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Abstract—Development of both fundamental research and clinical applications of photoacoustic imaging call for ultrasound detectors of high sensitivity, flat frequency response, and compact size,
which are not easily satisfied by traditional ultrasound detectors.
Therefore, many alternative ultrasound detectors have been investigated in recent years and a representative one is the imprinted
polymer microring resonator-based detector. This review covers
its principle, device fabrication, characterization and application,
with an emphasis on how the microring’s unique properties make
it act as a high-performance ultrasound detector in photoacoustic
imaging systems. The imprinted polymer microring has high detection sensitivity, broadband frequency response, compact size, and
good operation robustness. Application of microrings in photoacoustic tomography generates truthful reconstructed images; use
of microring in photoacoustic microscopy leads to improved image resolution; and the detector’s compact size makes it promising
for photoacoustic endoscopic applications. When integrated with
other electromagnetic wave absorbers, novel applications such as
real-time terahertz pulse detection can be realized.
Index Terms—Microring resonators, nano-imprint, optical ultrasound detectors, polymer-based photonic devices, photoacoustic imaging, photoacoustic tomography, photoacoustic microscopy,
photoacoustic endoscopy, real-time THz detection.

I. INTRODUCTION
HOTOACOUSTIC imaging (PAI), an elegant combination of light and sound, has been a research topic of great
interest since the last decade [1]. In PAI, the object absorbs
the incident electromagnetic (EM) waves (in most cases, laser
light), and gets heated up. The heating causes the thermoelastic
expansion of the object and subsequent generation of ultrasound
waves (this process is called the photoacoustic effect). Finally,
the ultrasound signals are collected for the subsequent image
formation. Photoacoustic effect, in the general sense, can be
described as the production of acoustic signals by any forms of
EM radiation, ranging from X-rays to radio frequency waves.
Although it was discovered over a century ago by A. G. Bell
in 1880 during his experiments with the long distance sound
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transmission system (photophone) [2], PAI started to emerge as
a new biomedical imaging modality in the last decade thanks
to the development of various pulsed laser sources [3]–[5] and
imaging reconstruction algorithms [6]–[9].
Compared with the traditional ultrasound imaging which relies on the acoustic impedance mismatch between tissues for the
image formation [10], [11], PAI utilizes the optical absorption
of either exogenous contrast agents such as dyes, nanoparticles, or the endogenous absorption contrast of biological tissues such as hemoglobin, lipid, melanoma, etc. As a result,
PAI offers broad and great contrast in the detection of lightabsorbing chromophores compared with the conventional ultrasound imaging [12]–[14]. By choosing proper excitation laser
wavelengths, various tissues with different absorption spectra
could be selectively mapped [15], [16]. Since tissue absorption
is sensitive to its physiological status such as blood volume, oxygen consumption, etc, PAI is capable of interpreting metabolic
and hemodynamic changes [17], [18]. Besides, compared with
the pure optical imaging, PAI offers greater penetration into
the biological tissues due to the significantly reduced scattering
and attenuation of the acoustic wave than its optical counterpart
[1], [17]. What is more, PAI can be combined with ultrasound
imaging [19]–[23] or fluorescence imaging [23]–[26] to achieve
complementary details to each other.
Ultrasound detectors play a vital role in PAI. For example,
in photoacoustic microscopy (PAM), its axial resolution is inversely proportional to the detector bandwidth and can be estimated by: R = 0.88 c/BW, where R is the axial resolution, c
the sound speed, and BW the detector’s bandwidth [27]. Since c
is a constant in most soft biological tissues, R is primarily determined by the detector’s bandwidth. As an another example, for
truthful image reconstructions in the photoacoustic tomography,
both high frequency signals generated from the sharp parts of
the object and low frequency signals from the smooth parts of
the object need to be collected efficiently [28]. This requires
an ultrasound detector with broadband response covering both
low and high frequencies. Piezoelectric transducers have been
the most commonly used ultrasound detector in PAI [29], [30].
They are usually operated over a band of frequencies centered at
their resonant frequencies where the thickness of the piezoelectric crystal equals to half of the detected acoustic wavelength.
As a result, high-frequency transducers require thin crystals,
which impose demanding fabrication challenges and robustness
issues. Thus, the axial resolution in the PAM stays around 15–
20 μm [26], [31], and is one order of magnitude worse than
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Fig. 1. (a) Schematic drawing of the microring resonator, consisting of a ring waveguide coupled to a straight bus waveguide; (b) Transmission spectrum of the
microring; (c) Ultrasound detection by the microring sensor. Reproduced with permission from [39]. Copyright 2008 IEEE.

