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Control of Exciton-photon Coupling in
GaN-based Microcavities
Takehiko Tawara†, Hideki Gotoh, and Tetsuya Akasaka
Abstract
To obtain novel quantum optics devices useful for quantum information technology, we have demonstrated the ability to control both the weak and strong exciton-photon coupling regimes in GaN-based
microcavities at room temperature. High-quality microcavities were obtained with a Q factor as high as
460 by using a new fabrication technique. Lasing action with a low threshold of 5.1 mJ/cm2, which is half
the previously reported value, was observed in the weak coupling regime. Moreover, cavity polaritons
were formed with anti-crossing dispersion and Rabi splitting of 6 meV in the strong coupling regime.

1. Introduction
The coupling between light and matter in optical
microcavities has been intensively studied with the
aim of controlling the properties of the electronic
states by controlling the photonic environment surrounding them [1]. The rapid progress in nanofabrication technologies in recent years has enabled us to
achieve light-matter coupling in the solid state such
as in semiconductor microcavities with quantum
wells (QWs). In semiconductor microcavities, excitons in QWs (matter) interact with cavity photons
(light). An exciton is a quantized particle composed
of an electron-hole pair bound together by Coulomb
attraction; a cavity photon has a discrete resonant
energy due to a wavelength-sized cavity length. Exciton-photon coupling in semiconductor microcavities
yields intriguing physics such as the modification of
spontaneous emission and the cavity polariton effect
and its bosonic features. Such coherent manipulation
of quantum states is a promising approach for developing novel quantum optics devices useful for quantum information technology. The ability to control
exciton-photon coupling at room temperature and an
understanding of the fundamental physics are important for the implementation of actual devices.
Exciton-photon coupling has two distinct regimes:
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(i) the weak coupling regime, where the spontaneous
emission rate can be modified and (ii) the strong coupling regime, where the atom-like state of an exciton
can couple coherently with the single photon mode;
this is discussed in more detail in Sec. 2. In the weak
coupling regime, the electronic excitation decays
irreversibly, i.e., the photon emitted by the electronhole recombination of the exciton is not re-absorbed
by the same exciton. Moreover, electron-hole recombination is allowed only if its energy matches the
energy of the resonant cavity photon. Thus, the spontaneous emission process in the microcavity is modified compared with that in free space, as shown in
Fig. 1(a).
On the other hand, the optical properties in the
strong coupling regime are quite different from those
in the weak coupling regime. Namely, there is
reversible decay, where there is an energy exchange
between the exciton and photon modes as shown in
Fig. 1(b). An exciton emits a photon through the
recombination process. After a round-trip to the cavity mirror and back, this photon is re-absorbed by the
same exciton, which then emits a photon again. These
continuous exchange processes represent strong coupling and produce the mixed exciton-photon state
called cavity polaritons. In recent years, much attention has been focused on the behavior of these polaritons as composite bosons. Photons, which are bosons,
tend to occupy the same energy state, whereas two
electrons, which are fermions, cannot occupy the
same state as a consequence of the Pauli exclusion
27
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Fig. 1. Schematic explanation of (a) weak and (b) strong exciton-photon coupling in microcavities.

principle. Therefore, polaritons have the potential to
produce collective Bose-Einstein condensation
(BEC), as observed in atomic systems.
Recently, such exciton-photon coupling in semiconductor microcavities has attracted a great deal
attention as a means of developing novel optical
devices for quantum information technology and
coherent next-generation light sources such as single
photon emitters [2], entangled photon emitters [3],
and thresholdless lasers [4]. By using the specific
properties of the weak coupling regime mentioned
above, we can make optical devices with a high emission efficiency such as vertical-cavity surface-emitting lasers (VCSELs). Moreover, we can expect to
make a highly efficient single photon emitter by using
a quantum dot embedded in a three-dimensional
microcavity as the result of coupling an atomic-like
two-level system to a very small mode volume [2].
Polaritons acting as a composite boson in the strong
coupling regime exhibit strong parametric scattering
due to polariton-polariton interaction, and this parametric fluorescence is predicted to produce strongly
correlated photon pairs of signal and idler polaritons
[3], [5]. Another topic of interest is related to the BEC
of polaritons. These polaritons will condense to their
final state with a gain as a result of certain scattering
processes; then, unlike in the weak coupling case,
coherent light will be emitted from the polaritons in
that state without a threshold or any population inversion [4].
GaN-based semiconductors are promising materi28

