, the external cavity
lengths are lo and le, d is the length of laser cavity, n is
the refractive index of the laser material, and ξ is the feed-
back coefficient. Then, the gain of the laser in the x and y
axes is as follows:

EQ-TARGET;temp:intralink-;e023;326;166

�
gx ¼ − 1

nd

	
lnðr1r2Þ þ β

2
cos φ



;

gy ¼ − 1
nd

	
lnðr1r2Þ þ β

2
cosðφþ 2δÞ
; (23)

where β ¼ Tr3ξ∕r2 and φ ¼ 4πυlo∕c, δ is the phase differ-
ence of the birefringence component. Under the effect of the
polarization-shifted feedback, the laser intensities in two
orthogonal axes can be expressed as

Fig. 2 The model of the frequency-shifted laser feedback system. ν,
the frequency of the laser output; Ω, the frequency shift of the
modulator.
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EQ-TARGET;temp:intralink-;e024;63;752

�
Ix ¼ I0x

	
1þ βK

2nd cos φ



Iy ¼ I0y
	
1þ βK

2nd cosðφþ 2δÞ
 ; (24)

where I0 is the initial intensity without feedback and K is
the constant. From Eq. (24), the intensities have a phase dif-
ference that is twice the phase difference of the birefringence
component. As a result, the polarization-shifted feedback
effect can be utilized to measure the birefringence, optic
axis azimuth,35 or displacement.36

The above models and analyses give theoretical explan-
ations of the corresponding relationship between the external
feedback cavity and the variations in the parameters inside
the laser cavity. By applying this correspondence relation-
ship, various kinds of applications can be fulfilled with
laser feedback interferometry. Below are some typical appli-
cations of the laser feedback effect. In order to simplify the
interferometer structure and reduce the cost, the laser sources
in these self-mixing laser interferometers are mostly com-
mercial semiconductor lasers with photodetectors sealed
inside. In some special occasions, the lasers are solid-state
lasers, gas lasers, or other lasers. In fields needing precision
measurement, the stability of the laser frequency is required,
since the cycles of the laser feedback signals are directly
traced back to the laser wavelength. Instabilities in laser
power and frequency will bring errors in the measurement
results. Therefore, the laser stability and robustness are
required for laser feedback interferometers.

3 Laser Feedback Technology Applications in
Metrology

Metrology is the science of measurement, embracing both
experimental and theoretical determinations at any level of
uncertainty in any field of science and technology. As the
basic research in the measurement field, precise measure-
ment is significant and can be applied in a large variety
of fields. On the basis of the theoretical analyses above,
six typical aspects of laser feedback effect applications in
metrology are described in the following sections.

3.1 Displacement Measurement

In the fields of metrology, the precise measurement of dis-
placement has always been a research focus. Since the
displacement measurement is widely applied in various
industrial situations and scientific research, noncontact mea-
surements are in strong demand. Compared with traditional
laser interferometers, the laser feedback interferometer has
great potential because it does not need a retroreflector
and can be applied to a nonmatching target with a diffuse
or rough surface. In the above analyses of laser feedback
theory, according to Eq. (16), every change of half the wave-
length in the length of the external cavity corresponds to a
cycle in the laser intensity modulation. The congruent rela-
tionship makes it easy to measure displacement by counting
the total cycles of modulation.

With the rapid development of displacement measure-
ment based on laser feedback technology, various methods
emerge, such as fringe counting technology with its simple
structure and high sensitivity.37 The method makes use of
fringe counting technology since half of the wavelength dis-
tance change in the external cavity corresponds to a cycle
of intensity modulation in the laser feedback effect. The

directions of dips in the sawtooth-shaped feedback wave-
forms indicate the direction of the displacement. The method
is capable of measuring displacement in half of the wave-
length scale on a substantial distance up to 1 m without
any optical adjustment aside from the initial pointing on
the target.

A research focus of laser feedback technology applied in
the displacement measurement field is the heterodyne micro-
chip solid-state laser employing external frequency-shifted
feedback.38,39 As mentioned above, the relaxation oscillation
phenomenon in solid-state lasers causes a highly sensitive
response as large as 106 to the frequency-shifted laser feed-
back. The schematic diagram is shown in Fig. 3.

As shown in Fig. 3, the microchip laser is a laser diode
pumped Nd:YAG or Nd∶YVO4 laser and is frequency sta-
bilized by precise control of the temperature.40 The feedback
levels are studied and ensured for the performance of the
interferometers. The acousto-optic modulators are used to
produce the shift in the frequency of the laser reinjected
back into the laser cavity. Since the working frequency of
the acousto-optic modulator is usually high, two acousto-
optic modulators are employed, and the frequency difference
between them is used as the feedback frequency shift.
Suppose the working frequency of the AOM1 and AOM2

is Ω1 and Ω2, respectively, Ω is the difference between
Ω1 and Ω2. The schematic diagram of the optical path is
shown in Fig. 4.

Due to the frequency shift characteristics of the acousto-
optic modulators, the laser reflected by the target can obtain a
frequency shift of 2Ω in the measurement signal, while the
laser reflected by the reference mirror can obtain a frequency

Fig. 3 Schematic configuration of the frequency-shifted laser feed-
back interferometer. LD, laser diode; GL, grin lens; ML, microchip
laser; BS, beam splitter; D, detector; AOMs, acousto-optic modula-
tors; L, lens; MR, reference mirror; T, target.

Fig. 4 Schematic diagram of the optical path in the frequency-shifted
feedback interferometer. ML, microchip laser; BS, beam splitter; PD,
photodetector; AOM, acousto-optic modulators; L, lens; MR, reference
mirror; T, target.
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shift of Ω acting as the reference signal. The analyses are as
follows: The optical path of the reference beam is shown in
hollow arrows while the measurement beam is in solid
arrows. If the frequency of the initial light emitted is υ, the
reference beam passes the acousto-optic modulators AOM1

and AOM2 without diffraction, which means the frequency
remains υ. The measurement beam passes through AOM1

and is diffracted at −1 order, which means the frequency is
υ − Ω1; then it passes through AOM2 and is diffracted at þ1
order such that the frequency now is υ − Ω1 þ Ω2 ¼ υþΩ.
The reference beam is focused by lens L and reflected back
to the acousto-optic modulators, and then it is diffracted at
þ1 order in AOM2 and at −1 order in AOM1, while the
measurement beam is reflected at the target surface and is
diffracted again at þ1 order in AOM2 and at −1 order in
AOM1. As a result, the feedback reference beam has the
frequency of υ − Ω1 þ Ω2 ¼ υþΩ, whereas the feedback
measurement beam has the frequency of υ − Ω1 þ Ω2 þ
Ω2 − Ω1 ¼ υþ 2Ω. The displacement information in both
the measurement signal and reference signal is demodulated,
and the displacement detected in the reference signal is used
for compensation. Therefore, the frequency-shifted laser
feedback interferometer can achieve high resolution and
accurate displacement measurement with little zero drift.
The resolution of the frequency-shifted laser feedback inter-
ferometer is 1 nm by phase discrimination method, and the
zero drift within 3 min is less than 8 nm.39 The performance
of the laser feedback frequency shift interferometer is cali-
brated, compared with the commercial dual-frequency laser
interferometer Agilent 5529A. The correlation coefficient of
the linear fit differs from 1 by 6 × 10−4, and the residual error
is <1.5 μm.

The method has relatively high resolution and sensitivity
due to the frequency-shifted feedback characteristics in
solid-state lasers, as analyzed in Sec. 2. Therefore, the fre-
quency-shifted laser feedback increases the sensitivity in the
laser feedback interferometer, making it especially appropri-
ate for measuring objects with rough and black surfaces or
irregular shapes. The sensitivity is improved at the cost of a
more complicated structure and increased expense. However,
the measurement range is limited to about 1 m since the
measurement process needs a proper feedback level,39 and
the method for determining the direction of displacement
is difficult and complex to realize. Due to the fact that the
common part of the measuring optical path and the referring
optical path is limited, with the increasing measurement
range, the accuracy will be affected. Another method is a
laser feedback interferometer based on the phase difference
of orthogonally polarized lights in the external birefringence
cavity.41,42 The method determines the direction of the
displacement easily by the sequences of two orthogonally
polarized lights. The measuring range is large, and the meas-
urement is not limited by the feedback level. The schematic
diagram is shown in Fig. 5. The laser applied is a laser diode
pumped Nd∶YVO4 laser.