the lateral resolution achieved by fine laser focusing [32], [33].
Moreover, a broad acoustic bandwidth covering nearly DC to
very high frequencies, which is essential to truthful image reconstructions, is highly restricted due to the characteristic of
this resonance effect. What is more, in order to move PAI towards clinical applications, detectors need to be compact in size,
robust to operate and immune to the EM interferences [34]–
[36]. Unfortunately, many of the above characteristics are not
easily satisfied by the conventional piezoelectric transducers.
To solve the above limitations, alternative ultrasound detectors
have been developed, such as optical resonator based ultrasound
detector [37]–[40], capacitive micro-machined ultrasonic transducers (CMUTs) [41], [42].
In this review, an optical resonator based ultrasound
detector—the imprinted polymer microring is discussed. The
detector’s working principle, design and fabrication are discussed at first, followed by its characterization. The polymer
microring ultrasound detector has high sensitivity, broad bandwidth, wide angular tolerance, robustness of operation and the
potential for array integrations. Its advantages are further illustrated by the various applications in PAI. The high sensitivity
and broad bandwidth benefit the image resolutions in the PAM;
the wide angular tolerance and broad bandwidth enhance truthful image reconstructions in the photoacoustic tomography; the
device’s tiny foot print makes it promising for clinical endoscopic applications. When integrated with EM wave absorbers
such as carbon nanotubes, novel applications such as real time
THz wave detection via the photoacoustic effect is achieved.

creates a proportional perturbation of the refractive index in the
medium [44]). At the same time, the ring is deformed by the
ultrasound waves, affecting the effective index of the propagating waveguide mode. These two effects altogether influence the
ring resonant wavelength. By setting the probe laser wavelength
at the slope of the ring transmission dip, the incident ultrasound
waves could be recorded by the varying output intensity from
the device (see Fig. 1(c)).
The sensitivity of the polymer microring to an acoustic pressure can be expressed as [45]:

II. PRINCIPLE

III. FABRICATION

A microring resonator consists of a ring shape waveguide
coupled with a straight waveguide and there is light coupling
in and out of the ring in the gap region (see Fig. 1(a)) [43].
Microring of such a configuration can be treated as a miniature
Gires–Tournois etalon (reflection type Fabry–Perot interferometer). By sweeping the input laser wavelength, the microring’s
output intensity dip occurs at specific wavelengths when the corresponding round trip phase accumulation in the ring waveguide
equals to multiples of 2π radians (see Fig. 1(b)). This round trip
phase accumulation depends on many parameters such as the
ring radius, cross-section size, refractive index of the polymer
waveguide core/cladding, etc, all of which can affect the effective index of the propagating mode. When the ultrasound waves
are incident onto the polymer microrings, the polymer refractive
index can be modulated through the elastic-optic effect (Strain

The polymer microring is fabricated by the nano-imprint
lithography [46]. In nano-imprint, a mold is pressed into the
polymeric materials cast on a substrate in a controlled fashion
(such as certain temperature, pressure and with ultraviolet light
irradiation, etc). After their separation, an inverse replica of the
mold pattern will be created on the polymer material. Compared with alternative methods such as the electron beam/photo
lithography (or with combination of etching) to fabricate polymer based photonic devices, nano-imprint has the advantages
of simplified process, increased throughput, and improved reproducibility. More importantly, by taking additional steps during the mold preparation (as discussed in the next paragraph),
molds with smooth side wall profiles can be fabricated and
this contributes to the high quality factor (Q factor, defined as
Q = λ/Δλ, where λ is the device working wavelength and Δλ

