A new type of structure of optical fiber pressure
sensor based on polarization modulation
Abstract: In this study, a new type of structure of optical fiber pressure sensor (OFPS) based
on polarization modulation is proposed, which selects a high-birefringence fiber (HBF) as the
sensing unit to measure the pressure in the fluid medium. The PM-1550-01 fiber produced by
NTK Photonics Inc. is evaluated as the sample in our subject. Firstly, the regularities of
birefringence variation on the PM-1550-01 followed by the external pressure load and the
ambient temperature are analyzed by the finite element method (FEM). The results show that
the pressure sensitivity is 2.05×10-6 RIU/MPa in the pressure range of 0-100 MPa, and the
temperature sensitivity is 7.27×10-10 RIU/°C in the temperature range of 0-100 °C. Thus, the
pressure-temperature cross-sensitivity is only 0.355 kPa/°C in theory. Secondly, the expression
of the output light intensity of the introduced OFPS is deduced based on the principles of
polarization interference and phase modulation. Combined with simulation results, the
measurement ranges of the sensor can be set and adjusted by the length of the sensing unit.
Finally, the proposed OFPS is fabricated and external pressure tests within the range of 0-50
MPa are completed. The results show that the pressure sensitivity is approximately 0.145
dB/MPa in the pressure range of 0-44 MPa. There is a fine consistency between the
experimental data and simulation results. In addition, the proposed OFPS has many other
advantages, such as small size, simple fabrication process and large measurement range, which
make it appropriate to be applied in high-pressure measurement in hostile conditions, e.g.,
downhole and ocean-bottom.
Keywords: optical fiber pressure sensor, high-birefringence fiber, polarization modulation, low
temperature cross-sensitivityIntroduction
1.

Introduction

In recent years, hydrocarbons resources in the middle and shallow strata are facing the danger
of depletion with the growth of world energy demand. Drilling and exploitation of deep and
ultra-deep well have become an important development direction of the petroleum industry [1,
2]. With the increase of the well depth, the cost of drilling operation increases rapidly. The
accurate collection of bottom hole pressure data, which directly influences the speed and
schedule of oil/gas field development, is of great significance for the precise control of oil/gas
well drilling and the development of equipment [3, 4]. However, the bottom hole temperature
and the pressure of deep wells exceeding 5000 m can generally reach 300 °C and 100 MPa
respectively [5, 6]. Under such conditions, the pressure sensors based on electrical principles
with inherent limitations present high failure rates. Therefore, due to the obvious advantages
such as small size, high sensitivity, long-distance access, corrosion resistance, and
electromagnetic interference resistance, the optical fiber pressure sensor (OFPS) has received
wide attention from researchers in the field of oil drilling and development [7-13].
At present, fiber Bragg grating (FBG) and Fabry-Perot (F-P) cavities based on pressure
sensors have been used for down-hole monitoring [12-15]. However, they still have some
limitations in practical applications. Firstly, FBG is easily erased in the high-temperature
environment [16, 17]. The new studies have shown that the regenerated FBG technology is
expected to solve the problem, but its long-term stability remains a controversial issue [18-20].
Another problem is that the temperature cross-sensitivity existing in the FBG sensor has not
been solved yet until now [21, 22]. Secondly, the optical fiber F-P sensors can be classified into
the intrinsic F-P interferometric (IFPI) sensors and the extrinsic F-P interferometric (EFPI)
sensors [23-25]. IFPI sensors often fabricated by spliced fibers with the properties of simple
structure and good robustness, are suitable for mass production and use, but there still exist