The theory of this method is as follows: when linearly
polarized light passes through the birefringent external cavity
and then is reflected back into the laser resonator by an exter-
nal object, a phase difference is generated between the laser
sinusoidal modulated intensities in the two orthogonal direc-
tions. The birefringence in the external cavity is produced by
the wave plate, the phase retardation of which is 45 deg.

A phase difference of 90 deg is induced between the two
orthogonally polarized components. By applying fringe
counting technology and fourfold subdivision, displacement
can be easily calculated with high precision. The linearity of
this system is 2.57 × 10−5 over a 7-mm range, and the stan-
dard deviation is 0.34 μm. The resolution is 53.2 nm and
can be further improved by applying multifold subdivision
methods adopted in the grating encoders.

In addition to the three methods mentioned above, there
also exist various other methods for displacement measure-
ment applying laser feedback technology. Guo et al.43

reported a method based on the laser feedback grating inter-
ferometer, which applies a double-diffraction system. The
operating frequency is 100 MHz, and the error is <2.9 nm.
Bernal et al.44 proposed a robust fringe detection method
based on biwavelet transform. Wavelet transform is applied,
and it enables the measurement of arbitrarily shaped dis-
placements based on the pattern recognition capability.
Donati et al.45 reported a method for simultaneous measure-
ment of displacement and tilt and yaw angles of the target,
taking advantage of two orthogonal modulations of the
beam. Zeng et al.46 proposed laser feedback interferometer
based on high-density cosine-like intensity fringes with
phase quasi quadrature; the system has a resolution of
0.51 nm in 850 μm and the displacement measurement accu-
racy was 5 nm.47 Jha et al.48 presented a method making effi-
cient use of direct laser injection current modulation to
induce continuous wave frequency modulation and nonlinear
dynamics effects in a laser diode subjected to optical feed-
back to measure nanometric amplitude displacements. The
error is 2.4 nm. Chen et al.49 proposed synthetic-wavelength
self-mixing interferometry for displacement measurement.
The virtual synthetic wavelength is 106 times larger than
the operating wavelength, so the subnanometer displacement
can be obtained.

3.2 Vibration Measurement

When the displacement to be measured is less than half the
wavelength in the amplitude with a relatively high frequency
range, the fringe counting method is not appropriate and not
accurate enough. In the case of vibration, the amplitude is
relatively small and the frequency is high, which requires
different techniques from displacement measurement.

Fig. 5 Schematic diagram of laser feedback interferometer based
on phase difference of orthogonally polarized lights in external bire-
fringence cavity. LD, laser diode; GL, grin lens; ML, microchip laser;
NPBS, nonpolarizing beam splitter; ATT, attenuation plate; WP, wave
plate; ME, feedback mirror; W, Wollaston prism; D1, D2, detectors.
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Signal processing proposed by Tao et al.50 synthesizing
wavelet transform and Hilbert transform is employed to
measure uniform or nonuniform vibrations in the laser feed-
back interferometer based on a semiconductor laser diode
with quantum well. Background noise and fringe inclina-
tion are solved by the decomposing effect, fringe counting
is adopted to automatically determine the decomposing
level, and a couple of exact quadrature signals are produced
by Hilbert transform to extract vibration. The continuous
wavelet transform is applied to weaken the inclination of
the fringe. From the results, it can be seen that the recon-
structed phase curve is in high accordance with the assump-
tive phase curve, indicating that this method has excellent
performance in vibration measurement. This method has
the following advantages. First, the frequency or phase
modulation is deleted from the system, so the bandwidth
limitation from modulation is removed; the size and cost
both decrease sharply. Second, the feedback level is not
limited, making it more applicable in general environ-
ments. Third, the high computational efficiency provides
potential in real-time monitoring, and noise is greatly
restrained.

When self-mixing interferometry occurs in an asymmet-
rical cavity, the light and the vibration target are not strictly
vertical. The light will experience multiple reflections
between the vibration target and the laser. In such cases,
the number of interference fringes doubles or even increases
by three or four times. This phenomenon is called multiple
self-mixing interferometry.51 Jiang et al.52 proposed a
demodulation algorithm based on the power spectral analysis
for multiple self-mixing interferometry. Its precision can
reach as high as λ∕47.6, and the absolute error of amplitude
is ∼0.075 μm. Magnani et al.53 presented a method on diode
lasers including an electronic feedback loop for increasing
the measurement resolution. This system is able to measure
vibrations up to 110 mm peak-to-peak at a distance of 1 m,
with bandwidth between 5 Hz and 15 kHz and resolution of
about 60 nm. Wu et al.54 constructed a single-channel laser
feedback interferometer that measures the magnitude of the
vibration and the angle of the position at the same time. The
curve of the peak frequency versus the vibration amplitude
follows the linear distribution, whereas the curve of the dif-
ference between the peak power versus the angle follows a
Gaussian distribution. Lukashkin et al.55 measured basilar
membrane vibrations by laser feedback interferometer with-
out opening the cochlea. Giuliani et al.56 demonstrated a
laser vibrometer based on the self-mixing interferometric
effect in a laser diode. The system has features such as better
than 100 pmHz−1∕2 noise equivalent vibration, 180 μm
peak-to-peak maximum measurable vibration, larger than
100-dB dynamic range, 70-kHz bandwidth, and successful
operation on most rough surfaces. Huang et al.57 proposed
a vibration system extreme points model based on the laser
feedback effect; the piezoelectric coefficient of a piezoelec-
tric transducer in which d33 is 0.66034 nm∕V was obtained.
Chen et al.58 investigated a simple damping microvibration
measuring method that can accurately obtain the damping
factor. The damping factor is solved by recording the period
and counting the fringe number of the self-mixing signal.
The damping factor of 0.0483 s−1 with a standard deviation
of 0.0013 and the coefficient of variation of 2.69% were
experimentally achieved.

3.3 Distance Measurement

Distance measurement with optical methods is widely used.
However, the traditional methods have a distance measure-
ment range limited by the power of the laser, and the accu-
racy is hard to ensure. Due to the high sensitivity in laser
feedback interferometry and its simplicity in structure,
which causes less loss to laser power, laser feedback inter-
ferometry is applied in the field of distance measurement.
Shinohara et al.59 put forward the method of distance
measurement using a self-mixing laser diode. The interfer-
ometer measures the averaged mode hop time interval of suc-
cessive external mode hops by the backscattered light from a
target. The interferometer has precision of �15% in the
wide range of 0.2 to 1 m. Since then, the laser feedback
effect in diode lasers has been widely utilized for distance
measurement.

Laser feedback interferometers based on laser diodes have
a feature that a small variation in the laser driving current will
produce an approximately linear variation in the laser oper-
ating frequency.60 By utilizing this feature, a periodic modu-
lation in the driving current will lead to frequency sweeping
in the output of laser diodes. With the method of injected
current reshaping in a laser self-mixing interferometer based
on VCSEL proposed by Kou et al.,61 a precise distance meas-
urement can be achieved. A decrease in wavelength has a
similar effect as a scattering object moving away from the
laser source, whereas an increase in wavelength mimics
an object moving toward the source. A sawtooth-shaped tun-
ing current is utilized to drive the VCSEL to demonstrate the
change of the beat frequency. The relationship between the
laser wavelength and the frequency versus the injected cur-
rent is researched. Each value of the divided frequency is
used to deduce backward to the corresponding injected
current, which eliminates the nonlinearity. Therefore, the
injected current is reshaped. The reshaped injected current
technique is effective for reducing the nonlinearity in current
tuning, and the resolution of the distance measurement is
improved to be 20 μm in the range from 2.4 to 20.4 cm.

