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All quantum optomechanics experiments to date operate at cryogenic temperatures, imposing severe
technical challenges and fundamental constraints. Here, we present a novel design of on-chip mechanical
resonators which exhibit fundamental modes with frequencies f and mechanical quality factors Q,, sufficient
to enter the optomechanical quantum regime at room temperature. We overcome previous limitations by
designing ultrathin, high-stress silicon nitride (Si; N, ) membranes, with tensile stress in the resonators’ clamps
close to the ultimate yield strength of the material. By patterning a photonic crystal on the SiN membranes,
we observe reflectivities greater than 99%. These on-chip resonators have remarkably low mechanical
dissipation, with Q,,, ~ 108, while at the same time exhibiting large reflectivities. This makes them a unique
platform for experiments towards the observation of massive quantum behavior at room temperature.
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Optomechanical systems, where light is coupled to
mechanical motion via the radiation pressure force, have
generated enormous interest over the past years. They are
promising candidates for testing macroscopic quantum
physics, have great potential as quantum transducers
between distinct quantum systems and have unique capa-
bilities for sensing applications [1]. State-of-the-art systems
have recently demonstrated ground state cooling [2,3],
mechanical quantum state preparation [4,5], entanglement
[6], and squeezing of both the optical [7,8] as well as
the mechanical mode [9-11]. Experiments involving
such optomechanical systems in the quantum regime are
technically very challenging and so far have exclusively
operated at cryogenic temperatures. This poses serious
restrictions on the type of experiments that are feasible.
Without the need for cryogenic precooling, one could
envision their use as hybrid quantum systems with, for
example, atomic gases [12] or single atoms [13]. It would
also open up practical avenues for real world applications
of such quantum optomechanical systems.

One of the most successful implementation of mechani-
cal oscillators for such (quantum) optomechanics experi-
ments are devices made of high-stress silicon nitride
(Si3Ny), which have been utilized in quantum-limited
accelerometers [14], coupling of their motion to ultracold
atoms [15,16], optomechanics in 3D microwave cavities
[17], microwave-to-optical wavelength conversion [18],
and quadratic coupling in cavity optomechanics [19].

However, even these low mechanical dissipation oscil-
lators have to date not operated in a regime where realistic
quantum experiments at room temperature are feasible. The
benchmark for this elusive regime is the f x Q,, product of
the resonator which requires the mechanical quality factor
O, to be larger than the number of thermal phonons at room
temperature (f X O, > kgTroom/ ), With h being the Planck
and kg the Boltzmann constant [20]. This regime will allow
for ground state cooling using the radiation pressure force
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and hence, for experiments operating in the quantum domain.
In general, the quality factor-frequency product also deter-
mines the number of coherent oscillations the resonator
can undergo before one phonon enters the system; i.e.,
Nose = Onf - h/27xkgT. Experimental realizations of on-
chip mechanical resonators that exceed this requirement have
all been demonstrated in higher-order mechanical modes
[21,22]. Such mechanical systems are however in practice
not useful for cooling experiments as higher order modes are
enveloped by numerous neighboring modes, which increase
the displacement background noise as one cools the mode of
interest. To avoid this limit, it is important to couple to the
fundamental mode of the resonator. An additional challenge
is to operate at mechanical frequencies beyond 10° Hz,
where commercial lasers exhibit a minimal amount of
classical noise and can relatively easily be quantum limited
to shot noise in order to avoid heating or decoherence of the
mechanics through noise [23]. Another difficulty for realistic
quantum optomechanics experiments at room temperature is
that often good mechanical quality is mutually exclusive with
good optical reflectivity [24—26]. This limits the achievable
coupling rates and increases the necessary optical power
to a level where absorption potentially becomes a practical
limitation for cooling and quantum experiments.

In this Letter, we demonstrate the first optomechanical
platform that overcomes all these limitations, paving the
way for room temperature experiments in the quantum
regime. We fabricate on-chip optomechanical mirrors
which exhibit f x Q. products of their fundamental
mechanical modes above the requirement for ground state
cooling without cryogenics (Fig. 1). With a center-of-mass
frequency of ~150 kHz and mechanical quality factor
0., ~ 108, this new generation of Si;N, tethered mem-
branes are on par with the state of the art in optically
levitated nanospheres, known for their extreme mechanical
isolation and ultralow dissipation, which are only limited
by gas-molecule collisions in high vacuum and photon