S=

dT dλ dneﬀ
dT
=
dP
dλ dneﬀ dP

(1)

where T and P are the optical transmission intensity and
acoustic pressure amplitude, respectively. The first derivative
dT
dλ represents the change in the device transmission intensity
for a certain resonant wavelength shift at a fixed probing laser
wavelength. This quantity is closely related to the sharpness of
the resonance curve, denoted by the quality factor (Q factor)
of the microring. The second derivative dndλe f f is the resonance
wavelength shift with respect to the change of the effective refractive index and is a constant when the resonant wavelength
shift is tiny. The third term dndPe f f is a parameter signifying how
sensitive the polymer properties change with respect to the ultrasonic pressure and can be described in terms of the Young’s
modulus and the elastic-optic coefficient. Therefore, the microring detector’s sensitivity depends on its Q factor as well as the
polymer properties.
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Fig. 2. (a) Polymer ring fabrication schematic by nano-imprinting lithography. (b) Angle view SEM of the microring with a diameter of 60um; Reproduced
with permission from [52]. Copyright 2014 American Chemical Society. (c) Transmission spectrum of microring around 780 nm with a Q factor of 4 × 105 in DI
water; Reproduced with permission from [37]. Copyright 2011 AIP Publishing LLC. (d) Measure frequency response of the microring, and it has broad response
from DC to 350 MHz at −3 dB. Reproduced with permission from [52]. Copyright 2014 American Chemical Society.

is the FWHM of the transmission dip) of the imprinted polymer
microring. High Q factor is valuable for microring’s application
as ultrasound detectors because for a given acoustic pressure,
the amplitude of the resonant wavelength shift is proportional to
the Q factor. A higher Q factor means sharper resonance, thus
being more sensitive to the acoustic vibration.
The device fabrication starts with the imprint mold preparation. Silicon is chosen as the mold material for its wide
availability and varieties of relevant fabrication processes. In
particular, recent developments in silicon dry etching produce
smooth sidewall profiles [47]–[49]. First of all, electron beam
(E-beam) lithography (Raith 150) is used to define the device
pattern on polymethyl methacrylate (950K, PMMA) spun on
a Si substrate. Rather than directly using PMMA as an etching
mask to transfer the pattern into the Si substrate after E-beam,
PMMA goes through a reflow treatment (115 °C for 90 s),
which can significantly reduce the imperfections in the PMMA
resist and harden its edges [50], [51]. Thus, there are fewer
defects when transferring the pattern from PMMA into the
Si substrate through the plasma coupled reactive ion etching
(RIE). After thermal reflow, the PMMA is used as the mask
in the C4 F8 and SF6 gas based RIE to transfer the pattern
into the Si substrate. After etching, the PMMA is removed

by acetone. To further reduce the sidewall roughness of the
mold and improve the imprinted device performance, there is
a second important step: silicon thermal oxidation followed
by the buffered hydrofluoric acid (BHF) etching, where the
outside layer of the rough Si on the mold is converted to SiO2
during the thermal oxidation and subsequently removed by the
BHF. After this treatment, the Si mold sidewall roughness is
significantly reduced [50]. The mold is finally employed in a
thermal imprinting process on polystyrene (PS) film spun on a
thermal oxide substrate (acts as the bottom cladding), as shown
in Fig. 2(a). The imprinting is done at 180 °C under 600 PSI
pressure for 5 minutes (Nanonex NX-2000). Fig. 2(b) shows a
scanning electron microscope (SEM) picture of the imprinted
microring, and Fig. 2(c) is the measured transmission spectrum
around 780 nm in di-ionized (DI) water with a Q factor of
4 × 105 . For some applications such as photoacoustic computed
tomography [1], [17], photoacoustic signals are detected at
different locations (e.g., a circular configuration) and used
for the subsequent image reconstruction. Parallel detection
using a microring array gives faster signal capture speed than
scanning a single ring element over different positions. We
did preliminary demonstrations of a four-element microring
array by fabricating microrings of slightly different diameters
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Fig. 3. Typical experiment set-up to operate the polymer microring in PAI.
In biological experiments, the Cr film will be replaced by tissues. Reproduced
with permission from [52]. Copyright 2014 American Chemical Society.