als for making microcavity systems. It is well known
that the excitons in GaN-based semiconductors have
a larger oscillator strength and larger binding energy
than those in conventional compound semiconductors such as GaAs [6]. Therefore, GaN-based microcavities should exhibit outstanding properties not
only in the weak exciton-photon coupling regime but
also in the strong coupling regime even at room temperature. Several research groups have attempted to
fabricate GaN-based microcavity structures using
monolithically grown GaN/AlGaN distributed Bragg
reflectors (DBRs) [7]. However, it was difficult to
obtain high-quality microcavity structures that could
reach the strong coupling regime because of the lattice-mismatch in GaN-based DBRs. If we are to control the exciton-photon coupling in GaN-based
microcavities, we must first achieve strong coupling
at room temperature by using high-quality microcavities.
This paper reports the control of exciton-photon
coupling in GaN-based QW microcavities at room
temperature. Section 2 describes the theory and
experimental prospects of exciton-photon interaction
in microcavities. Section 3 describes the fabrication
of high-quality GaN-based microcavity structures.
Experimental results related to the optical properties
of weak and strong exciton-photon coupling is discussed in Sec. 4. Particular attention is paid to the formation of polaritons as a result of strong exciton-photon coupling, which was achieved for the first time in
GaN-based microcavities at room temperature.
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2. Exciton-photon interaction in microcavities
A typical microcavity structure is shown schematically in Fig. 2. It consists of a planar Fabry-Pérot cavity with QWs sandwiched between two DBRs. In this
case, a QW exciton state, with a well-defined transverse k momentum (k//), is coupled to a single cavity-

θ

photon mode with the same in-plane wave vector due
to momentum conservation caused by the in-plane
transitional invariance of the electronic and photonic
systems. Therefore, we need to consider only the k//
values of the photon and exciton.
The energy dispersion relationships for a cavity
photon and QW exciton with various k// values (dotted curves) are shown in Fig. 3(a). If the excitons are
embedded in a microcavity, then an energy exchange
between the exciton and photon, known as Rabi
oscillation, appears in principle. The Rabi oscillation
frequency Ω is given by [8]
2
 γ ex − γ ph 
Ω = 2 h g( f )2 − 
 ,


4

DBR

k⊥
k//

(1)

where γ ex (γ ph) is the exciton (photon) linewidth and
g( f ) is a coupling factor whose square is proportional to the exciton oscillator strength f. This coupling
factor is given by
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,

(2)

where εr (ε 0) is the relative (vacuum) permittivity, e
(m) is the electron charge (mass), N is the oscillator
density coupled to the cavity mode, and Leff is the
effective cavity length.

Fig. 2. Typical structure of one-dimensional
semiconductor microcavity. Dotted arrows show
the transverse (k//) and longitudinal (k⊥)
wavevectors of the photon inside the cavity.
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Fig. 3. (a) Dispersion relationship of the cavity photon (Eph) and QW exciton (Eex), shown by dotted black curves. Red
curves show the dispersion relation of the upper polariton (EUP) and lower polariton (ELP) branches with strong
coupling. Rabi splitting is denoted by hΩ. (b) Reflection spectra in weak (black curves) and strong (red curves)
coupling regimes at k// ≈ 0.
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If the excitons are bleached by strong excitation or
if the coupling factor is smaller than the linewidth
term in Eq. (1), the system switches to the weak coupling regime, i.e., Rabi oscillation does not occur.
However, in this regime the spontaneous emission
rate, i.e., the coupling efficiency to the cavity mode,
is modified compared with that in free space. The
spontaneous emission rate given by Fermi’s golden
rule is proportional to Q/V, where Q is the quality factor of the cavity mode and V is the mode volume. In
the case of a microcavity, Q can be increased and V
can be decreased by designing the DBR reflectivity
and the cavity length appropriately. Therefore, we
can expect high emission efficiency when a microcavity is used in the weak coupling regime. The coupling efficiency of the spontaneous emission was
investigated experimentally to measure the dependence of the integrated emission intensity on the excitation power.
In contrast, if the coupling factor is much larger
than the linewidth term in Eq. (1), the system maintains strong coupling. In this regime, an anti-crossing
mixed state with a Rabi frequency is formed as upper
and lower polariton branches, as shown by the red
curves in Fig. 3(a). This Rabi frequency value reflects
the strength of the exciton-photon coupling and
should be proportional to ( f )1/2, as shown in Eqs. (1)
and (2), when the linewidth contrast can be assumed
to be γ ex – γ ph ≈ 0. Therefore, we can expect the exciton-photon coupling to be enhanced by an increase in
the oscillator strength coupled to the cavity mode.
Rabi oscillation also appears as spectral splitting and
is known as vacuum-field Rabi splitting hΩ in the
wavelength domain, as shown by the red curve in Fig.
3(b). These spectral dips correspond to upper and
lower polaritons. The formation of these polaritons in
the strong coupling regime is confirmed by the
appearance of such dips in the reflection spectra.
3. Fabrication of InGaN QW microcavities
We used high-quality GaN-based microcavities to
control the exciton-photon interaction. They were
fabricated using a wafer bonding technique with a
GaN-based QW layer and dielectric DBRs (Fig. 4(a))
[9]. The 4λ-thick InGaN/AlGaN QW layers (λ:
wavelength) were grown directly on n-type 6H-SiC
substrates by metalorganic vapor phase epitaxy. The
QW consisted of three or ten sets of 5-nm-thick
In0.02Ga0.98N barriers and 2.5-nm-thick In0.15Ga0.85N
active layers with an Al0.07Ga0.93N buffer layer. The
QWs were placed at the anti-node position of the res30