several disadvantages including the pressure sensitivity and the temperature cross-sensitivity
[26, 27]. By contrast, the EFPI pressure sensors formed between the reflective diaphragm and
fiber end-face, have gained wider applications in different branches of industry because of their
compact size, high sensitivity, fast response, etc. However, their F-P cavities are quite
complicated to fabricate with the requirement of sophisticated equipment and advanced process,
which restricts the further development of their application [28, 29].
Generally speaking, each kind of sensor has its own advantage in order to be applied to
different requirements, profiting from their sensitivities and measurement ranges which vary
with the employed principles, fiber material, and sensitive structures [30-32]. Some long-term
studies have demonstrated that various photonic crystal fiber (PCF)-based pressure sensors
have higher sensitivity and resolution allowing for a large measurement dynamic range [11, 33,
34]. Likewise, studies also prove that polarization modulation techniques can provide a higher
sensitivity compared with other types [11, 35, 36]. Accordingly, the proper design of the PCF
pressure sensor combined with polarization modulation technique should be able to improve
the pressure sensitivity dramatically. In this study, we propose a new type of structure of OFPS
based on polarization modulation, and fabricate its sensing unit using a very short highbirefringence PCF (HB-PCF) to measure pressure in the fluid medium. The embodied
performance and low cost enable this type of sensors to have great potential to be promoted.

Fig.1. The operating principles of OPFS based on polarization modulation.

2.

Working principle

Fused quartz is a type of isotropic optical material, whose refractive index becomes anisotropic
under the stress loading condition by the photoelastic effect [37, 38]. In this study, the changes
of pressure are measured by the interferometric phase demodulation of the output light with a
high-birefringence fiber (HBF) which is used as the sensing unit of the OFPS. The principle of
the OFPS is shown in Fig. 1, the beam produced by laser source is converted from the partially
polarized light (PPL) to linearly polarized light (LPL) after passing through the polarizer, and
incident into the sensing unit at an angle of 45°to the slow axis of the HBF (x-axis). Therefore,
the beam at the HBF input end is a set of orthogonal linearly polarized light (OLPL) with the
same initial phase and input intensity. Since the two orthogonal polarization modes have
different transmission constants βx and βy, they will be transmitted independently with the
respective polarization state in the x-axis and the y-axis of the HBF. Then, the output beam of
the HBF is depolarized to two separate unpolarized lights (UPL) by the depolarizer, the light
intensity Io can be expressed as Eq. (1) on this phase plane.
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Here, Ei is the electric field intensity of LPL at the sensing unit’s input end. E'i is the electric
field intensity of the beam through the HBF, containing two independent components of
orthogonal polarization modes. Eo is the electric field intensity of UPL at the sensing unit’s
output end. Moreover, k0 is the wave number, L is the length of the HBF, B is the birefringence
of the HBF. Φx and Φy are the differences between the phase of the HBF output and the initial
phas, nx and ny are effective refractive indexs (ERIs) of the fast-axis mode and slow-axis mode,
respectively.
According to Eq. (1), Io is determined by the input light intensity, namely, the electric field
intensity of the LPL. Besides, Io is also dependent on the three variables of the cosine function,
i.e., k0, L and B. Specifically, k0 is determined by the wavelength stability of the laser source, L
is mainly determined by the temperature, and B is determined by the double effects between
the pressure and temperature. Generally, the changes in k0 and L are very small and can be
ignored, moreover, B is more affected by the pressure load than the temperature load from
simulation results in Section 3. Through proper variables adjustments, the cosine function
cos(k0LB) is equal to 1 without the external load, the output light intensity Io in the depolarizer
is maximum, and decreases with the increase of the external pressure load which is affected by
the change of birefringence ΔB. Finally, the change of the interference light intensity is
observed and analyzed by a photoelectric detector to predict the changes in the external pressure.
This is the working principle of the OFPS based on polarization modulation.
3.

Design analysis

To prove the effectiveness of pressure measurements based on the designed OFPS structure, an
HB-PCF of the PM-1550-01 produced by NTK Photonics Inc. is used as the sensing unit and
fully discussed in this section. The pressure-optical and temperature-optical characteristics of
the HBF are firstly studied with numerical analysis based on finite element software COMSOL
Multiphysics. Then, the length of the sensing unit corresponding to different ranges of the
pressure measurement is designed by Eq. (1). Finally, the problems of wavelength stability and
temperature cross-sensitivity of the OFPS structure are evaluated and analyzed.
The PM-1550-01 fiber is a kind of the HBF, which is made of pure fused quartz, and a
hexagonal air hole structure is distributed around the core area. Since the diameter of two air
holes adjacent to the core is bigger than the others, the overall structure of the PM-1550-01 has
a clear two-fold symmetry, which makes it show high birefringence. The parameters of the
optical fibers used in the numerical simulation are derived from the datasheet of the
manufacturer and the references [38], the wavelength of transmission light is 1550 nm. The
simulation results show that its EIRs of the fast-axis mode and slow-axis mode are 1.4387 RIU

