Optimization of an optrode microdevice for infrared
neural stimulation
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Infrared light is a promising candidate for the treatment of neurodegenerative diseases. Optimizing the device
parameters to achieve the best optical and mechanical performance is essential for reliable in vivo operation. In
this work, mechanical strength simulations and coupled optical and thermal model were used to determine
optimal design parameters for maximizing overall device efficiency. Our analysis reveals that minimizing the
number of integrated optical elements and optimizing of the optical path leads to 33% relative in-coupling
efficiency improvement at equal mechanical robustness. Using a symmetric optrode tip with an angle of 15°, the
efficiency showed further 17% relative improvement due to the enhancement of out-coupling at the tip. To
investigate the temperature rise of the brain tissue during the infrared stimulation in the case of the optimized
device, a thermal simulation with pulsed infrared excitation was developed. Our results show that the optimized
device provides a temperature rise of 4.42°C as opposed to 3°C for the original setup.
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1. INTRODUCTION
Infrared neural stimulation (INS) is a technique that modulates the
generation of action potential of neurons through temperature
gradient induced by infrared light delivered to the tissue [1]. The
radiant exposure has a maximum level, where action potentials are
evoked without damage [2]. INS is superior to electrical stimulation
since it avoids electrical interference and provides better spatial
control [3]. The excited volume of neural tissue should be precisely
determined for any stimulation device, therefore a reliable and
validated numerical model is an efficient tool to predict the effect of
design parameters on the device.
In our latest work, we introduced the design and fabrication of an
implantable optrode microdevice [4], and developed its coupled
optical and thermal model validated by optical measurements [5].
The model incorporated ray tracing to simulate the optical
propagation in the device, Fourier scattering [6, 7] to describe the

scattering on the optrode boundary and a calculation of the
temperature distribution of the excited brain tissue as a consequence
of the absorbed light intensity. Our model provides the flexibility to
change all model parameters and therefore it is suitable for further
optimization of the device.
A photo from the original chip-scale silicon optrode can be seen on
Fig.1. The device is connected to the light source by an optical
connector denoted by (a). Infrared light is coupled into the optrode
(e) through a multimode optical fiber (b) placed to the tunnel (f).
Light emitted from the fiber is coupled into the shaft (h) by a lens (g).
The shaft is inserted in the brain tissue and infrared light is coupled
out from the tip (i). The electrical signal of the brain tissue can be
measured during stimulation by sensors integrated on the optrode
surface [4]. The electrical signal is transferred by a printed circuit
board (d) and an electrical connector (c).
z

Fig.1. Schematic layout of a silicon optrode device (A) with a detailed view of the fiber output and focusing lens (B). (a) optical connector (b)
multimode optical fiber (c) electrical connector (d) printed circuit board (e) optrode (f) fiber guide (g) lens (h) shaft (i) tip.
According to the simulations the overall efficiency of the device
(defined as the ratio of the power delivered to the brain tissue and
the output power from the fiber) was 30.5±2.5%, which was in good
agreement with the measurements. Using an excitation of 30 mW
total power and 100 ms pulse width, the size of the excited volume
was about 1 mm3 and the value of the maximal temperature rise of
about 3 °C occurred within 0.1- 0.2 mm from the tip [5].
In this paper, the optimization procedure of the optrode device is
discussed. Mechanical, optical and thermal simulations were
developed to investigate the mechanical robustness, the effect of tip
shape, the absence of the lens and the length of the fiber guide on the
overall efficiency of the device and on the thermal excitation. Our
goal was to develop the optimized optrode design which produces
higher overall device efficiency and a well localized thermal
excitation in the brain tissue.

2. SIMULATIONS
The optimization of the device is based on our previous work [5] and
is supplemented with mechanical modeling to investigate the
mechanical strength of the device. We have calculated the von Mises
stress in the device using a finite element model (FEM) developed in
COMSOL® Multiphysics – Solid Mechanics module [12] (see Fig.2).

Fig. 2. Mechanical finite element model of the silicon optrode
The linear elastic material model was used for the calculation [13].
The stiffness tensor of silicon was used from the literature [14]
according to the crystal orientation (110) of the microprobe. The
shaft is inserted 3 mm deep into the brain tissue therefore the model
uses a boundary load at this area perpendicular to the device top
surface. The back of the optrode was set to fixed constraint. The input
of the model was the total loading force and the output was the

maximum of the von Mises stress in the device. The loading force
was gradually increased until the maximum of the von Mises stress
reached the yield strength of the silicon [15].
The overall device efficiency was calculated using a ray tracing model
developed in Zemax® optical ray tracing software [16]. The
excitation wavelength was 1310 nm. According to our previous
simulations the main losses occurred due to the reflections and due
to the scattering on the material boundaries of the in-coupling and
out-coupling interfaces of the device [5]. The in-coupling loss can be
reduced using index matching glue between the fiber end and the
optrode. The out-coupling loss can be optimized with shaping the tip
of the optrode. The output of the optical model was the overall device
efficiency values in air as well as the absorbed intensity distribution
in the brain tissue.
To specify the heating effect during NIR stimulation a finite element
thermal model was developed [5]. The model uses the absorbed light
intensity calculated by the ray tracing model as heat source
modulated by a periodic top-hat pulse with pulse-width of 100 ms
and period of 500 ms. The goal of the simulation was to estimate the
temperature distribution of the brain tissue due to the NIR
stimulation.