© 2016 American Physical Society
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FIG. 1. (a) Schematic of our tethered membrane which consists
of a central membrane connected to the silicon substrate through
a series of thin tethers. A central photonic crystal reflector can be
used for increased reflectivities. Shown are our design parameters
which are individually swept keeping all others constant to
observe their effect on the f x Q, product. Finite element
simulations map out the strain throughout the resonator and
calculate deformation due to the relaxation of the material at the
(b) tether clamps and (c) central membrane, which together
significantly enhance the tensile stress in the tethers. (d) Sche-
matic of ringdown measurement setup. The membrane is reso-
nantly driven by a piezoelectric transducer inside an optical
interferometer. We determine the mechanical dissipation by
observing the ringdown of the mechanical resonance (see text
for details).
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recoil heating [27,28]. In order to achieve such remarkably
low dissipation rates of I',,/27 = f/Q,, ~ 1.4 mHz with
a tethered system, we design ultrathin high-stress SizNy
membranes which enhance the intrinsic stress in crucial
tether regions—significantly reducing clamping and bend-
ing losses [29]. A key observation is that high-stress
membranes have mechanical frequencies which are stress
dominated, meaning that one can minimize the thickness of
the resonator in order to reduce bending losses without
significantly reducing the mechanical mode frequencies.
We fabricate tethered membranes with ultralow dissipation
rates by engineering up to 6 GPa of stress within films as
thin as 15 nm and intrinsic stress of 1.3 GPa. Using finite
element simulations to calculate the stress throughout the
resonators, we push the tensile stress in the resonator’s
clamps to values near the ultimate yield strength of
low-pressure chemical vapor deposition (LPCVD) SizNy.
In addition, we are able to show that we can increase the
intrinsic optical reflectivity R of these membranes to up to
99.3% by patterning a two-dimensional photonic crystal
onto the structure. These devices enable coupling rates that
allow ground state cooling from room temperature with
realistic parameters in a membrane-in-the-middle design

[30-33] and can also be used as an end mirror of a
Fabry-Pérot cavity [25,34-36].

The central mirror on the tethered membranes is a 2D
photonic crystal device, that is designed using finite
difference time domain (FDTD) simulations. They are
similar to previous designs of grating reflectors [37] and
photonic crystals (PhC) [38,39], which usually consist of
an array of either lines or holes etched into the dielectric,
respectively. Such a periodic change in the refractive index
allows for a band gap to be tailored for a specific wave-
length, resulting in (simulated) reflectivities > 99.9%.
Experiments to date employing such photonic crystal
mirrors for optomechanical resonators have however
suffered from a trade-off between high reflectivity and
high-mechanical quality, due to the requirement of thick
dielectrics in order to achieve large R [39]. We confirm
this by measuring PhC mirrors consisting of a square lattice
of holes as a function of silicon nitride thickness (see
Supplemental Material [40]). In order to circumvent this
design issue, we follow two slightly different approaches:
we either leave a thick cylindrical slab of SiN around the
PhC [see Fig. 2(c)] or instead of using holes, we use pillars,
resulting in an inverse photonic crystal [see Fig. 2(d)].
While the latter design still suffers from fabrication
imperfections resulting in reflectivities of ~95%, the other
new design allows us to reach R > 99% (Fig. 2). We show
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FIG. 2. (a) The measured transmittance 7 for three different

designs of tethered mechanical membranes (b)—(d). The thick-
ness of the photonic crystal #p,c was chosen to be 200 nm for all
designs. The maximum reflectivity (1 — T;,) strongly depends
on the thickness of the silicon nitride (see Supplemental Material
[40]). For (b), this is in competition with the requirement of thin
films (i.e., small #;) for good mechanical quality (cf. Fig. 3). We
overcome this limitation by either leaving a thick cylindrical slab
in the center of the membrane (c) or by using an inverse photonic
crystal design (d). These designs decouple the mechanical and
optical properties of the membrane and show similar optical
performances to (b). We use a simple transmittance measurement
to infer reflectivity. We experimentally confirm this by using a
PhC membrane as one end mirror of a Fabry-Pérot cavity in
combination with a second mirror with known reflectivity and
measuring the finesse.
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that both methods decouple the mechanical from the optical
properties and allow for optomechanical devices with
simultaneous high Q,, and high R.

We also study the tethered membranes’ mechanical
parameters, several of which suffer from the conventional
trade-off between either good mechanical quality factor or
high frequency (see Fig. 1 and Table IV, Supplemental
Material [40]). For example, extending the length of the
tethers by increasing the size of the window a,, in order to
reduce clamping and bending losses not only results in
higher mechanical quality factors but also lower frequen-
cies [41]. Achieving ultrahigh Q. with this parameter
will result in very low fundamental modes, where low-
frequency classical noise in lasers becomes a compelling
limitation on radiation-pressure sideband cooling (for more
detail and discussion on design parameters, see the
Supplemental Material [40]).