and 1.4391 RIU, respectively, at a room temperature (20 °C) and zero pressure load (0 MPa).
It follows that birefringence B is 4×10-4 RIU, and the beat length obtained by counting is 3.94
mm, which is basically consistent with the parameter provided by the manufacturer.

Fig. 2. The pressure-birefringence characteristic of the PM-1550-01, i.e., approximately 10 -6 RIU/MPa.

Fig. 3. The temperature-birefringence characteristic of the PM-1550-01, i.e., approximately 10 -10
RIU/MPa.

Next, the pressure sensitivity and temperature cross-sensitivity of the PM-1550-01 are
evaluated in details. The proposed OFPS is set to the specified pressure in the fluid medium, so
that the external pressure load on the external surface of the optical fiber is uniformly
distributed and directed towards the geometric center. The pressure-birefringence characteristic
is numerically analyzed in the pressure range of 0-100 MPa at intervals of 10 MPa in Fig. 2.
According to the photoelastic effect, the change of the external pressure load gives a rise to the
change of the internal stress distribution. Then it causes the change of ERIs of the fast-axis
mode and slow-axis mode. However, due to the difference between the change rates of two
ERIs, its birefringence also changes with the pressure, so as to realize the pressure perception.
The simulation results are shown in Fig. 2, the birefringence decreases from 4.07×10-4 to
2.02×10-4 RIU with the external pressure load changing from 0 to 100 MPa. Thus, the pressure
sensitivity is 2.05×10-6 RIU/MPa, and has a good linear relationship with the birefringence.

Fig. 4. Relationships between the interference light intensity and the external pressure load from different
lengths of the sensing unit by the PM-1550-01.

Generally, the influence of temperature cross-sensitivity is unavoidable to be discussed
while the performance of the optical fiber sensor is analyzed. Therefore, the temperature-

birefringence characteristic of the PM-1550-01 is numerically analyzed in the temperature
range of 0-100 °C at intervals of 10 °C. The simulation results are shown in Fig. 3, where the
temperature sensitivity is only 7.27×10-10 RIU/°C. The temperature cross-sensitivity can be
calculated as 0.355 kPa/°C in theory. Consequently, the temperature compensation will become
a very simple task on account of the fact that the proposed structure of the OFPS will be hardly
affected by the distortion of the temperature environment. Especially, there is no need to
consider the temperature compensation method in most applications of the high-pressure (MPa
Level) measurement.
The external pressure load can be perceived by demodulating the interference light intensity
from the proposed OFPS structure based on the pressure-birefringence characteristics of the
HBF. However, according to Eq. (1), the change of interference light intensity is expressed as
a cosine function, so the range of the pressure measurement needs to be considered in advance,
i.e., monotone interval settings of the output light intensity can be achieved by adjusting the
length of the sensing unit. The accurate measurement of the pressure within the range can be
realized through the mapping relationships between the output light intensity and the external
pressure load, which present the characteristics of normalization, continuity, and monotony.
The results of the design and analysis are shown in Fig. 4, five maximum target pressures with
5, 10, 20, 40, and 80 MPa can be easily adjusted by changing the length of the PM-1550-01.
All changes of the interference light intensity are limited in the monotone interval of the cosine
function. It is worth noting that in the design of the pressure sensor, the maximum internal
stress value of the inner optical fiber is limited to 1.15 GPa, namely the compressive strength
of the fused quartz is at 20 °C [39]. According to the simulation results, the peak of the internal
stress reaches 400 MPa when the external pressure load is 100 MPa within the allowable range.
Furthermore, the stress concentration induces a bigger difference in the birefringence response,
which shows that this kind of the HBF has higher pressure sensitivity.