Moench et al.,62 Michalzik,63 and Gouaux et al.64 also
applied the VCSEL laser feedback interferometer based
on the modulation of the working current. Guo et al.65 pro-
posed a method based on a double-modulation technique on
a laser diode for absolute distance measurement. The inten-
sity of the laser and the amplitude of phase are both modu-
lated to raise the resolution. The absolute distance has
been measured with a resolution of �0.3 mm over the range
of 277 to 477 mm.

3.4 Velocity Measurement

Velocity measurement is another important field in metrol-
ogy. Velocity is usually measured by the laser Doppler
velocimeter employing the Doppler effect. Since 1968, when
Rudd66 applied the laser feedback effect in velocity measure-
ment, laser feedback velocimeters have been the research
foci.67,68 The signal curve of the velocimeter is in sawtooth
shape and the discrimination of the movement directions is
researched.69,70 In the laser feedback field, the laser feedback
Doppler velocimeter is a type of compact and high cost-
effective Doppler velocimeter with high precision.

One of the most attractive velocimeters uses the three
perpendicular beams fiber irradiation scheme. Initially,
Mikami and Fujikawa71 proposed a two-beam irradiation
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scheme. In the two-beam irradiation structure, the two beams
are irradiated at one spot on the target. The offset angle
between the two beams is set to be Δθ. In this configuration,
the interference takes place and the Doppler shift frequencies
can be obtained by the spectrum analyzer. Then, the velocity
of the target V can be expressed as follows:

EQ-TARGET;temp:intralink-;e025;63;686V ¼ λ

2 sin Δθ

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
f21 þ f22 − 2f1f2 cos Δθ

q
: (25)

It can be seen that the velocity of the target can be
obtained only with prior knowledge of the offset Δθ.
However, the two-beam scheme demands that the velocity
vector of the target is on the same plane with two irradiation
beams. To solve the issue in the two-beam velocimeter, the
three-beam scheme is proposed. The beam from a laser diode
having a single longitudinal mode is divided into three
beams by the fiber couplers. The three irradiation beams
of the sensor head are set perpendicular to one another.
Therefore, each beam direction is considered the axis of
the orthogonal coordinate system. The configuration and
experimental setup are shown in Fig. 6. By this method,
the measurement of arbitrary velocity can be fulfilled.

Scalise et al.72 developed a new model and a suitable
processing algorithm for the analysis of the signal in the
case of relevant speckle effects. Bosch et al.73 employed mul-
timode VCSELs for velocity measurements, which can be of
great interest due to its low price, high stability, and low
threshold. In the applications of the laser feedback velocim-
eters, the scattering of the laser emission from a rough sur-
face will lead to a speckle effect that models the Doppler
signal, causing broadening of the signal spectrum and adding
uncertainty to the velocity measurement. To eliminate this
uncertainty induced by the speckle effect, various research
has been done and different methods, such as analytic equa-
tion prediction74 and fractal analysis with box-counting,75 are
employed. Huang et al.76 studied the results of the speckle
self-mixing velocimeter concerning the angles of incidence.
The relative error drops dramatically with the incident angle
increasing from 5 to 30 deg. Özdemir et al.77 proposed the
autocorrelation data processing method for speckle self-
mixing velocimeter; effects of various parameters have been
analyzed and the system has been optimized with fewer
measurement errors. The linear relation between the recipro-
cal of the autocorrelation time of the speckle signal obtained
and the velocity of the target has been analyzed.78 By

employing another laser diode, simultaneous measurement
of velocity and length of moving targets with homogeneous
rough plane surfaces can be realized.79 Shinohara et al.80

have also applied the speckle effect of the self-mixing inter-
ferometer for surface classification, making the method in-
expensive and highly sensitive.

In addition to the measurement of the velocities in solid
targets, the velocity of flowing liquid can also be measured
by applying a laser diode self-mixing technique.81 Compared
with the traditional method using microparticle imaging
velocimetry, which has disadvantages such as being com-
plex, time-consuming, and bulky, laser feedback interferom-
etry has a simpler structure and faster response in flow
measurement. Fluid velocity measurements of water seeded
with titanium dioxide have been performed using a diode to
measure the effect of the seeding particle concentration and
the pump speed of the flow. The laser light was focused at the
center of the fluid discharging from the nozzle. The mea-
sured velocity linearly increases with the pump speed as
expected. The system has demonstrated accuracy better
than 10% for liquid flow velocities up to 1.5 m∕swith a con-
centration of scattering particles in the range of 0.8% to
0.03%. By using different types of seeders, higher velocity
measurement can be realized. Campagnolo et al.82 reported
the work of flow profile measurement in microchannels
applying a VCSEL laser feedback interferometer. In this
work, the measurement of local velocity in fluids with spatial
resolution in the micrometer range is achieved by minimiz-
ing the laser spot size with the diameter being 32.26 μm.
Ramírez-Miquet et al.83 utilized a blue–violet laser diode
with a wavelength of 405 nm, which is capable of measur-
ing very slow velocities. The system is found to be a
good representation of the liquid–liquid two-phase sys-
tem’s hydrodynamics.

With the growing need for accurate diagnosis and disease
prevention in biology and the medical fields, precise meas-
urement of blood flow in vessels and tissues is attracting
greater research attention. The invasive measurement of
skin, capillary, or cutaneous blood flow is considered to
be significant and can be used for the assessment of vaso-
pasm, ischemia, wound and ulcer healing, skin diseases,
therapeutic trials, and various pathological conditions.84 A
very active research focus in this field is laser feedback inter-
ferometry. Since de Mul et al.,85 Slot et al.,86 and Mito et al.87

first utilized the self-mixing Doppler phenomenon for blood

Fig. 6 Configuration and experimental setup of the three-beam self-mixing velocimeter. f , frequency of
the beam; V , velocity of the target.
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flow measurements, multiple studies have been done on this
subject. Shinohara et al.88,89 utilized the self-mixing speckle
signal of backscattered light from the red blood cells and the
speckle autocorrelation method to realize blood flow meas-
urement. The experimental setup is shown in Fig. 7. The
system has the capability of measuring blood flow at speeds
from 30 to 125 mm∕s. Norgia et al.90 applied the fast Fourier
transformation method and logarithm-weighted mean to
optimize the linearity of the system. The accuracy was better
than 0.1 L∕min in the large range of 0 to 6 L∕min of clinical
interest. Figueiras et al.91 applied the laser self-mixing
velocimeter as a microprobe for monitoring microvascular
perfusion in rat brain. The mean detection depth was
0.15 mm, and the size of the probe was as small as 785 nm.
The authors also introduced three signal processing methods,
including the counting method, autocorrelation method and
power spectrum method, which supplied efficient methods
for data processing.

In addition, Zhao et al.92 presented a method of velocity
measurement using a self-mixing velocimeter with an
orthogonal beam incident system, which enables velocity
measurement without knowing the incident angle informa-
tion. The fiber ring laser acts as a stable and narrow-width
laser light source, which could enhance the stability and the
signal-to-noise ratio of the self-mixing fiber ring laser veloc-
imeter. The relative error rates of this velocimeter system are
up to 1.258%.

3.5 Angle Measurement

The noncontact precise measurement of angles is strongly
needed in industrial and research situations. The traditional
methods, such as autocollimator or laser interferometers,
usually need a reflective mirror, which limits the application.
Since the laser feedback effect has high sensitivity, it can be
applied in adjusting the remote mirror or angle measure-
ment.93 One solution to precise angle measurement proposed
by Zhang et al.94 is the parallel multiplex laser feedback
interferometer. The system setup is similar to Fig. 3; how-
ever, the laser in the parallel multiplex laser feedback inter-
ferometer is produced by two parallel laser diodes pumping

one microchip. The system also applies frequency-shifted
feedback interferometry. From the configuration, it can be
seen that the laser emits two parallel beams at different
positions on the same target. The displacements of these
positions are measured at the same time. Therefore, the dis-
placement difference reflects the angle variation of the target.
This scheme does not generate any signal crosstalk for
several reasons. First, only when the laser beams go back
exactly along the same path injecting to the target can the
frequency of the beam be shifted by 2Ω and demodulated
by the heterodyne phase measurement, which effectively
restrains the external noise. Second, although the two beams
are generated in the same microchip, the frequencies of the
beams are different from each other. Thus, there is no cross
interference. The beat frequency of the two beams can be
filtered. Third, the two optical paths are very close, so the
displacement difference, which is the subtraction of the
two measured displacements, can eliminate the environmen-
tal disturbance and thus accurately reflect the angle variation.
The measurement results are compared with the laser
interferometer Agilent 5529A. The parallel multiplex laser
feedback interferometer exhibits good stability with the
maximum nonlinear error of 8′′ in the range of 1400′′.