coupled with the same bus waveguide [39]. By varying the input
laser wavelength, individual ring will be addressed (similar
to the concept of wavelength multiplexing). In order to make
denser array, smaller size rings are needed. Reduction in ring
size leads to increased bending loss and reduced Q factor (ring
material-polystyrene is transparent at its working wavelength,
and therefore there is no material loss in this case). To solve
the above issue, we have investigated imprinted polymer
microrings on metallic or high refractive index substrates,
which show significantly improved Q factors compared with
those of microrings on thermal oxide substrates [45].
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by a 200 nm Cr film irradiated by a nanosecond laser pulse [8],
[52], as shown in fig. 3. Fig. 2(d) shows the calibrated response
bandwidth of ring. It has a flat response stretching from DC
to ∼350 MHz at −3 dB (0.707). A Gaussian function is used
to extrapolate the ring response spectrum and gives out −6 dB
response at 470 MHz. This corresponds to a FWHM bandwidth
of 940 MHz and an estimated axial resolution of 1.4 μm (R
= 0.88 C/BW). Lastly, the tiny size of microring makes it behave like a point detector with wide angular response, a property
useful for photoacoustic tomography and beam forming applications [28], [53]. The sensor’s angular detection sensitivity can be
theoretically described by considering a ring shape transducer:
D0 = J0 (ka sin θ), where J0 is the zero order Bessel function
of the first kind, k is the wave-vector of the incident acoustic
wave, a is the radius of the microring and θ the incident angle
of the acoustic wave. For a given D0 and acoustic wave-vector
k, smaller radius a leads to a larger θ (wider angular response).
We demonstrate −6dB response over 40º for 30 MHz acoustic
waves using a microring with 40 μm diameter [37].
Besides the high sensitivity, ultra-broad detection bandwidth
and wide angular response, microring resonators have relatively
size-independent detection sensitivity, and are robust against
the EM interference as well as ambient noise. And they can be
potentially integrated into arrays [39], [45], leading to a faster
imaging speed. All these advantages facilitate PAI and sensing
applications, which would be discussed in the following part.

IV. CHARACTERIZATION
After the device is fabricated on a chip, its input and output
ends are cleaved and then glued to optical fibers. Fig. 3 shows
the schematic drawing of a typical set-up for microring operations. In this set-up, the photoacoustic signal is generated by
shining a ns laser (GL-3300, Photon Technology International)
onto a 200 nm thick Chromium (Cr) film (In PAI experiment,
the Cr film is replaced by the biological tissues). A continuouswave (CW) 780 nm tunable laser (TLB-6312, New Focus) is
coupled into the device input fiber and its output fiber is connected to a 1 × 2 coupler with 90:10 split ratio (FCMM50–90AFC, Thorlabs). The outputs of the coupler are detected by two
photo-detectors and finally recorded by a digital oscilloscope
(DSO7054A, Agilent). To lock the probing wavelength at the
sharp slope of the ring resonance spectrum, output from the
10% channel of the coupler is monitored by one photodetector
(1601, New Focus) and used for feedback control of the tunable
laser. While the rest 90% of output is collected by a high-speed
avalanche photo detector (APD210, Menlo Systems) and used
for photoacoustic signal detections. The device is immersed in
DI water which served as both the top cladding of the microring
and the coupling medium for the ultrasonic propagation.
The detector acoustic sensitivity is calibrated against known
acoustic sources such as ultrasound transducers [50]. One parameter for evaluating the detector performance is the noiseequivalent pressure (NEP), i.e., the minimum detectable pressure right above the system noise level. We recently achieved a
NEP of 105 Pa from 1–350 MHz range [52]. Another distinctive
advantage of the polymer microring is its ultra-broad detection
bandwidth. The ring frequency response is calibrated by measuring its response to a broadband ultrasound signal, generated