Fig. 5. Relationships between the interference light intensity and the wavelength with a 7.6-mm length
PM-1550-01.

The interference light intensity of the OFPS is also affected by the wavelength variation of
the laser source according to its operating principle. Here, the sensing unit, namely 7.6-mmlength PM-1550-01, is evaluated in order to make preparations for the practical experiments of
the 0-50 MPa pressure measurement. The results are shown in Fig. 5, where the interference
light intensity has a peak at 1550 nm. Because the central wavelength stability of the currently
used semiconductor laser for optical fiber communication can reach the order of pm, the
wavelength shift has a very weak influence on the accuracy of the pressure measurement, which
can be ignored. Of course, the property of the stability is especially important. The cosine
function in Eq. (1) has three variables of B, L, and k0. Among them, the former two parameters
have differences between the actual value and the estimated value due to the fabrication
technique limitations. Especially, they cannot be adjusted after the sensor is fabricated.
Fortunately, this problem of the sensor trim can be perfectly solved by adjusting the wavelength
of the laser source, namely, changing the wave number k0.
4.

Experiment and evaluation

A proposed OFPS is fabricated and a pressure test is carried out within the 0-50 MPa range.
According to the design and principle in section 2, a PM-1550-01 with 7.6-mm length is used
as the sensing unit, where a polarization-maintaining fiber (Fujikura Ltd., SM15-PS-U25D) and
a single-mode fiber (Corning Inc., SMF-28e) are fused to both ends as the input fiber and output
fiber, respectively. In this study, an automated fiber fusion splicer (Sumitomo Electric
Industries Ltd., Type-81C) is used, where the manual mode is taken for welding. The fiber
position, end face spacing, discharge time and strength are optimized in the earlier stage of the
experiments.

(a)

(b)
Fig. 6. Sensor production and evaluation. (a) Image of the fabricated sensing unit with a 6.94 mm-length
PM-1550-01, the dotted circle portions show air holes collapsing about 0.3 to 0.4 mm length. (b) An image
of the pressure measurement system structure.

The fabricated sensing unit is shown in Fig. 6(a), the unchanging portion of the PM-1550-01
is about 6.94 mm, and the ends of the fiber have the air holes collapsing with 0.3 to 0.4 mm
due to arc-fusion splicing. Certainly, these values have some errors because they are observed
through the optical microscope, and it cannot be effectively evaluated whether the visible
collapsing portion of the fiber completely loses the polarization maintaining characteristic or
not. This problem needs to be estimated based on the interferometric phase demodulation of
the output light. The pressure environment where the medium is pure water, is set up by using
the pressure test machine in the range of 0-60 MPa. As shown in Fig. 6(b), the sensing unit and
portions of the input and output fibers are placed in a through-type pipe and encapsulated at
both ends with epoxy. The pressure is evaluated by using a relative pressure gauge with the
range from -100 kPa to 60 MPa, which has an accuracy of 0.05% fs.
The experiment on the system structure is as shown in Fig. 1, a tunable laser (Keysight
81606A-116) and a power sensor (Keysight 81636B) are used to evaluate the relationships
between the interference light intensity and the external pressure load. An optical fiber polarizer
(Thorlabs ILP1550SM-FC) and an optical fiber depolarizer (Bonphot Optoelectronics DPOLS-B-1-2) are used to produce polarization and remove polarization. In order to reduce the
influence of heat release caused by the medium being quickly compressed, the temperature
change of the pressure chamber is monitored in all experimental procedures, the pressure test
of the OFPS is implemented at 25±1 °C.

Fig. 7. Relationships between the interference light intensity and the external pressure load.

Fig. 8. The stability of the output light intensity at a room temperature and zero pressure load.