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
A. Optimization of the in-coupling components of the optrode
Our previous calculations showed that the device has two important
features which influence the loss at in-coupling. One of them is the
distance between the in-coupling surface and the shaft, the second is
the presence or the absence of the in-coupling lens. Therefore the
effect of the geometry was investigated with and without lens as a
function of the fiber guide length, hereafter denoted by ℓ.
We have plotted the results of the mechanical and optical model
(maximum load force and overall device efficiency) in Fig.3. The data
are depicted as a function of ℓ. Position A belongs to the original
setup ℓ=2.33 mm. When increasing ℓ the maximum load force has a
steep decrease after point B at ℓ=2.80 mm (white circles).
Eliminating the lens the maximum load force remains at the initial
value until position C at ℓ=3.27 mm (black circles). After this position
the maximum load force has a steep decrease. The overall device
efficiency values given by the optical model show an increasing
tendency with increasing ℓ (see Fig.3. (B)). The focusing property of
the lens proved to be more and more negligible with increasing ℓ.
Summarizing the consequences, position C provided the optimized
fiber end position regarding the mechanical strength and the optical
overall device efficiency. The necessary fiber guide

Fig.3. Results of the mechanical (A) and optical (B) simulations. The maximum load force and the overall device efficiency are shown depending on
the fiber guide length (ℓ). Point A corresponds to the original ℓ =2.33 mm, B to the mechanical threshold ℓ =2.80 mm with lens and C to the optimized
ℓ =3.27 mm value without lens. The optimal fiber length elongation is Δℓ =0.94 mm.

Fig.4. (A) Schematic layout of the original and (B) optimized silicon optrode device (C) Relative intensity drop along the optrode length in the original
and optimized setup. The parts of the device are: (a) fiber guide (b) focusing lens (c) shaft
elongation from original position is ∆ℓ=0.94 mm. At position C the
relative intensity drop along the optrode length was determined and
compared with the original setup [5] as it is shown in Fig.4. It can be
observed that this setup provided significantly less in-coupling loss.
In summary, eliminating the lens and elongating the fiber guide
length by 0.94 mm increased the original 30.5±2.5% overall device
efficiency to 40.1±2%, using 4 different measured optrode surfaces
to model scattered light [5].
B. Optimization of the shaft tip
A significant drawback of the original setup was that the rectangularshape tip generated high reflection loss and increased penetration
force into the brain tissue [17]. To reduce these effects, symmetric
and asymmetric sharp tip models of various angles of inclinations
were developed and investigated. Fig.5. shows a simple analytic
description for parallel rays in the vicinity of the tip. According to the

simple geometric optical calculation in case of asymmetric tip angle α
below 45° and in case of symmetric tip angle α below 30°, the rays
propagate trough total internal reflections towards the tip where the
light will exit the device according the Fresnel equations (see Fig.5.
(A) and (C)). Between 45° and 53.35° in case of asymmetric tip angle
and between 30° and 35.5° in case of symmetric tip angle the most of
the light power will exit the tip at point P2. In case of asymmetric tip
in range of 53.35° ≤ α ≤ 73.35° and in case of symmetric tip in range
of 35.5° ≤ α ≤ 73.35°, light confinement can be observed due to total
internal reflection (see Fig.5. (B) and (D)). Above tip angle 73.35° the
most of the light power will exit at point P1.
In order to take the realistic angle distribution of the rays into
account during optimization we have used the ray tracing model.
The detectors measuring the output intensity of the tip were placed
around the tip 0.375 mm far from the optrode surface and had 0.36
mm x 0.36 mm size to involve all of the output intensity. The tip angle
α was swept from 7° to 90°.

can be observed, that the effect of the fillet is more significant outside
this drop range. In accordance with the analytic exceptions (see
description of Fig.5.) decreasing the tip angle led to an increase in the
efficiency. It should be noted that the penetration force and the
mechanical stability during device implantation are also influenced
by the tip angle [17], therefore in our setup we applied 15° wedge tip
for further simulations, which induces low penetration force during
insertion, and acceptable mechanical robustness.