onant optical wave in the cavity. We removed the SiC
substrate from the InGaN QW layer using a conventional dry etching technique. After removing the substrate, we sandwiched the QW layer between SiO2/
ZrO2 DBRs deposited on sapphire substrates using a
wafer-bonding technique. We could freely control the
refractive index and thickness of the bonding layer. In
this study, the design values for refractive index and
thickness were 1.5 and 200 nm, respectively. The
maximum reflectivity of the bare SiO2/ZrO2 DBR
was about 99% at 400 nm with a 100-nm-wide stopband. A cross-sectional image taken with a scanning
electron microscope is shown in Fig. 4(b). This
image shows that we were able to obtain a high-quality GaN-based microcavity structure without surface
roughening or cracks.
4. Experimental results and discussion
4.1 Weak coupling regime
To investigate the optical properties of the fabricated microcavities in the weak coupling regime, we
measured the emission spectra under a high excitation condition at room temperature [9]. The optical
pump source was a YVO4/LBO laser emitting 10-nswide pulses at a wavelength of 355 nm with a repetition rate of 20 kHz. The excitation beam was incident
normal to the sample surface and focused with an
objective lens to a spot diameter of 21 µm. The spontaneous emission spectrum from the InGaN microcavity at room temperature is shown in Fig. 5(a). We
observed narrow emission at 400 nm. Its peak position and width both corresponded to those of the cavity resonance mode observed by reflection measurement. In this wavelength range, the full width at half
maximum (FWHM) of this emission was 0.87 nm,
which gave a Q factor of 460. It should be noted that
the resolution limit of our spectrometer was 0.06 nm
in this wavelength region. Using this Q factor, we
estimated the effective reflectivity of the DBRs to be
about 98%, which is almost equal to the maximum
reflectivity of the bare DBRs (99%).
We measured the emission intensity dependence on
the optical excitation power in this microcavity at
room temperature. We accumulated a series of emission intensities for 104 pulses and plotted them as a
function of excitation energy per pulse (Fig. 5(b)).
This figure shows a clear threshold at an excitation
energy Eth of 17.5 nJ/pulse. Lasing occurred at a
wavelength of 401 nm, as seen in Fig. 5(c). This
threshold energy of 17.5 nJ/pulse corresponds to an
energy density of 5.1 mJ/cm2. We also observed specNTT Technical Review
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Fig. 4. (a) Schematic diagram of the fabrication of an InGaN microcavity after removal of the SiC substrate from the
cavity layer, which is sandwiched between dielectric DBRs. (b) Cross-sectional image taken with a scanning
electron microscope.

tral narrowing above the threshold, as shown in Fig.
5(c), and the lasing FWHM was about 0.2 nm.
From these lasing properties, we could calculate the
spontaneous emission factor (β) in the InGaN microcavities. This factor indicates the coupling efficiency
of the spontaneous emission to the lasing mode, and
it increases as the cavity mode volume decreases.
Figure 5(d) shows the emission intensities of 3QW
cavity in Fig. 5(b), replotted on a logarithmic scale.
The difference in emission intensity before and after
lasing corresponds to β of about 10–2. This means that
the spontaneous emission in this microcavity is coupled to the lasing mode 1000 times as effectively as
in typical edge-emitting lasers with a β of about 10–5
[10].
Someya et al. reported room-temperature lasing in
Vol. 3 No. 12 Dec. 2005