It is known that for fundamental modes of long, thin
nanostrings (width, w = 3-5 um), mechanical dissipation
starts to be dominated by bending losses [42]. By account-
ing for the dominating effect of flexural bending near the
clamps of tensile strings, one can express the quality factor
for the fundamental mode of doubly clamped strings as

n?E [t;\? E(t\]™
Our = {EE (Zf) +1.0887\/;(zf>} Ovending: (1)

where E is the SizN,; Young’s modulus, o is the stress in
the string, #; is the film thickness, L is the length of the
nanostring, and Qyepging 18 the quality factor due to bending
losses in a relaxed string, which is mostly dependent on
intrinsic material damping. From Eq. (1), one finds that the
quality factor of a string can be enhanced by using thinner
strings with decreasing #;. A crucial observation from
thin plate theory is that membranes under large tensile
forces have stress-dominated mechanical frequencies [i.e.,

fi1 = 1/(v/2L)+/o/p, where p is the material’s density]
which are independent of membrane thickness. Since
our devices’ dissipation is dominated by bending losses
through the tethers and have mechanical modes which
are independent of thickness, we can engineer thinner
membranes with increased mechanical quality factors and
negligible impact on the frequency. This design scheme
overcomes the trade-off between Q,, and f in order to
realize optomechanical resonators with unprecedented
enhancement of the fundamental mode f x Q,, product.
In addition, substrate thickness plays an important role
in anchoring losses for out-of-plane fundamental modes,
where larger vibrational displacements of thinner substrates
near the clamping points of a fundamental mode signifi-
cantly increase mechanical dissipation [43]. Previous
studies found some enhancement in 30-50 nm thick square
membranes when moving from 200 ym substrates to
500 ym with a negligible effect in thicker Si3N, films
(t; > 100 nm) [44]. Silicon substrate thickness and silicon

nitride film thickness are the parameters we focus on to
achieve significant enhancements in f x Q.. We inves-
tigate these effects by fabricating our resonators from
ultrathin films > 15 nm and on substrates as thick as
900 um (for fabrication details see the Supplemental
Material [40]).

We determine the mechanical quality factors of
our membranes by performing ringdown measurements
using a piezoelectric stack in an optical interferometer
[see Fig. 1(d)]. Due to viscous damping, which becomes
increasingly dominant with thinner membranes, our mea-
surements are conducted inside an ultrahigh vacuum
chamber at < 1077 mbar. Positioning stages are used to
align the chip with the membranes to a 20 ym spot of a
1550 nm laser. The chip is placed onto the piezolectric
stack under its own weight since any type of clamping or
gluing of the chip to the experimental setup can reduce the
mechanical quality factor by several orders of magnitude
[44]. Each of our chips has 9-16 resonators which allow us
to collect several data points for each parameter sweep. We
start with a nominal resonator design (see Supplemental
Material [40] for details) and adjust each parameter keeping
all others fixed. In Fig. 3, we plot the effects on f x Q,, by
varying the thickness of the silicon nitride films and silicon
substrates for the nominal membrane design. We find
that losses in thicker Si3N, resonators (#; > 100 nm) are
dominated by bending losses. From the data, we also see
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FIG. 3. Shown is the f x Q,, product for the nominal design

[40] of our tethered membrane for various silicon substrate
({200, 500,900} um) and Si3N, film ({20, 50, 100, 200} nm)
thicknesses. Each point is the average of measurements of
resonators with identical geometry. In addition, we verified that
the results are independent of the particular PhC design. For thin
silicon substrates (£, = 200 pm), the anchoring losses completely
dominate and result in minimal enhancement of the mechanical
quality factor even at #; = 20 nm. However, these ultrathin films
exhibit f x Q. products above the ground state cooling limit
(shaded region) when fabricated on thicker substrates, where
anchoring losses are less pronounced. The inset shows the
ringdown measurement for the best observed value for a single
device with Q,, = 9.8+ 0.2 x 107 at f = 140 kHz for a 20 nm
thick film, with otherwise nominal parameters.
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that low dissipation in ultrathin resonators can be com-
pletely dominated by anchoring losses in thin substrates
(~200 pm). A clear enhancement in the f x Q,, product is
observed, consistently exceeding the above requirement for
ground state cooling at room temperatures as one fabricates
thinner tethered membranes on increasingly thicker sub-
strates, where anchoring losses are no longer a limiting
factor on Q.