V. OPTICAL RESONATOR BASED ULTRASOUND DETECTORS
As mentioned earlier in the introduction part, there is an increasing demand for alternative ultrasound detectors by their
unique advantages over traditional piezoelectric transducers.
Examples include capacitive micro-machined ultrasound transducers (CMUTs), optical resonator based ultrasound detectors
(ORUDs), etc. Compared with the piezoelectric transducer,
CMUT is the detector where the ultrasound energy transduction is due to the change in its capacitance [54], [55]. It is
compatible with the current silicon micro-fabrication technology and suitable for array integrations [42], [56], [57]. ORUD
are based on optical resonances, and their resonance behaviors can be modulated by the ultrasound waves. Thanks to the
various forms of optical resonant phenomena and structures, researchers can build different ultrasound detectors according to
their needs. Besides the polymer microrings, Si based microrings [58] and waveguides [59], [60] are also demonstrated for
ultrasound detections. The Si microring consists of a suspended
ring cavity which works simultaneously as an acoustic resonating structure. It offers ultrahigh detection sensitivity (below 1
Pa at 0.75 MHz) with limited bandwidth. Monifi et al., showed
acoustic wave detection using a fiber coupled silica microtoroid
resonator encapsulated in a polymer surrounding [61]. Fabry–
Perot cavity has been a popular platform for researchers to build
ORUDs [62]–[66]. It consists of a polymer layer sandwiched by
two reflective mirrors. The probe laser beam undergoes multiple
reflections within the cavity and the optical resonance establishes when its round trip phase accumulation equals to multiples of 2π radians. The incident ultrasound waves modulates the
thickness of the polymer film and thus changes the cavity
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resonant wavelengths. Fabry–Perot cavity based ultrasound detectors can be operated in either reflection [66] or transmission
[67] mode, and can be integrated on the tip of a fiber, which is
well suitable for endoscopic PAI applications [38], [68], [69].
Comparatively speaking, the microring resonators offers higher
resonant Q factor than the Fabry–Perot resonator, especially if
the propagation loss inside the ring waveguide is reduced. While
the Fabry–Perot cavity requires special mirror designs in order
to achieve high Q.
So far, several ORUDs besides the polymer microring have
been employed in PAI systems. Ashkenazi et al., used a thin
(10 μm) SU8 polymer Fabry–Perot étalon to demonstrate high
resolution imaging of a microsphere phantom [62]. Huang et al.,
and Hou et al., extended to 3D imaging by using a two dimensional (2D) SU8 Fabry–Perot sensor arrays [63], [64]. Zhang
et al., reported a planar Fabry–Perot polymer film ultrasound
sensor for high-resolution 3D imaging of a blood vessel phantom [70]. Paltauf et al., proposed a Mach–Zehnder interferometer as an acoustic line detector for 3D photoacoustic tomography [71]. Nuster et al., constructed such interferometers through
free space propagating laser beam for PA wave monitoring [72].
Hochreiner et al., demonstrated remote PAI of biological samples using a two wave mixing interferometer [73]. Wang et al.,
reported a noncontact PAM technique by detecting PA signals
using a low coherence interferometer, a commonly used hardware in optical coherence tomography system [74]. Blatter et al.,
demonstrated another noncontact PAM imaging via phase sensitive optical coherence tomography [75]. Gutierrez–Juarez et al.,
detected melanoma cells using an optical reflectance method for
PA waves detection [76].
VI. APPLICATIONS
A. Photoacoustic Tomography
PAI is usually categorized into several different types:
photoacoustic tomography (PAT), photoacoustic microscopy
(PAM), and their variants. This classification is essentially
based on the variations of methodologies in the data acquisition and image construction, rather than any fundamental
differences in their mechanisms. PAT was developed earlier
and is currently the most general PAI approach [7], [77]. In
PAT, pulsed laser beam illuminates the tissue, covering the
whole region of interest. Laser absorption by specific chromophores in the tissue converts the light energy to broadband
ultrasonic waves through the photoacoustic effect. The generated acoustic waves are detected by either a mechanically
scanned ultrasonic detector or an array of detectors. The timedomain ultrasonic waveforms carry spatial information of the
absorbers inside the tissue and can be back-projected to reconstruct a three-dimensional (3D) image using the known sound
speed. Three common scanning geometries are spherical, cylindrical, and planar configurations.
In additional to other optical resonator based platforms described in the last section, polymer microring resonators have
been exploited for high-resolution PAT imaging [28], [53]. We
demonstrated high quality PAT images using the circular scan