Another method for angle measurement is applying the
external-cavity birefringence feedback effects of a microchip
laser proposed by Ren et al.95 The wave plate inside
the external feedback cavity has the role of producing the
external-cavity birefringence feedback. The cross-section
of the refractive index ellipsoid of the wave plate is an
ellipse. It can be seen that, based on the external birefrin-
gence feedback, the information of the roll angle in the
birefringence element placed inside the external cavity can
be transferred into the phase difference between the two
orthogonally polarized beams. Giuliani et al.96 proposed a
technique to measure the angle of a remote flat surface with
respect to the propagation direction of the laser beam, based
on injection detection in a laser diode. The technique enables
the measurement of angles with a sensitivity of 5 × 10−7 rad.
Zhong et al.97 presented a signal defining method that places
the refractive mirror on the surface of the object for meas-
uring a small angle. The rotation angles are measured with
an accuracy of 10−6 rad. The angle measurement range is
approximately −0.0007 to þ0.0007 rad. As mentioned
above in Ref. 53, the simultaneous measurement of vibration
and the angle of the position of the target relative to the inci-
dent beam can be realized. The rotation angle over a range of
0.075 deg can be measured, with the error <11.7%. Tan
and Zhang98 also proposed a system including two orthogo-
nally linearly polarized modes produced by a tunable fre-
quency difference that exists in microchip lasers with two
quarter-wave plates in the laser inner cavity. The frequency
difference relates to the orientation of one quarter-wave
plate. The sensitivity can be as high as 0.3 arc sec, which
is 1.6 × 10−6 rad.

3.6 Thickness Measurement

Precise measurement of the thickness of optical elements
plays a significant role in optical industrial applications.
However, there is a lack of effective testing methods other
than contacting methods, which have low accuracy and
cause damage to the optical elements. The laser feedback
effect has been applied in thickness measurement by Fathi

Fig. 7 Experimental setup of laser self-mixing velocimeter for flow
measurement. D, detector; LD, laser diode.
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and Donati99 Considering the high sensitivity of frequency
shift feedback, the frequency-shifted laser feedback inter-
ferometer has been used for thickness measurement.100

The configuration is shown in Fig. 8.
By rotating the sample inserted into the external feedback

cavity, the optical path difference induced can be measured
by the laser feedback interferometer. The optical path change
in the rotating sample can be derived as

EQ-TARGET;temp:intralink-;e026;63;469ΔL ¼ ðΔφm − ΔφrÞ
λ

2π

¼ d
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where ΔL denotes the optical path change induced by the
rotation of the sample, λ is the laser wavelength, d is the
thickness of the sample, n is the refractive index of the sam-
ple, n0 is the refractive index of the air, and θ1 and θ2 are the
angles between the laser beam and the normal direction of
the sample surface before and after the rotation. By measur-
ing θ2 and ΔL at multiple angles, the overdetermined equa-
tion can be solved and the thickness of the sample can be
obtained together with the refractive index. Through the
experiments, the measurement uncertainty of the thickness
is better than 0.0006 mm. However, in measuring the thick-
ness, this method requires the sample to be flat and parallel.
The parallelism is better than 2″ in the reference. Due to the
fact that the sample needs to be rotated, if the sample is not
parallel or flat, after the rotation, the thickness d in Eq. (26) is
hard to maintain, which causes a large error in measurement.
Also, the measurement procedure needs to be combined with
the rotation of the sample at high precision angles. Another
method proposed by Tan et al.101,102 combining the confocal
effect and frequency shift feedback, which is noncontact,
nondestruction, and highly sensitive, can be applied in meas-
urement not only of the thickness but also between the air
gap. The schematic setup of the system is shown in Fig. 9.

The laser is separated into two beams by the beam splitter.
The measuring light selected is expanded and collimated via
the beam expander. The annular pupil is inserted into the path
before the objective lens to create the annual beam. There
exists a conjugation relationship between the focus point of
the objective lens and the laser beam waist. The light inten-
sity modulation under the confocal effect is expressed as

EQ-TARGET;temp:intralink-;e027;326;595IðuÞ ¼
���� sin½ð1 − ε2Þu∕2�

ð1 − ε2Þu∕2
����2; u ¼ 8π

λ
z sin2ðα∕2Þ; (27)

where z is the defocus distance, α is the numerical aperture
angle of the object lens, and ε is the ratio of the inner and
outer diameters caused by the annular pupil. The intensity
modulation in the frequency-shifted confocal feedback can
be derived as follows:
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The simulation and experimental results are shown in the
Figs. 10(a) and 10(b).

The lens thickness and the air gap between the lenses are
measured in the experiments. The system has an uncertainty
of axial positioning better than 0.0005 mm, and the accuracy
is on the order of microns. The system has the potential to be
implemented for the measurement of lenses coated with mul-
tilayer films.

Above are six typical aspects of applications of laser
feedback interferometry in the fields of metrology; although
there exist many other applications in metrology, the most
common methods are explained in detail and provide an
introduction for the metrological application.

4 Laser Feedback Technology Applications in
Laser Parameters Measurement

It has been known that laser feedback interferometers have
the capability to detect changes in the external feedback cav-
ity and information in the target. However, it can be seen
during research on the laser feedback effect that the laser
feedback waveforms are closely related to the parameters
of the lasers. Therefore, the measurement of laser parameters
by the laser feedback effect is studied deeply. The laser line-
width, linewidth enhancement factor, and laser polarization
cross-saturation coefficient of semiconductor and solid-state
lasers are important parameters in laser technology. Precise
measurements of these parameters provide significant guid-
ance in laser application fields.

4.1 Laser Linewidth Measurement

In the laser feedback field, the laser feedback signal wave-
forms in the laser diodes are related to the physical param-
eters of the laser sources. The linewidth can be evaluated
from the phase noise in the feedback waveforms. The

Fig. 8 Configuration of frequency shift feedback thickness measure-
ment system. LD, laser diode; GL, grin lens; ML, microchip laser; BS,
beam splitter; D, detector; AOM, acousto-optic modulators; L, lens;
MR, reference mirror; S, sample; ME, optical wedge as the measure-
ment mirror.

Fig. 9 Schematic diagram of the laser frequency shifted confocal
system. LD, laser diode; GL, grin lens; ML, microchip laser; BS, beam
splitter; D, detector; AOM, acousto-optic modulators; BE, beam
expander; AP, annular pupil; Obj, objective lens.
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sawtooth shape of self-mixing interferometry is the key point
for the accurate measurement of the phase noise, which can
be applied for linewidth measurement.103 The method has
advantages such as simplicity, self-alignment, and no need
for frequency measurement. When the feedback level is
set at a certain value, the laser feedback waveform can be
modulated in a sawtooth shape when the measured target
has movement driven by a sinusoidal wave.

When the light is reinjected into the laser cavity, phase
noise will be generated by the fluctuation of the laser fre-
quency and by the target distance fluctuation. Suppose the
frequency of the laser diode is ν ¼ ν0 þ Δν, where Δν is
the fluctuation of the frequency, and the distance of the target
is D ¼ D0 þ ΔDþDðtÞ, where DðtÞ is the sinusoidal dis-
placement and ΔD is the fluctuation of the distance. Then,
the phase noise can be derived as follows:
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When the phase noise is measured as a function of the
target distance, with the condition that ν2ohΔD2i≪D2

ohΔν2i,
a linear dependence of the phase noise can be set as follows:
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From the slope in the linear function, the linewidth of
the laser diode can be easily determined by the method of
laser feedback effect.