GaN cavities with InGaN QWs at a threshold density
of 10 mJ/cm2 with hybrid DBRs [7]. The lasing of our
microcavities was achieved at a threshold energy density of 5.1 mJ/cm2, which is half the value reported in
Ref. 6. This was due to the high-quality crystalline
cavity and QW layers that were grown directly on
SiC substrates without surface roughening or cracking. These results may help to make possible both
low-threshold VCSELs and highly effective single
photon emitters based on GaN semiconductors.
Moreover, they suggest that strong coupling can be
achieved in GaN-based microcavities.
4.2 Strong coupling regime
Next, we examined the optical properties of our
microcavities in the strong coupling regime. For this
31
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Fig. 5. Optical properties in weak coupling regime. (a) Spontaneous emission spectrum, (b) dependence of the emission
intensity on optical excitation power, (c) emission spectra at various excitation powers, and (d) emission
intensities of 3QW cavity in (b) re-plotted on a logarithmic scale. Integrated intensities were normalized by that at
the lowest excitation energy.

purpose, we measured the reflection spectra using the
cavity detuning method at room temperature [11]. We
used a Xe lamp focused with an objective lens as the
optical light source and we limited its effective spot
size on the sample surface to about 20 µm by using a
pinhole. The light was incident normal to the sample
surface. The GaN-based cavities were formed in a
wedge-like shape where the energy of the cavity
mode varied spatially at a rate of 0.2 meV/µm. The
reflection spectra of the empty cavity (without QWs)
are shown in Fig. 6(a). These spectra were obtained
using a probe light at intervals of 200 µm along the
sample surface. It can be clearly seen that the cavity
resonance position could be controlled linearly. We
achieved a Q factor as high as 400 in this cavity,
which corresponds to an FWHM (γ ph) of 7 meV.
The reflection spectra of the QW microcavities for
various degrees of cavity detuning are shown in Fig.
6(b). We observed the appearance and disappearance
32

of splitting at positions around 2.807 eV and these
positions varied with the cavity detuning energy δ =
Eph – Eex, where Eph is the cavity mode energy and Eex
is the InGaN exciton energy. In this case, Eex was
assumed to be 2.807 eV. These dip position energies
are shown as a function of δ in Fig. 6(c). In this figure, the anti-crossing behavior is clearly revealed by
the vacuum-field Rabi splitting of 6 meV caused by
cavity detuning, where the Rabi splitting value
reflects the strength of the exciton-photon coupling.
The red curve in Fig. 6(b) is a theoretical dispersion
curve for the Rabi splitting calculated from the multiple-interference analysis obtained with a DBR
Fabry-Pérot interferometer using a transfer matrix for
optical propagation. The measured linewidth of the
cavity mode γ ph was 7 meV. The fitting parameters in
this calculation were the Lorentzian homogeneous
linewidth of the InGaN exciton γ ex and the peak
absorption coefficient α. Values of γ ex = 15 meV and
NTT Technical Review
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Fig. 6. (a) Reflection spectra of empty cavity measured at various positions at room temperature. (b) A series of reflection
spectra of InGaN QW microcavities for various degrees of cavity detuning δ = Eph – Eex. The red curve shows the
calculated spectrum. (c) The dip positions in (b) plotted as a function of the detuning energy δ.

α = 4 × 105 cm–1 yielded good agreement between the
theoretical curves and the experimental results. This
value of α is of the same order of magnitude as that
for GaN QW excitons [12]. Using these parameters,
we deduced that Nf = 2.0 × 1013 cm–2 per QW. For reference, GaAs QW microcavities have been reported
to have Nf = 4.8 × 1012 cm–2 per QW [13]. The oscillator strength of InGaN QW excitons is one order of
magnitude larger than that of GaAs QW excitons.
To prove that polaritons were formed in the strong
coupling regime, we must observe the dependence of
the polariton dispersion on k//. We measured the
Vol. 3 No. 12 Dec. 2005

angle-resolved photoluminescence (PL) spectra of
the fabricated cavities at room temperature. The optical pump source was the second harmonic of a Tisapphire laser emitting 10-ns-wide pulses at 355 nm
with a repetition rate of 5 kHz. In this study, the PL
spectra were measured under a non-resonant excitation condition, i.e., the samples were excited outside
the cavity stopband. The wavevector of the light
through a DBR differs depending on the direction of
the emission. A dispersion image of the PL emissions
from the microcavities obtained by angle-resolved
PL measurements at room temperature is shown in
33
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Fig. 7. Angle-resolved PL spectra measured at room
temperature. (a) CCD image of the dispersion
curve of the polaritons. Red and dotted curves
show the calculated dispersion curve of polaritons
and uncoupled mode, respectively. (b) Series of
the PL spectra with various k//.