by taking advantages of two outstanding characteristics of the
microring sensors: broad bandwidth and wide angular response.
First of all, wideband PA detection is essential for truthful image reconstructions of multi-scale objects, e.g., tissues of various sizes. As shown in Fig. 4, a simulation of 2D PAT of
microspheres shows that objects with their boundaries of high
spatial frequencies and the inner structure primarily of low spatial frequency components can be faithfully reconstructed using
microring sensors with wide band response. In contrast, the
images obtained by the piezoelectric transducers with limited
bandwidth miss either the sharp boundary or the uniform inner region. Secondly, the wide acceptance angle of PA detection leads to less distortion at larger incident angles of acoustic
waves, resulting in high resolutions over a large field of view.
Thus, these properties make microrings excellent candidates for
sensitive and wide-angle PA imaging applications. It is worth
mentioning that unlike the piezoelectric transducers, the sensitivity of microrings primarily depends on its Q factor rather
than the sensor size. We compared the imaging quality using different sizes of detectors with similar sensitivity and frequency
response. The results, as shown in Fig. 5, show significantly improved imaging contrast and resolution over the whole imaging
region using smaller size detectors.
B. Photoacoustic Microscopy
PAM refers to the PAI acquisition methodology by scanning
either a focused ultrasound detector or a focused laser beam.
Unlike PAT with the need of reconstruction algorithms, PAM
image is directly presented by incorporating a series of received
peak amplitude lines (commonly referred as A-lines). PAM can
be classified into acoustic resolution PAM and optical resolution PAM. The former uses diffused laser radiation and focused
ultrasound detectors. Its lateral resolution is determined by the
characteristics of ultrasound propagation media and the detector [78]. In contrast, optical resolution PAM uses a focused
laser beam and the lateral spatial resolution is decided by the
spatial size of the focused laser beam, resulting in high lateral
resolution if light is not severely scattered in deep tissues [33].
In both acoustic and optical resolution PAM, the axial resolution is related to the ultrasound detector bandwidth, and can be
roughly estimated as: R = 0.88 C/BW (C is the sound speed
and BW is the detector FWHM bandwidth) [27]. Optical resolution PAM provides excellent resolutions at a shallow depth of
approximately 1 mm, and is well complemented by the acoustic
resolution PAM which offers moderate resolutions at several
centimeters depth.
Although optical resolution PAM achieves high lateral resolution (on the order of light wavelength) by a tightly focused laser
spot, the axial resolution is on the scale of tens of micrometers
due to the limited bandwidth of the piezoelectric detectors used
in most PAM systems. Such resolutions define an asymmetric
image voxel. With the merit of wideband frequency response,
microrings could play an important role to make up for the laggard axial resolution. Besides, the high sensitivity of microrings
is indispensable in PAM because the PA signals from small
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Fig. 4. (a) The reconstructed image of a 50 μm polystyrene (PS) bead (left column) and a 300 μm PS bead (right column) using microring resonator detectors,
piezoelectric transducers with a central frequency of 5.5 MHz and 60% bandwidth, and piezoelectric transducers with a central frequency of 32 MHz and 60%
bandwidth, respectively. Note that the effective sizes of the beads in water are 31.1 and 186.6 μm, respectively, considering the different sound speeds in PS
(2380 m/s) and water (1480 m/s). (b) The line profile of the reconstructed image at y = 0 μm. The line profiles in (b) correspond to the 2D images in (a),
respectively. Reproduced with permission from [28]. Copyright 2009 IEEE.