4.2 Linewidth Enhancement Factor Measurement

The linewidth enhancement factor α is a fundamental param-
eter in semiconductor lasers.104 Semiconductor lasers exhibit
a strong variation of refractive index and gain when the
injected carrier density is changed. It is a comprehensive
parameter of the laser linewidth, the chirp, the injection
lock range, and the response of the laser feedback.105 The
linewidth enhancement factor determines the dynamics of
semiconductor lasers since it accounts for the coupling

between amplitudes and phases of the laser. The linewidth
enhancement factor α can be expressed as106

EQ-TARGET;temp:intralink-;e031;326;483α ¼ −
∂x 0∕∂N
∂x 0 0∕∂N

¼ −
4π

λ
·
∂η∕∂N
∂g∕∂N

; (31)

where x 0 and x 0 0 are the real and imaginary parts of the sus-
ceptibility of the laser active medium,N is the carrier density,
η is the refractive index, and g is the optical gain. As a result,
the linewidth enhancement factor α is responsible for the
linewidth enhancement and affects the modulation response,
frequency chirping, injection locking ranges, and stability of
lasers with external optical feedback. Therefore, precise
measurement of the linewidth enhancement factor α is of
great significance in the fields of semiconductor lasers and
self-mixing interferometers based on semiconductor lasers.
One of the techniques to estimate the linewidth enhancement
factor α is the genetic algorithm approach proposed by Wei
et al.107 With the Lang–Kobayashi model, the gain of the
laser under the feedback effect can be seen as the function
of the laser phase, the backreflected laser phase, and the laser
linewidth enhancement factor. Suppose the target is having
a simple vibration LðtÞ ¼ L0 þ ΔL cosð2πftþ θ0Þ, then the
value of the feedback signal can be expressed as

EQ-TARGET;temp:intralink-;e032;326;241GðtÞ ¼ cos

�
φ0 þ Δφ cosð2πftþ θ0Þ
−C sinfϕF½τðtÞ� þ arctanðαÞg

�
; (32)

where φ0 and Δφ are the phases of the backreflected light,
ϕF is the laser phase under the feedback effect, and C is the
feedback level. The unknown four parameters are φ0, Δφ, C,
and α. The minimization of the cost function can be
expressed as

EQ-TARGET;temp:intralink-;e033;326;141Fðcφ0; cΔφ; Ĉ; α̂Þ ¼ 1

N

XN
i¼1

½Gi − Ĝiðcφ0; cΔφ; Ĉ; α̂Þ�2; (33)

where Gi is the measured signal value and cGi is the theoreti-
cal calculated value. By the genetic algorithm approach,

Fig. 10 Results of laser frequency-shifted confocal feedback system. (a) Simulation results and
(b) measured results.
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the parameter of semiconductor lasers can be determined.
von Staden et al.108 reported the method for linewidth
enhancement factor measurement in QCLs. The method
applies the time interval detected in the feedback signal
curve. Yu et al.109 proposed the automatic method using
the self-mixing signal under weak optical feedback. The
method does not need to foreknow the exact movement of
the target, and it has robustness and noise immunization,
with a standard deviation <4.58%.

In addition, Szwaj et al.110 proposed the method based on
variations of the laser relaxation frequency when the laser is
subjected to an optical feedback. This method consists of
measuring the phase shift between the variation of the relax-
ation frequency and the variation of the output intensity
when the laser is subjected to a modulated round-trip time
feedback. In the case of large feedback, the effect of α is
directly observable on the laser average intensity.

The linewidth enhancement factor α can characterize the
response of lasers to external feedback; as a result, the pre-
cise measurement of α is crucial in determining the perfor-
mance of lasers under the laser feedback effect.

4.3 Laser Polarization Cross Saturation Coefficient
Measurement

In the research of orthogonally polarized light feedback,
unlike the single polarization feedback, the initial gain of
the laser can be divided into two parts corresponding to
the intrinsic orthogonal polarization direction of the laser.
These two parts of the gain can be connected by the cross-
saturation coefficient β and the rate equations of orthogo-
nally polarized lights.111 The rate equations are divided
as the vertical polarization eigenstate system ðN⊥; I⊥Þ and
the parallel polarization eigenstate system ðNk; IkÞ. The
rate equations coupled by the two orthogonal polarizations
in the laser can be expressed as112

EQ-TARGET;temp:intralink-;e034;63;362

8>>>>><>>>>>:

dN⊥
dt ¼ γ1½w − ð1þ I⊥ þ βIkÞN⊥�
dNk
dt ¼ γ1½w − ð1þ Ik þ βI⊥ÞNk�
dI⊥
dt ¼ γcðN⊥ þ βNk − 1ÞI⊥
dIk
dt ¼ γcðNk þ βN⊥ − 1ÞIk

; (34)

where N is the population inversion, I is the laser intensity,
γ1 is the inversion particle population decay rate, γc is the
photon population decay rate, w is the normalized pumping
parameter, and β is the cross saturation coefficient describing
how each laser field is coupled with the population inversion
of the other laser subsystem.

Suppose the angular frequency of the two orthogonally
polarized lights is ϕi, κ is the effective reflectivity. Make
κk ¼ 0, under the condition of weak feedback, the laser
intensities can be derived as follows:

EQ-TARGET;temp:intralink-;e035;63;167

(
Is⊥ þ Isk ≈

−2
1þβ þ 2wþ 2wκ⊥ cos ϕ⊥

Is⊥ − Isk ≈
wð1þβÞ2
ð1−βÞ2 þ ð1þβÞ2

ð1−βÞ2 2wκ⊥ cos ϕ⊥
: (35)

The variation in the sum and difference of the intensities
of the polarization states can be derived as follows:

EQ-TARGET;temp:intralink-;e036;326;752

�ΔIþ ¼ ΔðIs⊥ þ IskÞ ¼ 2wκ⊥ cos ϕ⊥

ΔI− ¼ ΔðIs⊥ − IskÞ ¼ ð1þβÞ2
ð1−βÞ2 2wκ⊥ cos ϕ⊥

: (36)

Then, the cross-saturation coefficient β can be derived as
follows:

EQ-TARGET;temp:intralink-;e037;326;689β ¼
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
ΔI−∕ΔIþ

p
− 1ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi

ΔI−∕ΔIþ
p þ 1

: (37)

The method has advantages such as convenience and no
demand for the pumping level, which can be carried out
easily.

Using the laser feedback effect for laser parameters meas-
urement has advantages such as simple alignment and high
precision. The results are in good coincidence with the
theoretical analyses. The above techniques provide reliable
choices for laser parameters measurement in both semicon-
ductor lasers and solid-state lasers with fewer optical com-
ponents and fewer devices.

5 Laser Feedback Technology Applications in
Physical Quantities Measurement

A physical quantity (or physical magnitude) is a physical
property of a phenomenon, body, or substance that can be
quantified by measurement. Although the physical quantities
cannot be measured directly, they can be calculated by
employing the measurement in metrology. The physical
quantities such as refractive index, birefringence, evapora-
tion rate of the liquid, and thermal expansion index are
important parameters in the fields of materials. Imaging of
acoustic fields distribution is of importance for acoustic
detection. By applying laser feedback interferometry, the
measurements of the physical quantities are shown as
follows.

5.1 Refractive Index Measurement

In optics, the refractive index or index of refraction n of
a material is a dimensionless number that describes how
light propagates through that medium. The refractive index
is a very important property of the components of any optical
instrument that involves refraction. It determines the focus-
ing power of lenses, the dispersive power of prisms, and,
generally, the path of light through the system. As mentioned
above in Sec. 3.6, the method of rotating a transparent par-
allel sample in the laser frequency shift feedback system can
be applied in the simultaneous measurement of thickness and
refractive index. The refractive indices of three different
kinds of materials—including calcium fluoride (CaF2),
fused silica, and zinc selenide (ZnSe)—are measured in
the system.113 The refractive indices cover a large range
from 1.42874 to 2.48272. The experiment shows that the
measurement uncertainty of the refractive index is better
than 0.00003. The method has advantages such as high pre-
cision, wide measuring range, easy data processing, and
environmental robustness.