In order to push the devices to their material limits, we
engineer the stress at the clamps (the dominant source of
flexural bending loss) to just short of the Si;N, ultimate
yield strength (= 6.4 GPa [45]). At thicknesses < 20 nm,
the silicon nitride membranes become increasingly sus-
ceptible to plastic deformation when subjected to small
viscous forces due to handling or large temperature
variations during wet chemical processing. Figure 4(b)
shows the necking that occurs when the resonator is
subjected to these small forces which result in large
frequency drops from ~170 kHz to ~60 kHz and reduction
in Q,, to ~10°. Necking is a form of irreversible plastic
deformation that occurs when excessively large strains
localize in small cross sections. In order to minimize such
effects, we use polytetrafluoroethylene (PTFE) turbulence
shielding holders [46] which gently dilute the resonators
from one liquid to the next during fabrication. This
significantly reduces the resonators’ exposure to viscous
forces and surface tension in the wet chemistry processes

Necking Regime

Ultimate Yield
Strength

|
|
|
|
|
\ | Fracture
|
|
|
|

Stress

Elastic Regime

» Strain

FIG. 4. (a) Sketch of the stress-strain curve for silicon nitride.
We design our structures such that for the thinnest films, we
operate in the regime close to the ultimate yield strength of the
material. (b) Microscope image showing a nominal clamp with
outer fillet r,, =20 ym and tether width w =35 ym when
properly fabricated with turbulence reducing holders. (c) shows
typical plastic deformation in very thin films (< 20 nm). This
occurs at the tether clamps where the stress is the largest and
when the resonators are being exposed to small viscous forces or
temperature gradients during fabrication. The tether is deformed
to a width of ~1 um.

required to release, clean, and rinse the sample thoroughly
[46]. At thicknesses below 20 nm, we observe consistently
reduced Q,, ~ 107. Ultrathin films below 20 nm produce
delicate structures which make it difficult to attribute the
lower quality factors to intrinsic limits of the sensitive
handling during fabrication or whether other surface-
dominant loss mechanisms, such as Akhiezer damping,
become more dominant loss channels. The inset in Fig. 3
shows a ringdown for our best device at 20 nm silicon
nitride thickness, 900 pgm Si wafer thickness, and mechani-
cal quality factor Q,, = 9.8 £0.2 x 107 at a fundamental
mode frequency of 140 kHz (f x Q,, = 1.37 x 10'® Hz).

With the demonstrated combination of large reflectivities
and low mechanical dissipation, we will be able to access
the optomechanical quantum regime from room temper-
ature. A first demonstration of such quantum behavior
could be achieved by cooling the mechanical mode into
its quantum ground state, which is already realistic with
these device parameters (see Supplemental Material [40]
for detailed calculations).

To conclude, we studied the dissipation mechanisms in a
new regime of ultrathin, highly stressed optomechanical
resonators and their effects on mechanical quality factor
and fundamental mode frequency. By moving to these thin
devices on thick silicon substrates and by engineering the
stress in their tethers to near the ultimate yield strength of
Si3Ny, we are able to overcome a well-known trade-off
between frequency and mechanical quality factor to
achieve fundamental modes f x Q,,, which are more than
twice the requirement for quantum ground state cooling
from room temperature. Our on-chip device performances
are on par with the best values measured for optically
levitated nanospheres without the need for high power
trapping lasers or complex experimental setups. We also
demonstrate the possibility to combine our resonators with
different photonic crystal mirror designs which result in
reflectivities between 95% and 99%, while simultaneously
achieving ultrahigh Q,,. These results allow us to finally
realize experiments to laser cool a mechanical oscillator
from room temperature to its quantum ground state (see
Supplemental Material [40]). Such reflective tethered
membranes are also ideal for optical trapping configura-
tions that enhance the frequency and the mechanical quality
factor even further, while avoiding thermal bistabilities
which become a severe limitation at high laser powers
[47,48]. With a Q,, ~ 108, our dissipation rates are only
matched in other silicon nitride membranes with the use of
cryogenic cooling near 14 mK, with an improvement of
2 orders of magnitude in mechanical quality factor from
room temperature [49]. This allows one to speculate that
coupling our new generation of resonators to such low
temperature baths could yield Q,, ~ 1 billion.

Our devices have the potential to allow for fundamental
tests of quantum physics by generating massive, non-
classical states of a mechanical oscillator, for example,
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in space, where complicated cryogenic setups are not
feasible [50]. In addition, thanks to the ultralow mechanical
dissipation, it is possible to push boundaries of applications
in ultrasensitive (e.g., force) detection [51-53], as has
recently been demonstrated [54]. For the devices used
here, we calculate a force sensitivity of about 10 aN/Hz!/?,
which, together with Ref. [54] and to our best knowledge, is
the highest to date at room temperature. Achieving this
level of dissipation in an on-chip design heralds a realistic
building block towards optically linked silicon-based
quantum networks [55] operating at room temperature.
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