Fig. 5. (a) Simulated PAT images of 50 μm PS beads (effective size = 31 μm, as mentioned in Fig. 1) using different types and sizes of detectors with similar
sensitivity. The scanning radius was 12 mm with a step size of 3 degree, and the scanning center was set as coordinates (0, 0) with three beads at coordinates A
(0,0), B (4,0), and C (8,0) mm. (b) Experimental PAT images of 50 μm PS beads (effective size = 31 μm) using different sizes of microrings. Reproduced with
permission from [53]. Copyright 2011 Society of Photo Optical Instrumentation Engineers.

objects, such as capillaries or individual red blood cells, are
much weaker than those of PAT dealing mostly with the macroscale tissues such as large vasculatures. We constructed an optical resolution PAM by raster scanning a focused laser beam onto
the imaging targets with microrings as PA sensors [79]. A 2 ns,
532 nm Nd: YAG pulsed laser (1 kHz repetition rate) is scanned
over the sample (mouse bladder wall) in the XY plane. The laser
light is focused into a spot of 5 μm (lateral resolution). Microring and traditional ultrasound transducers are used to collect the
photoacoustic signals. The results for imaging vasculature in a
mouse bladder wall ex vivo using microring and conventional
transducer are shown in Fig. 6. Their image qualities are similar
in the lateral direction, since the resolution is determined by the

focused laser spot. However, there are significant differences
in the images along the axial directions (XZ and YZ planes).
Thanks to the broad bandwidth of the microring detector, the tissue axial profile is clearly resolved; in contrast, images acquired
with a limited bandwidth transducer are blurred [79]. Therefore,
the large bandwidth of the microring detector greatly benefits
the image axial resolution. To demonstrate its capability of in
vivo optical resolution PAM, the microring is used in imaging of
the vasculatures in a mouse ear in vivo. Before imaging, 0.03 ml
Ketaset with ketamine 100 mg/ml was injected to anesthetize the
mouse and hairs on the ear were removed using hair-removing
lotion (see Fig. 7(a)). The photoacoustic image of the vessels in
the XY plane is shown in Fig. 7(b).
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Fig. 8. (a) Anatomical photograph of the inner wall of a canine bladder. (b)
MAP images on the XY and XZ planes of the microvasculature in the bladder
wall obtained by microring detectors. (c) MAP images of the same area acquired
by the needle hydrophone. All images share the same scale bar as shown in the
left-upper image. Reproduced with permission from [84]. Copyright 2012 The
Optical Society of America.
Fig. 6. Cross section images on XY, XZ, YZ planes of the vasculature in a
mouse bladder wall ex vivo acquired using microring (row a) and conventional
transducer (row b). Reproduced with permission from [79]. Copyright 2011 The
Optical Society of America.

Fig. 7. (a) Photograph of a mouse ear sample. (b) Maximum amplitude projection (MAP) on the XY plane of the mouse ear in vivo. Reproduced with
permission from [79]. Copyright 2011 The Optical Society of America.

C. Photoacoustic Endoscopy
With the rapid development of the PA imaging technology,
several potential clinical applications have attracted increasing
attention. In some of these applications, the target tissue can only
be accessed by inserting a miniature endoscopic device through
an inherent passage such as the esophagus, the urethra or the
coronary artery. Numerous prototype PA endoscopic or intravascular devices have been developed by the piezoelectric detectors
or ORUDs [36], [80]–[82]. Usually, ORUDs possess the advantages of small size, size-independent sensitivity, and immunity
against EM interference, providing a unique fit to the demanding
requirements of miniature probes for future in vivo applications.
Moreover, these sensors can be probed through optical fibers
with laser sources and photodetectors remotely connected, circumventing the challenges of integrating amplifier circuits for
piezoelectric detectors in a limited space of the probe distal end.
The microring was incorporated to build an integrated intravascular ultrasound and PA imaging scan head [36], [83].
Additionally, it was exploited on an optical resolution PAM plat-

