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Abstract: An important challenge in optical communications is the generation of highest-quality
waveforms with a Mach–Zehnder modulator with a limited electrical swing (Vpp). For this,
we discuss, under limited Vpp, the influence of the waveform design on the root-mean-square
amplitude, and thus, the optical signal quality. We discuss the influence of the pulse shape,
clipping, and digital pre-distortion on the signal quality after the electrical-to-optical conversion.
Our simulations and experiments, e.g., suggest that pre-distortion comes at the expense of electrical
swing of the eye-opening and results in a lower optical signal-to-noise ratio (OSNR). Conversely,
digital post-distortion provides operation with larger eye-openings, and therefore, provides an SNR
increase of at least 0.5 dB. Furthermore, we find that increasing the roll-off factor increases the
electrical swing of the eye-opening. However, there is negligible benefit of increasing the roll-off
factor of square-root-raised-cosine pulse shaped signals beyond 0.4. The findings are of interest for
single-channel intensity modulation and direct detection (IM/DD) links, as well as optical coherent
communication links.

Keywords: optical communications; fiber optics communications; modulators; mitigation of optical
transceiver impairments

1. Introduction

Low power consumption is one of the major design goals for the next-generation highly integrated
datacom systems [1]. The power consumption of an optical transmitter can be significantly reduced
by driver-amplifier-less operation [2]. In transmitters without a driver amplifier, the electrical source
is directly connected to the electro-optical modulator [3–5]. This reduces the transmitter power
consumption [2], improves the link-noise figure [6], and avoids additional noise and non-linear
distortions [7,8]. Driver-amplifier-less optical transmitters generating multilevel signals were even
shown without digital-to-analog converters (DACs) [9,10]. A key enabler for the driver-amplifier-less
optical transmitter technology is an optical modulator with a small Vπ (voltage to switch the modulator
from on to off). In fact, numerous optical modulators that can be operated with driving voltages below
1 Vpp (electrical swing) were demonstrated [3,11–15] with speeds up to 100 GBd [16]. For the best
performance, the frequency response of optical transmitters must be corrected to mitigate distortions
and the resulting inter-symbol interference (ISI). However, the compensation of the transmitter
frequency response is known to minimize the electrical output signal power of the DAC [17]; this is
due to the increase in the peak-to-average power ratio (PAPR) in pre-distorted signals [18–20]. A loss
in the electrical signal power is a particular challenge for driver-amplifier-less optical transmitters,
because they already have a reduced margin concerning electrical signal power. Therefore, the correct
design of the waveform, and eventually, a wisely chosen clipping [21–27] are required.
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State-of-the-art optical transmitters circumvent the penalty of loss in the electrical signal due
to predistortion by using electrical driver amplifiers. These amplifiers boost the electrical signal
to allow a driving of the modulators in the range of Vπ. Preamplifiers give sufficient margin to
apply a digital pre-distortion (DPreD). In fact, digital pre-distortion techniques are more and more
deployed in commercial systems. Thus, for instance, a low-cost self-calibration routine to determine the
frequency response including the in-phase and quadrature (IQ) skew [28] was developed, and real-time
transmission of 1 Tb/s with a 28-nm CMOS ASIC digitally compensating for up to 25 dB of loss in
electrical-to-optical (EO) and optical-to-electrical (OE) conversion [29] was shown. DPreD can also
cancel, in part, the linear and non-linear distortions. The linear pre-distortion methods compensate for
the low-pass characteristic of the transmitter, and therefore, eliminate the inter-symbol interference
(ISI) of the signal [30–37]. Non-linear compensation methods can cancel the non-linear transfer
function of driver amplifiers, digital-to-analog converters, and Mach–Zehnder modulators. In the
case of a dominant non-linear influence on the signal, either Volterra series equalization [38–40] or
pattern-dependent look-up table-based corrections [41,42] were demonstrated to increase the system
performance. Furthermore, the nonlinear Mach–Zehnder modulator transfer function can, for instance,
also be linearized by inversion of the latter [40,43] or by the design of a special modulator [44].

However, because of an increasing demand for transmitters with a reduced power consumption
and the emergence of high-speed optical modulators with a small Vπ, it is of interest how to design a
waveform that optimizes the optical signal-to-noise ratio (OSNR) generated by a driver-amplifier-less
optical transmitter.

In this paper, we extend our previous work [45] and show that the correct choice of roll-off factor
(ROF) for the signal-pulse shape in combination with clipping and that the digital post-distortion
(DPostD), rather than DPreD, enhance the optical signal quality of the driver-amplifier-less transmitters.
More precisely, we show that increasing the ROF of a square-root-raised-cosine (SRRC) signal results
in a larger electrical eye-opening; however, increasing the ROF beyond 0.4 does not bring benefit
with respect to electrical eye-opening. Furthermore, we investigate the impact of clipping to SRRC
signals. We also report that DPreD reduces the root-mean square (RMS) amplitude. Instead, DPostD,
rather than DPreD, can be used to correct for the transmitter frequency response without influencing
the transmitter electrical signal power, and subsequently, the OSNR after the optical modulator.
Our simulative analyses were obtained with MATLAB and Mathematica. We substantiated our
findings with measurement results showing the gain by DPostD in dependence of DAC output swing,
roll-off factor, and symbol rate.