Fig.6. Top view of the optrode tip on scanning electron micrograph

Fig.5. Sketches for the analytic description of the behaviors of parallel
rays near the optrode tip (A) asymmetric tip with angle α below 45°
(B) asymmetric tip with angle α above 45° (C) symmetric tip with
angle α below 30° (D) symmetric tip with angle α above 30°. Incident
points and angles of the rays are denoted by Pk and αk, respectively.
The real optrode geometry has not ideally sharp tip but has few
micron fillet at the tip, which is an inherent feature of the fabrication
technology relying on a final wet chemical polishing step [18]. Fig.6.
shows a top view of the measured optrode tip using scanning
electron microscope with the size of the fillet radius. The average
radius of the fillet calculated from 4 different measured optrode
profiles was 2.5 µm.
The overall device efficiency in case of elongated fiber guide setup
depending on the tip angle is shown on Fig.7. (A), for ideally sharp tip
and for a tip with a fillet of 2.5 µm. The simulation results show good
agreement with the analytic approximation which predicted the
possibility of total internal light confinement between 53.35° and
73.35° in asymmetric tip, and between 35.5° and 73.35° in
symmetric tip setup. After this drop range the efficiency increased to
the 40% value. The fillet of the tip led to a light efficiency decrease. It

The 15° angle asymmetric and symmetric tip setups were used in the
thermal model with pulsed excitation of 30 mW peak optical power
and 100 ms pulse width. The results of the maximal temperature
change at t=90 ms can be seen on Fig.7. (B). The maximal
temperature change show significant correlation with the overall
device efficiency. The asymmetric tip led to better localized excitation
area, therefore the maximal temperature change is higher than in the
symmetric tip setup. To investigate the effect of the fillet, simulations
with 2.5 µm fillets were run. The fillet of the tip led to a decrease the
maximal temperature change with some tenth of a degree. Its reason
is that according to the analytic theory, most of the light intensity
exits the optrode in the vicinity of the tip. The maps of the light power
density distribution emitted from the device and the temperature
distribution around the tip at t=90 ms are shown in Fig.8. The
temperature reaches its maximum value at around 0.1 mm distance
from the optrode and 0.1 s after the start of the pulse. Maximal
temperatures of the rectangular shape, asymmetric and symmetric
tip setup with 2.5 µm fillets are 4 °C, 4.42 °C and 4.03 °C, respectively,
instead of 3 °C belonging to the original setup [5]. The maximal
temperature rise of the shaft is only 0.1 °C due to the low absorption
of silicon at the given wavelength and high heat conductivity of
silicon compared to the water environment. Switching off the pulse
led to a complete relaxation of the temperature in 0.4 s because the
silicon shaft conducts the heat from the medium to the external
environment.

(A)

(B)

Fig.7. (A) The simulated overall device efficiency and (B) the simulated maximal temperature change plotted against the tip angle. Asymmetric tip is
referred as asym. tip, symmetric tip is referred as sym. tip., with and without fillet.

Fig.8. Maps of the light power density distribution emitted from the device (a) in case of the rectangular tip setup (b) asymmetric tip setup (c)
symmetric tip setup with 2.5 µm radius of tip fillet. Temperature distributions using excitation with 30 mW total power, 100 ms pulse width at t=90
ms (d) the excited area in case of the rectangular tip setup (e) asymmetric tip setup (f) symmetric tip setup with 2.5 µm radius of tip fillet. Maximum
temperatures are 4 °C , 4.42 °C and 4.03 °C , respectively.
We have carried out a measurement series to validate the
simulation results. Since the new optrode setup without lens
and with elongated fiber guide length has not been fabricated

yet only the effect of the tip shape has been investigated by
measurements. The measurements were taken for optrodes
with rectangular shape tip as well as 15° angle symmetric tip.

The view of the optrode in optical measurement setup can be
seen on Fig.9.

Fig.9. Top view of the optrode in an optical measurement setup (a)
1D translation stage to set the position of the fiber (b) 3D translation
stage (c) multimode fiber (d) sample holder (e) optrode with 15°
angle symmetric tip (f) microscope objective (50x, NA = 0.8) (g)
CMOS beam profiler.
We have investigated the spatial distribution of the output
light using a CMOS camera, and we have observed a
qualitative agreement between the simulated and measured
light field as shown on Fig.10.

Fig.10. (A) Measured spatial distribution of the output light (B)
Comparison of the measured cross-section along a line in (A) and the
simulation results
The observable asymmetry of the experimental curve is due
to the fabrication imperfections of the investigated optrode
device.

5. CONCLUSION
Simulation results have been presented to optimize a silicon optrode
regarding the mechanical strength, optical device efficiency and
temperature rise of the brain tissue during near-infrared stimulation.
Eliminating the lens and elongating the fiber guide length by 0.94
mm conserved the mechanical strength of the optrode and led to
33% relative improvement of the overall device efficiency due to

better in-coupling into the shaft. Changing the tip from rectangular
shape to 15° angle sharp tip decreased the reflection at the silicon-air
boundary therefore led to further 17% relative improvement of the
device efficiency. Using an excitation of 30 mW peak power and 100
ms pulse width, the value of the maximal temperature rise occurred
within 0.1- 0.2 mm from the tip with the value of 4.42 °C instead of 3
°C belonging to the original setup. Our simulation results serve as a
guideline to develop optrode devices for near-infrared brain
stimulation with optimized mechanical, optical and thermal
properties.
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