The refractive indices of solid samples can be easily
obtained by the above method. However, when it comes
to the refractive indices of liquids, since the sample cannot
be rotated, the method has to be adjusted. Utilizing the
high sensitivity of the frequency shift feedback effect, a
double-beam laser frequency shift feedback interferometer is
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proposed for measuring the refractive indices of liquids by
Xu et al.114

When the liquid level increases Δh, the changes of the
external cavity lengths in the two beams are as follows:

EQ-TARGET;temp:intralink-;e038;63;708

�
ΔL1 ¼ −n0 × Δh
ΔL2 ¼ ðn − n0Þ × Δh ; (38)

where no is the air refractive index and n is the liquid
refractive index to be measured, which can be expressed
as follows:

EQ-TARGET;temp:intralink-;e039;63;631n ¼ n0 ×
�
1 −

ΔL2

ΔL1

�
: (39)

The calculation of the refractive index depends entirely on
the changes of the external cavity length as well as the air
refractive index and is not related to the parameters of the
container. The particle deviations of Eq. (39) are as follows:

EQ-TARGET;temp:intralink-;e040;63;542

(
∂n

∂ðΔL1Þ ¼ n0
ΔL2

ΔL2
1

¼ n−n0
n0×Δh

∂n
∂ðΔL2Þ ¼ −n0 1

ΔL1
¼ 1

Δh
: (40)

Since the resolution of the laser frequency shift feedback
interferometer is 1 nm, considering the environmental dis-
turbance, the effective resolution of the refractive index
can reach 10−6. The refractive indices of the distilled water,
ethanol, cyclohexane, silicone oil, and engine oil are mea-
sured. Through experiments and theoretical analysis, the sys-
tem has high repeatability, which is better than 0.00005.

5.2 Birefringence Measurement

Birefringence is the optical property of a material having a
refractive index that depends on the polarization and propa-
gation direction of light. As a significant parameter in the
optical system, birefringence has a great impact on the opti-
cal properties and performances. On one hand, birefringent
elements, such as wave plates and quartz crystals, have func-
tions such as modulating the phase properties in the optical
systems; on the other hand, the unexpected birefringence
such as the inhomogeneous stress-induced birefringence will
bring harmful effects upon systems demanding the polariza-
tion-preserving property. As a result, the precise measure-
ment of birefringence is of great significance.

The polarization dynamics of a laser subjected to weak
optical feedback from the birefringence external cavity are
studied theoretically and experimentally by Fei et al.115 It
is found that polarization flipping with hysteresis is induced
by birefringence feedback, and the intensities of two eigen-
states are both modulated by the external cavity length. The
variations of hysteresis loop and duty ratios of two eigen-
states in one period of intensity modulation are related to
the phase differences of the birefringence element in the
external cavity. The relationship between the polarization
flipping and the birefringence in the external cavity is studied
by Chen et al.116 The experimental setup is shown in Fig. 11.

A piezoelectric transducer (PZT) is controlled by a peri-
odical triangular-wave voltage and drivesME to do the recip-
rocating movement in order to modulate the length of the
external cavity. As analyzed in the three-mirror model, the
intensity of the laser is proportional to the equivalent reflec-
tivity; when the length of the external cavity is changed by
the reciprocating movement of the feedback mirror, the
intensity of the laser is modulated cosinoidally, as shown
in Fig. 12(a). When the birefringence element is inserted
into the laser external feedback cavity, suppose the phase
shift caused by the birefringence is δ. Then, the equivalent
reflectivity of the two polarizations in the laser feedback sys-
tem can be expressed as follows:117
EQ-TARGET;temp:intralink-;e041;326;330

Ro
eff ¼ R2 þ 2R1∕2

2 ð1 − R2Þð1 − REÞ1∕2 cosð2KlÞ;
RE
eff ¼ R2 þ 2R1∕2

2 ð1 − R2Þð1 − REÞ1∕2 cosð2Klþ 2δÞ:
(41)

Fig. 11 Experimental setup of polarization flipping with hysteresis. D,
detectors; M1, M2, laser cavity mirrors; T, laser tube; S, sample; P,
polarizer; ME, feedback mirror; PZT, piezoelectric transducer.

Fig. 12 Experimental curves of laser feedback and polarization flipping in laser feedback system. (a) The
birefringent sample is not inserted in the external cavity. (b) The sample is inserted in the external cavity. A,
B, polarization flipping points; A1, B1, corresponding isocandela points; C, C1, D, D1, tuning period points.
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Since there are two polarization states, when the periodi-
cal triangular-wave voltage drives the movement of PZT and
ME, the length of the external cavity and the equivalent
reflectivity of the two polarizations are tuned. Mode compe-
tition between the two polarizations will occur. The different
modes correspond to two different equivalent reflectivities.
When one equivalent reflectivity is higher, the cavity loss
is less. Consequently, the corresponding mode will have
superiority in mode competition. The polarization state of
the beam is induced by the result of mode competition.
As a result, there will be a mutation in laser intensity and
a flipping in the polarization state of the beam.

In the increasing region of PZT driving voltage, the
polarization flipping point in the laser intensity curve is A
and its corresponding isocandela point is A1. The tuning
period is from C to C1. The same goes to the decreasing
region with B, B1, D, and D1. According to Eq. (41), the
phase shift δ can be deduced as follows:

EQ-TARGET;temp:intralink-;e042;63;554δ ¼ 1

2
×
�
lAA1

lCC1

þ lBB1

lDD1

�
× 180 deg : (42)

The system has advantages, such as high precision and
robustness to environmental disturbance, which can fulfill
online measurement of the birefringence. The measurement
accuracy of the birefringence is <0.22 deg.118

In the manufacturing process of the optical elements, the
inhomogenity of temperature or the external disturbance will
cause internal stress in elements. The stress-induced birefrin-
gence inside the optical elements such as lenses and mirrors
will cause damage to the phase prosperity of the optical sys-
tem, and stress in glasses, particularly in specific situations
such as in aircraft, may cause accidents due to cracking.
Therefore, precise measurement of this stress offers great
benefits and significant guidance to optical systems and
industrial applications. The optical path difference Δlo in
the center of the optical element is

EQ-TARGET;temp:intralink-;e043;63;350Δlo ¼
8λ

πDf0
· F; (43)

where λ is the wavelength of the laser, D is the diameter of
the optical element, f0 is the material fringe value, and F is

the value of the stress. The stress of the optical elements is
linearly related to the birefringence. As a result, the internal
stress can be measured precisely as well.119

5.3 Thermal Expansion Coefficient Measurement

The thermal expansion coefficient describes how the size of
an object changes with a change in temperature. The thermal
expansion coefficient is one of the most fundamental quan-
tities of materials, which is intrinsically related to other ther-
mophysical properties. Accurate measurement of the thermal
expansion coefficient is of significance in basic scientific
research and industrial applications. However, in previous
methods, noncontact methods demand a specific range of
measurable materials and a limited working temperature
range while the measurement process suffers environmental
disturbances. The whole measuring beam path belongs to
the dead path, making it difficult to increase accuracy and
repeatability. A method based on the microchip frequency
shift feedback interferometer with compensation by the
quasi common path structure is proposed by Zheng et al.120

The influence of distortion in the sample supporter is
compensated by the symmetric structures, where the meas-
urement beams of two symmetric laser feedback interfer-
ometers inject perpendicularly and coaxially on opposite
surfaces of the sample. The schematic diagram of the meas-
uring system is shown in Fig. 13.