2. Influence of Pulse Shape on the Electrical Eye-Opening

The swing of the electrical eye-opening depends on the maximum available DAC output voltage
and the chosen pulse shape. Generally, the maximum of the signal waveform is normalized to the
maximum of the DAC output swing dDAC. The eye-opening dEye is then a fraction thereof, as shown
Figure 1. This fraction depends on the pulse shape.

In the past, pulse shaping was mostly done by pulse carving. Here, a second optical modulator
was used to shape the form of the optical pulses in a desired manner [46–49]. Pulse carving with
different duty cycles showed advantages in transmission distance [50] and also enabled high-capacity
links [51]. Carving of sinc-shaped pulses with very high quality was also shown [52]. However, due to
the simplified set-up and versatility, we restricted the analysis of this article to digital pulse shaping
and the use of only one optical modulator. Digital pulse shaping is extremely versatile and allows
for arbitrary pulse shapes. Due to the advantageous characteristics in transmission, raised-cosine
pulse shapes emerged. They are an efficient trade-off between the rectangular and the sinc-like pulse.
In transceivers, the raised-cosine (RC) frequency response can be split into a square-root-raised-cosine
(SRRC) filter at the transmitter and an SRRC filter at the receiver. This allows matched filtering and
leads to inter-symbol interference (ISI)-free waveforms [53]. The excess bandwidth B of these filters
depends on the roll-off factor (ROF) and the symbol rate R, and is calculated by B = 0.5(1 + ROF)R.
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Figure 1. Investigation of transmitter electrical amplitude and its dependence on pulse
shape. (a) Normalized amplitude against roll-off factor (ROF) for raised-cosine (RC; blue) and
square-root-raised-cosine (SRRC; red) signals. Simulations for maximum amplitude at eye-opening
(solid lines), maximum amplitude between eye-openings (dashed line), and electrical measurements
of the root-mean-square (RMS) amplitude (square markers). (b) Simulated eye-diagrams of RC and
SRRC signal with roll-off factors of 0.1, 0.4, and 0.9. The color indicates the probability of occurrence;
a logarithmic color mapping was used to enhance the visibility of small details; all plots are normalized
to the same maximum amplitude d_DAC (digital-to-analog converter).

We analyzed the amplitude of the eye-opening for RC and SRRC and found different dependencies
for the ROF. Figure 1 shows the results of this analysis, where we used a pulse-amplitude modulation
(PAM) signal with two levels and determined the amplitude of the waveform. In Figure 1a,
the amplitude over ROF is plotted for signals with RC pulse shape in blue and for signals with
SRRC pulse shape in red. Here, we show the amplitude at the eye-opening as a solid line and the
amplitude between the eye-openings as a dashed line. For the simulations, we always determined
the maximum value at these positions, as this defines the scaling for the DAC. In Figure 1a,
we also show experimentally determined results for the RMS amplitude plotted with square markers.
The experimental results were linearly scaled to fit to the simulation.

For RC signals, the amplitude of the eye-opening increases with the ROF. This value is marked
as dEye in Figure 1. The increase can be seen in simulations and measurements in blue in Figure 1a,
as well as in the eye-diagrams for RC signals in Figure 1b. The reason for this is the decreasing swing
in between the eye-openings. Since the waveform is normalized to this maximum value, this leads to
an effective increase of the eye-opening. The dependence of the overshoot between two symbols for
Nyquist filtering and the resulting restrictions were also discussed in Reference [31].

For SRRC signals, the behavior is different. When increasing the ROF, the amplitude of the
eye-opening increases until 0.4, but does not further increase above that amplitude [54] (red square
markers). After an ROF of slightly above 0.4, the maximum value between the eye-openings becomes
smaller than the value at the eye-opening (intersection of red dashed and red solid line). For simplicity,
we used 0.4 as the ROF for the intersection.
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To illustrate the above-discussed behaviors, we show the impact to the signal generated by a
DAC; Figure 1b shows simulated eye-diagrams for RC and SRRC signals with ROFs of 0.1, 0.4, and 0.9.
All eye-diagrams were scaled to the same size, which depict the behavior the DAC would have while
generating such a signal. The eye-opening for the RC signals increases from left to right, whereas,
for SRRC signals, the eye-opening increases from an ROF of 0.1 to 0.4; however, at 0.4, the maximum
value of the waveform is already at the eye-opening. Thus, there is no further increase of the RMS
amplitude for an ROF larger than 0.4.