Firstly, the relationship between the interference light intensity and the external pressure
load is analyzed at 1550 nm. As shown in the blue scatter plots of the Fig. 7, a minimum value
appears at 37 MPa, the pressure sensitivity has -0.139 dB/MPa in the left monotonic interval,
and the decisive coefficient R2 is 0.99. The root mean squared error (RMSE) between the linear
regression and the measured power shift is 0.152 dB, and a maximum error is 0.427 dB.
Secondly, the pressure test machine is adjusted to 0 MPa external pressure load. It follows that
the output light intensity has a maximum value at 1502 nm by tuning of laser wavelength.
Likewise, the relationship between the interference light intensity and the external pressure load
is analyzed at 1502 nm. The orange scatter plots of the Fig. 7 show a minimum value at 44 MPa,
its pressure sensitivity is -0.145 dB/MPa in the left monotonic interval, and the decisive
coefficient R2 is 0.997. The RMSE between the linear regression and the measured power shift
is 0.101 dB, and a maximum error is about 0.154 dB. Finally, the stability of the fabricated
OFPS is evaluated. The changes in the output light intensity are smaller than 0.04 dB in 1 hour
at a room temperature and zero pressure load. The RMSE is 0.01 dB.
These errors mainly come from two aspects. One is from pressure instability by the test
machine with an accuracy of 0.05% fs. The other one is from the interference of the laser source,
including power instability, electronic noise and environmental factor. The former does not
affect the detecting accuracy of the OFPS, while the latter can be reduced or eliminated by
adding a reference optical path and using a balanced photodetector to suppress noise in
subsequent studies. Despite such solutions, the stabilities of the electronic units such as lasers
and detectors are still very important in the application of this type of optical sensor. In addition,
these experimental data from 6.94-mm-length sensing unit is very similar to the simulation
results from the 7.6-mm-length sensing unit. There are two possibilities that can explain this
phenomenon. One is that the air holes collapsing portions of the PM-1550-01 do not completely
lose polarization-maintaining characteristic. The other is that the simulation results of the
pressure-birefringence characteristics have some minor errors, the actual value should be larger.
The true reason still needs further verification in future work.
Table 1
Comparison of main sensor parameters reported by research groups.

Work
Our
Ref. 5
Ref. 6
Ref. 12
Ref. 15
Ref. 40

Pressure sensitivity
0.145 dB/MPa
-294.69 nm/MPa
12 pm/MPa
-141.42 nm/MPa
1.071 rad/MPa
0.33 pm/MPa

Pressure
ranges (MPa)
0-44
0-100
0-100
2-72
2-120
0-140

Temperature crosssensitivity (kPa/K)
0.355
6
958
Not reported
2.488
0.6

For a clearer comparison, Table 1 shows pressure sensitivity, pressure range and
temperature cross-sensitivity of the proposed OFPS and the main high-pressure sensors (greater
than 30 MPa) in the literature. It is obvious that each of the methods has its own advantages
and limitations as described in Section 1. Our work has a comparative advantage in temperature
cross-sensitivity. In addition, the result of the literature [40] also shows a low cross-sensitivity
based on an FBG sensor written in specialty fiber. This also offers an attractive solution that
sensors using optical fiber are more sensitive to pressure, for example, endlessly single-mode
photonic crystal fiber with high birefringence for sensing applications [41].
5.

Conclusions

In this study, a new type of structure of OFPS based on polarization has been proposed and
demonstrated for measuring the pressure in a fluid medium. The research results indicate that
the fabricated OFPS by the PM-1550-01 fiber shows a pressure sensitivity of 0.145 dB/MPa in
the external pressure test from 0 to 44 MPa. Combined with the theoretical temperature crosssensitivity of 0.355 kPa/°C, it has significant advantages in high-pressure measurement
applications with large temperature variations. In addition, this type of the OFPS is fabricated
by easy and affordable methods, which only include fiber cleaving and fusion. Furthermore,
the simple and strong structure makes this type of sensor suitable for pressure measurement
under harsh conditions, such as downhole and seabed. The deficiency of this work is limited to
a maximum pressure of 50 MPa by experimental conditions, far from the theoretical limit of
the PM-1550-01 fiber. In the next phase, a 120 MPa high-voltage test bench is planned to be
taken to test the pressure sensitivity and other properties of the fabricated OFPS in an extremely
high-pressure environment. Moreover, the packaging effect on the sensor's performance is also
an important concern needed to be focused on.
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