The positions of the two systems are adjusted to make
the beams cross the furnace, and in particular, the two
measurement beams are adjusted to ensure that they are in
a single line so the Abbe error can be reduced as much
as possible. The measurement repeatability of thermal
expansion coefficients is better than 0.6 × 10−6 ðK−1Þ at
the range of 298 to 598 K. The system has realized highly
sensitive noncontact measurement of the low reflectivity
surface induced by the oxidization of the samples at 598
to 748 K.121 Therefore, with the advantages of being non-
cooperative and highly sensitive, this study is of great sig-
nificance to the study of high precision thermal expansion
coefficient determination of materials at a wide temperature
range.122

Fig. 13 Schematic diagram of the measurement of thermal expansion coefficient based on the microchip
laser feedback interferometers. LD, LD 0, laser diodes; ML, ML 0, microchip lasers; BS, BS 0, beam split-
ters; D, D 0, detectors; AOM, AOM 0, acousto-optic modulators; L, L 0, lenses; MR, M 0

R, reference mirror;
HC, heating cabinet.
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5.4 Evaporation Rate of Liquid and Liquid Level
Measurement

Liquid level measurement is fundamental in many industrial
occasions. The ordinary methods, including mechanical and
pressure-based sensors, are contact-based and limited to cer-
tain kinds of liquids. Yet the real-time measurement and
accuracy need to be improved. The laser feedback interfer-
ometer can also be applied in liquid level measurement.123

The laser used is a laser diode in which the driving current
is in the form of a triangular wave. The appearance of the
liquid surface can be divided into two categories: the still
surface and the choppy surface. In the still surface, the liquid
is motionless, and the surface is flat. It can be assumed that
its optical performance is similar to a mirror, and the beam is
reflected in a coherent manner. In the choppy surface, the
liquid is shaking at a relatively high frequency. The optical
performance is similar to the target with a rough surface. In
this case, instead of being reflected, a portion of the incident
light is scattered in different directions. The two surfaces
are optically different. The first one can induce laser insta-
bility when the reflected beam is perfectly redirected in the
cavity, but it is extremely sensitive to deviation from the
perpendicular condition between the laser and the liquid
surface. In the second scenario, the optical power is spread
due to the diffusion of the choppy surface. Therefore, there
is always a possibility of reading a signal, even if it is
not perpendicular to the water surface, but the amplitude
could be very low.124

The volatility or evaporation rate of the liquid is another
significant parameter, which is defined as the liquid level
variation within a unit of time. When adjusting the beam
incident perpendicularly into the liquid surface, the laser
frequency shift feedback interferometer can be utilized for
evaporation measurement.125 On the basis of the structure
of the frequency shift feedback interferometer, a hollow
arm is installed at the interface of the interferometer, and
the laser beam is turned by 90 deg with a right-angled
prism fixed at the end of the hollow arm. The evaporation
rates of four colorless transparent liquid samples, including
distilled water, absolute alcohol with a proportion larger than
99.7%, acetone, and ether, are measured in the system.
The evaporation rate of distilled water is 34 nm∕s; alcohol
is 172 nm∕s, which is 5 times of that of water; acetone is
932 nm∕s, which is 4 times greater than that of alcohol; and
ether is 2349 nm∕s, which is 3 times that of acetone,
14 times that of alcohol, and 2 orders higher than that
of water.

5.5 Acoustic Fields Distribution Measurement

The visualization of sound field propagation in gases, fluids,
and transparent media is of major interest in recent research.
The traditional methods remain bulky and highly sensitive to
mechanical perturbations, which limit the accuracy of meas-
urement. Gamidov et al.126 proposed a method for sound
pressure measurement in a small volume based on optical
feedback in single-mode diode laser. Based on this founda-
tion, an ultra-simplified laser feedback interferometer system
is designed to facilitate the direct sensing of the acoustic fields,
permitting its reconstruction as 2-D images proposed by
Bertling et al.127 The schematic diagram is shown in Fig. 14.

According to the theoretical analyses above, the power out-
put of the laser subject to optical feedback can be derived as

EQ-TARGET;temp:intralink-;e044;326;617PF ¼ P0½1þm cosðωFτÞ�; (44)

where P0 is the power emitted by the stand-alone laser; m is
the modulation index, which is strongly dependent on the
external cavity length and the external cavity reflectivity;
ωF is the laser frequency under feedback; and τ is the external
cavity round-trip time. Under the effect of acoustic fields,
τ can be expressed as

EQ-TARGET;temp:intralink-;e045;326;529τ ¼ τ0 þ δτ ¼ 2nL
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þ
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2δnðzÞ
c

dz; (45)

where τ0 ¼ 2nL∕c is the constant part and δτ is a variable part
resulting from the compression of the propagation medium
that induces a refractive index change δn when the propagat-
ing acoustic wave overlaps with the laser beam. The system,
as demonstrated, can cope with imaging propagation of sound
waves as the acoustic field interacts with the environment.
This method has the distinct advantage of simplicity, as it
requires only a commercial laser diode, a collimating lens,
and a light reflector, with minimal electronics and signal
processing in order to realize the imaging of the acoustic field.

Physical quantities are of significance in various fields.
By applying the precise measurement results of laser feed-
back interferometers, accuracy in physical quantities can be
improved to a higher level, which is beneficial for future
applications.

6 Laser Feedback Technology Applications in
Other Fields

Although precise measurements in metrology, laser param-
eters, and physical quantities are significant, there are various
targets in industrial and research situations for which meas-
urement cannot be scaled as accurate values. Laser feedback
interferometers also has attractive performance in these fields
due to their ultrahigh sensitivity and accuracy. Some typical
applications are described below.

6.1 Confocal Tomography and Imaging

Imaging objects in a diffusing environment and imaging dif-
fusing objects in three directions are attracting more and
more research attention. The optical tomography technique
is widely applied in imaging of biological tissues, undersea
visibility, and three-dimensional imaging. However, due to
the rapid decrease of the backscattering intensity as the
detection depth increases, the method has limits in resolution
and penetration depth. Lacot et al.128 proposed laser optical
feedback tomography, which can realize the imaging of a
French coin immersed in 1 cm of milk using the high sensi-
tivity of the laser feedback effect, the defocus effect on the

Fig. 14 Schematic diagram of the acoustic field measurement laser
feedback interferometer. D, detector; LD, laser diode; UT, ultrasonic
transducer; R, reflector.
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intensity modulation amplitude, and the resonant enhance-
ment of the intensity modulation amplitude by tuning the fre-
quency shift toward the relaxation oscillation frequency is
revealed. Sekine et al.129 performed the transmission type
of self-mixing optical confocal tomography in a highly scat-
tering medium by utilizing the high sensitivity in a solid-state
laser. Due to the ultrahigh sensitivity in the laser frequency
shift feedback interferometer, combining the technique of
confocal tomography, laser confocal feedback tomography
is proposed by Tan et al.130,131 The method employs the
axial positioning ability of confocal microscopy. The sche-
matic diagram is shown in Fig. 15.

The resolution of the system is verifiable. The vertical res-
olution can be evaluated by scanning the defocus response
curve and measuring its full width at half maximum
(FWHM). From the experiments, the FWHM of the defocus
response curve is about 13 μm. The lateral resolution is veri-
fied by using a standard grating. The lateral resolution can be
obtained to about 1 μm by image analysis of the step. The
system has been proved with high resolution and recognition
capability of different structures and tissues. Also, due to the
ultrahigh sensitivity in the system, the detection capability
has reached a high depth. The system can be applied in
measuring the structures of microelectromechanical system

devices.132 The measured etching depth of the largest trench
is 90 μm with the width of 350 μm, which is consistent with
the manufacturing requirements.

Tissues such as foam and onion inside water can also be
measured by the laser confocal feedback system, as shown in
Fig. 16. The onion is put into water to avoid the deformation
induced by dehydration.

A pin tip is inserted inside the onion to show the signifi-
cant improvement in detection depth; from the results, the
penetration depth inside the onion can reach 2.5 mm.133

Wang et al.134 proposed a method for microstructure meas-
urement based on the laser confocal feedback system. The
linear relationship between the optical feedback light ampli-
tude and the defocusing amount is calibrated. When scanning
the sample in the lateral direction, the amplitude of the feed-
back light scattered by the sample changes with the sample
structure. By comparing the detected feedback light ampli-
tude with the calibrated linear range, the structure can be
measured. The accurate measurement of the step height
etched in the grating proves its high resolution and absolute
positioning in a nonambiguous range of about 10 μm.135

From the results, it can be seen that the confocal tomog-
raphy technique has the capability to realize in-depth struc-
ture measurement of microstructured components with high
sensitivity.