form with a raster scan of the laser beam performed by a microelectro-mechanical-systems (MEMS) mirror, which is used to
meet the requirement of system miniaturization [84]. The system is capable of 3D imaging with high resolutions of 17.5 μm in
lateral direction and 20 μm in axial direction. Anatomical photograph of the inner wall of a canine bladder is shown Fig. 8(a).
The photoacoustic images on the XY and XZ planes of the microvasculature in the bladder wall obtained by the microring detector and the needle hydrophone are shown in Fig. 8(b) and (c),
respectively. Microscopic imaging acquired by the microring
detector has good spatial resolution, high contrast-to-noise ratio, and satisfactory continuity. We also fabricated a transparent
microring resonator device for backward-mode PA endoscopy
[85], which is important to future in vivo applications.
D. Photoacoustic Fluidics
Flow is an essential contrast, providing useful pathophysiological information. PA techniques in flowmetry and flow cytometry are receiving increased attention because the merits in
PAI, such as deeper penetration depth in tissues than that by
the pure optical counterpart [86]–[88]. Microring was utilized
on a proposed flowmetry called PA correlation spectroscopy, in
which auto-correlation is conducted to extract dynamic information [89]. The potential of this technique for measuring blood
flow speed in capillaries was also illustrated.
E. Real Time Terahertz (THz) Pulse Detection
THz sensing plays an important role in industry, biology,
and material science. Most existing techniques for THz detection either require bulky optics or need cryogenic cooling,
and the un-cooled thermal detectors usually suffer from the
long integration time. We have proposed and experimentally
demonstrated a novel scheme based on photoacoustic detection
of THz (PADTH) pulse radiation [90], [91]. According to the
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Fig. 9. (a) Experimental set-up of PADTH system; (b) Detected photoacoustic signal from signal THz pulse, signifying the system real-time response capability.
(c) A THz image by PADTH system. Reproduced with permission from [90]. Copyright 2014 Nature Publishing Group.

previously mentioned description of the photoacoustic effect
(the production of acoustic signals by any forms of EM radiation), the energy of individual THz pulses can be converted
to acoustic waves with a proper light absorbing and thermal
expansion medium (carbon nanotube-PDMS composite in our
case [82]–[83]). In PADTH, the transient and localized heating
in the carbon nanotube-PDMS composite by the absorption of
THz pulse energy produces ultrasound, which is subsequently
detected by a highly sensitive microring acoustic sensor (see
Fig. 9(a)).
Different from the conventional thermal detectors utilizing
continuous heat integration, this new method of THz detection
responds to the energy of each individual THz pulse, enabling
real time detection and imaging (see Fig. 9(b) and (c)). The
detection speed of PADTH system is determined by the time to
generate a photoacoustic signal and the detected acoustic signal
duration. In this case, the detected acoustic pulse duration
dominates, resulting in a response time of less than 0.1 μs.
In contrast, bolometers reply on the electric resistance change
with respect to the temperature variation and the response

time is about 0.1 ms. What is more, bolometer operation
usually requires cryogenic cooling that limits their wide
applications. Pyroelectric detectors work at room temperature,
but the response is even slower (∼0.1 s) [90]. Electro-optical
sampling can detect THz pulse at fast speeds, but the system
is bulky [92]. Broadband THz absorption is possible by the
extraordinary absorption of CNT-polymer composite across a
wide spectrum range [93]–[95]. Besides, our method offers
additional advantages of room-temperature operation, compact
system size, robustness against ambient noise, etc.
F. Future Directions
Imprinted polymer microring has been applied in various
PAI applications. To better facilitate its clinical applications, the
ring size can be further reduced or the device can be integrated
with a probe (especially for endoscopic applications) [68], [96].
Besides, to overcome the difficulties with the respiratory and
cardiac motions of the live imaging subjects, the system should
be capable of fast laser beam scanning and signal capture [31].
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What is more, microring can be employed in multimodality
imaging systems (e.g., photoacoustics, ultrasound, fluorescence,
etc.) [22], [23].
VII. CONCLUSION
This review covers the design, fabrication and applications
of the imprinted polymer microring as high performance ultrasound detectors in PAI and sensing systems. By carefully
reducing the defects in the imprint mold, high Q (on the order of
105 ) polymer microring is fabricated. It has high ultrasound detection sensitivity, ultra-broad and flat frequency response from
nearly dc to a few hundred megahertz, wide angular acceptance
and robust operation. Applications of microring in PAI yield
better results compared with traditional ultrasound detectors:
improved axial resolution in photoacoustic microscopy, faithful
image reconstruction in photoacoustic tomography. The compact size of the microring is also suitable for endoscopic and
intravascular PAI systems. Based on the principle of the photoacoustic effect, real time THz pulse detection is achieved by
absorbing the THz pulse with CNT-PDMS composite and the
subsequent ultrasound signal detection with microrings. New
device structures and applications are to be explored in the future.
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