Fig. 7(a), and the spectrum for each value of the
wavevector in it is shown in Fig 7(b). Two split
branches, which correspond to lower and upper
polariton branches, can be seen with a Rabi splitting
of 6 meV, which is the same as the reflection value.
The dispersions of the cavity photon (Eph), QW
exciton (Eex), and polariton (Epol) are given by
2

hc  2π 
2
E ph ( k// ) =

 − k//
ncav  Lcav 
Eex ( k// ) = Eex (0) +

E pol ( k// ) =

h 2 k// 2
2 Mex

(3)

( E ph − Eex )2
E ph + Eex
± g2 −
,
2
4

where ncav and Lcav are the refractive index and length
of the cavity, respectively, and Mex is the effective
mass of the exciton. In Fig. 7(a), the dotted and red
curves show the dispersions Eph, Eex, and Epol calculated using the parameters. These calculations con34

sidered the actual cavity structure and used an estimated oscillator strength of 2.0 × 1013 cm–2 per QW.
The theoretical curves of Epol reproduced the experimental results well. These results also reveal the formation of an InGaN polariton in the luminescence.
Our InGaN QWs in the as-grown samples had a PL
linewidth of about 200 meV. Note that this linewidth
is the sum of the homogeneous and inhomogeneous
linewidths in the QW emission. It is well known that
the In composition of an InGaN QW fluctuates in the
QW plane. The light emission from the InGaN QW
originates from localized excitons in the In-rich
regions and this leads to inhomogeneous spectral
broadening [14]. When the localized excitons in an
InGaN QW have discrete energy states such as excitons in quantum dots, only those excitons whose
energy matches the cavity resonant energy contribute
to the strong coupling. The amount of Rabi splitting
is determined by the homogeneous linewidth at the
exciton energy [15]. This is generally disadvantageous for strong coupling compared with the situation in a homogeneous QW where all the excitons can
couple to the cavity mode. In our InGaN QW microcavities, however, the localized excitons with large
oscillator strengths at certain discrete energy levels
enabled us to observe the Rabi splitting. Moreover,
such a localized exciton effect appeared in the angleresolved PL measurements, as shown in Fig. 7. In
these results, the luminescence from the upper polariton branch is stronger than that from the lower branch
in the k// >> 0 region. This is due to two exciton states
with different transition energies coupling to a cavity
mode with different detuning energies. Therefore, the
upper branch forms a hybrid state, and its density of
states increases effectively. Achieving strong coupling in GaN-based microcavities is an important
step in the investigation of fundamental polaritonic
physics at room temperature. Moreover, it will lead to
polaritonic devices based on bosonic behavior such
as entangled photon emitters and thresholdless lasers
operating at room temperature.
5. Conclusion
This paper described the control of the exciton-photon interaction in GaN-based QW microcavities at
room temperature. High-quality microcavities were
obtained with a Q factor as high as 460 by using
selective etching and wafer bonding techniques. In
these fabricated microcavities, low-threshold lasing
of 5.1 mJ/cm2, half the previously reported value, was
observed in the weak coupling regime. These microNTT Technical Review
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cavities also exhibited an enhanced spontaneous
emission rate of 1000 times those of conventional
edge-emitting lasers. Moreover, a strong excitonphoton interaction was achieved at room temperature.
Cavity detuning and angle-resolved measurements
confirmed the anti-crossing behavior of the cavity
polaritons with a vacuum-field Rabi splitting of 6
meV. Until now, strong coupling and bosonic behavior of polaritons have been examined only at low temperatures using GaAs-based microcavities. At higher
temperatures, many scattering processes for polaritons such as phonon scattering are believed to exist.
These process collapse polaritons and prevent bosonic behavior. The bosonic behavior of the polaritons
should open up new scientific fields such as coherent
manipulation of bosons in the solid state and lead to a
new generation of optical devices. The results
described here should play an important role in clarifying these scattering mechanisms at room temperature and finding solutions to these problems. This will
lead to novel quantum optics devices that will be useful for quantum information technology.
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