Considering that there are urgent demands for three-
dimensional imaging of the target surfaces as well, many
techniques emerge. The advantage of the resonant sensitivity
of a short-cavity laser to frequency-shifted optical feedback
for highly sensitive detection makes it ideal for surface and
volume measurements of noncooperative targets.136 As a
result, the confocal tomography method is also applicable
in three-dimensional imaging. Rapid depth scanning is
made possible by the use of an electrically controlled vari-
able-focus lens. Avariable-focus lens can be manufactured to
have a diameter ranging from a few hundred micrometers to
10 mm. This cheap and simple device can be used in any
orientation and has good resistance to vibration and
shock.137 With a variable-focus lens, the depth range can be
as high as 15 mm, with a precision of 100 μm. The scanning
time could be reduced by several orders of magnitude with the
use of an array of microchip lasers. The method has potential
for fast imaging in three dimensions, but the imaging char-
acteristics remain on the surfaces of the target.

From the two main application directions mentioned
above, it can be seen that confocal tomography has the

Fig. 15 Schematic of laser confocal feedback tomography. LD, laser
diode; GL, grin lens; ML, microchip laser; BS, beam splitter; D, detec-
tor; AOMs, acousto-optic modulators; BE, beam expander; AP,
annular pupil; Obj, objective lens; S, sample; ES, two-dimensional
movement stage.

Fig. 16 Tissues measurement in the laser confocal feedback system. (a) Two-dimensional scanning
image of foam and (b) image of onion inside water.
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capability to measure both the inner structure and the surface
characteristics of objects. With the detection depth improv-
ing, biological tissues can be measured further.

The laser frequency shift feedback interferometer can also
be employed for cell imaging.138

It can be deduced that the laser feedback interferometer is
well adapted for biological tissues observation on a cellular
scale. The system is easily adaptable on a classical micro-
scope, and the laser feedback interferometer images show
good contrast, revealing new information compared to other
traditional microscopy techniques, in particular, with respect
to the relief of the sample without addition of a contrast
agent. Hugon et al.139 combined the information in both
magnitude signals and phase signals to improve measure-
ment accuracy. Jacquin et al.140 presented a laser feedback
interferometer device insensitive to optical parasitic reflec-
tion, avoiding the adverse effect caused by a parasite in the
optical system on amplitude and phase images.

6.2 Sound Reproduction

Similar to the work reported in vibration measurement based
on the laser feedback interferometer, the vibration caused by
sound propagation can also be measured and used for sound
reproduction. Nanometer vibration analysis of a target has
been demonstrated by a self-aligned optical feedback vibr-
ometry that uses a laser-diode-pumped microchip solid-
state laser by Abe et al.141 The modulated output waveforms
are analyzed using Hilbert transformation. The light intensity
feedback ratio can be adjusted using a variable attenuator.
Experimental signal characteristics can be well reproduced
by numerical simulations. The measurement results at the
feedback ratio less than −110 dB obtained by the present
technique may enable us to perform in situ analyses of,
e.g., moving or vibrating targets embedded in optically
diffusive media, tissue biomonitoring, cooled atoms, and
earthquakes. The almost inaudible sound of music from a
speaker below a 20-dB sound pressure level can be clearly
reproduced by the present optical microphone.

A high-accuracy fiber optical microphone (FOM) is also
applied by a self-mixing technique in a distributed Bragg
reflector (DBR) fiber laser based on a nanothick silver dia-
phragm by Du et al.142 The nanothick silver diaphragm fab-
ricated by the convenient and low-cost electroless plating
method functions as a sensing diaphragm due to its critical
susceptibility to air vibration. Simultaneously, the microvi-
bration theory model of self-mixing interference FOM is
deduced based on the quasianalytical method. The dynamic
property to frequencies and amplitudes is experimentally car-
ried out to characterize the fabricated FOM. The reproduced
sound of speech and music can be clearly heard by the
human ear, which shows the technique proposed guarantees
steady, high signal-to-noise ratio operation and outstanding
accuracy in the DBR fiber laser, which has potential for
medical and security applications such as real-time voice
reproduction for speech and voiceprint verification.

Lu et al.143 investigated the laser feedback interferometer
based on a Er3þ-Yb3þ DBR fiber laser. It can provide a
remote measurement of the displacement and the vibration
up to 20 km, which shows the potential for remote sound
reproduction. Accurate sound reproduction has significant
value in the military field.

6.3 Random Bit Generator and Chaos

Random bit generators are crucial in Monte-Carlo simula-
tion, stochastic modeling, the generation of classical and
quantum cryptographic keys, and the random initialization
of variables in cryptographic protocols. The existing physical
generators based on stochastic noise sources have been lim-
ited in bandwidth to ∼100 MHz∕s generation rates. A physi-
cal random bit generator based on a chaotic semiconductor
laser with high generation rate is proposed by Kanter et al.144

By employing the time-delayed laser feedback effect, the
method uses a high derivative of the digitized chaotic laser
intensity and generates the random sequence by retaining a
number of the least significant bits of the high derivative
value. The method is insensitive to laser operational param-
eters and eliminates the necessity for all external constraints,
such as incommensurate sampling rates and laser external
cavity round trip time. The generation rate can be as high
as 300 GHz∕s. Zhang et al.145 proposed a scheme for
enhancing the bandwidth of optical chaotic signals generated
from a Fabry–Pérot laser diode with optical feedback using
dual-wavelength optical injection and demonstrated experi-
mentally the generation of a broadband chaotic laser up to
32.3 GHz by this method, which can also be applied as
the random bit generator.

The demand for increasing security in data exchange
using the technology of optical communication networks
has directed a considerable part of research to physical
layer data encryption techniques.146 Synchronization in non-
linear and chaotic systems has established a revolutionary
approach in securing data communications over fiber trans-
mission, by encoding the messages over chaotic optical
carriers. The laser diodes or semiconductor lasers are numer-
ously applied in generating optical chaos.147 External optical
feedback is the most prominent configuration in applications
using laser diode chaos with respect to the laser internal time-
scale and the sensitivity of the phase to the returning field,
creating various dynamic methods leading to chaos in large
frequency bandwidth.148 The feedback can be provided by
simply adding an external mirror or adding additional com-
ponents, such as diffraction gratings,149 polarizers,150 or
wave plates,151 proving multiple promising ways to produce
and control chaos.

The above applications give a brief view of laser feedback
interferometry used in other fields. With the growing
demands of measurement in various fields, the application
of laser feedback interferometry will be explored further.

7 Summary
In this paper, an overview of laser feedback technology is
presented. The theoretical analysis is carried out with both
the Lang–Kobayashi model and the three mirror model. In
particular, the effects of frequency shift feedback and polari-
zation shift feedback are introduced and researched. Due to
the autodyne nature in the laser feedback effect, the laser
itself can be used as the detector and does not need the refer-
ence beam, and the optical paths do not need additional opti-
cal components such as isolators, beam splitters, or target
mirrors. The signals detected by photodetectors can be easily
collected and modulated, simplifying the structure and
reducing disturbance noise and cost as well. Some of the
optical systems in the paper are complicated, and the cost
to build them is high. But these systems are aiming at
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specific targets, such as little zero drift, high robustness, high
measurement accuracy, or capability for measuring some tar-
gets that cannot be easily measured by other methods or tech-
niques. The feedback phenomena can be found in various
kinds of lasers, which greatly expands its applications.

The laser feedback effect can be applied in a great range
of fields such as metrology, laser parameters measurement,
physical quantities measurement, and others. Some of the
typical and significant applications are introduced and
explored in the body of the overview. The basic principle, the
system configurations, and measured results are revealed as
well. Hopefully, the representative examples can be employed
and transferred in future research in the field of laser feedback.

Laser feedback interferometry has great potential to be
exploited in further study. With the fast development in lasers
and related technologies, laser feedback can be developed to
meet the various specific demands of measurement.
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