In conclusion, maximizing the OSNR in driver-amplifier-less transceivers can, in a first step,
be realized by maximizing the electrical driving amplitude. For this, it was expected that increasing
the ROF would be beneficial. However, for the case of SRRC signals, which are generally used for
the transmitter, there is no benefit of increasing the ROF above 0.4. The analysis was done for a
symbol rate which was well below the bandwidth limitations of the DAC. The simulations were done
without restrictions of DAC resolution, effective number of bits (ENOB), SNR, and bandwidth. This is
reasonable because, for this step, the influence of the pulse shape to the waveform was of interest and
not the whole transceiver performance.

3. Investigation of the Effect of Clipping on the Electrical Eye-Opening

A reason for the roll-off factor dependence of the eye-opening as discussed in the previous
section is the peak-to-average power ratio (PAPR). The different PAPRs can be seen in the simulated
eye diagrams of Figure 1b. Especially, in the context of multicarrier systems [22], e.g., orthogonal
frequency-division multiplexing (OFDM) [23,24,26,55], high PAPR is a well-discussed fundamental
issue. Clipping is a solution to handle waveforms with a large PAPR [21–27]. Clipping limits the
maximum amplitude to a certain level. This can be either achieved using a nonlinear driver amplifier
or by clipping the values in the digital domain [22]. Clipping reduces the dynamical range, and thus,
allows the reduction of the number of required bits for the analog-to-digital conversion [21]. Clipping,
however, induces additional noise [21], and therefore, needs to be applied wisely.

Figure 2 shows a simulation for the impact of clipping on SRRC signals. We generated waveforms
with one million PAM-2 symbols, oversampled with two samples per symbol, and SRRC as a pulse
shape. The waveforms were clipped at different amplitude levels and received with a matched filter;
finally, the SNR penalty was evaluated. Eight different clipping values between 0% and 33% clipping
were chosen. These clipping values were chosen because they allowed an analysis of up to an SNR
penalty of slightly more than 3 dB. A value of 0% clipping means no clipping at all, whereas 33%
clipping means that the amplitude was saturated for values above 67% of the positive and negative
maximal amplitude. Figure 2a shows the root-mean square (RMS) value of the signal amplitude
normalized to the maximum value as a function of different roll-off factors. For a wide range, the RMS
amplitude increases with clipping and roll-off factor. Figure 2b shows the resulting SNR penalty
from clipping. The SNR penalty increases significantly with the roll-off factor. This is contrary to the
optimum in RMS amplitude. Therefore, the ideal ROF lies in the area of 0.4, which allows a large RMS
amplitude, but limits the SNR penalty due to clipping. The black crosses in Figure 2 indicate examples
at ROFs of 0.2 and 0.4. The power for an ROF of 0.2 with 33% clipping is similar to the power for an
ROF of 0.4 with clipping of only 14%. However, the SNR penalty at 0.2 with 33% of clipping is 1 dB,
and for 0.4 with 14% clipping, the penalty is only 0.27 dB. This leads to the conclusion that clipping can
help increase the RMS amplitude, and thus, the modulation efficiency of the EO conversion. However,
a smart choice of ROF does further increase the signal quality. The ROF should not be blindly chosen
and just compensated for by applying clipping.
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Figure 2. Investigation of clipping on signals with SRRC pulse shape. The simulations were done with
two samples per symbol, one million symbols, 30 roll-off factors, and eight clipping values (0, 0.05, 0.10,
0.14, 0.19, 0.24, 0.29, and 0.33). The black crosses indicate examples at ROFs of 0.2 and 0.4, which are
discussed in the text in more detail. (a) RMS amplitude of clipped and normalized (to maximum)
waveforms against roll-off factor. Clipping was done between 0% up to 33%, which corresponds to a
saturation of the amplitude at 100% down to 67%. (b) Resulting signal-to-noise ratio (SNR) penalty of
clipped SRRC waveforms. The SNR was evaluated after matched filtered detection.

4. Influence of DPreD on the Electrical Eye-Opening

In this section, we describe how the complex frequency response of the link is measured, and we
show the influence of DPreD on the RMS amplitude and the bit error ratio (BER) performance as
derived from optical measurements. When speaking of DPreD, we correct the transmitter frequency
response in the transmitter digital signal processing (DSP) before the digital-to-analog conversion;
in the case of DPostD, the finite impulse response (FIR) filter correcting the transmitter frequency
response is applied right at the beginning of the receiver DSP.

To measure the frequency and phase response of the link, we generated a test signal and measured
its frequency and phase response at the receiver. The test signal consisted of a frequency comb
with predefined phase relations. The best results were obtained for a frequency comb that was
only constructed with spectral coefficients that correspond to prime numbers [56]. If equidistant
spacing was taken, mixing products, e.g., due to non-linearities (NL), would have interfered with
the desired spectral lines and possibly could have impaired the measurements. The phase relations
of the spectral lines were chosen randomly; this reduced the peak-to-average power ratio of the
test signal [57]. This signal was generated with the Micram DAC4 and measured in an electrical
back-to-back configuration with an oscilloscope. The measured signal was Fourier-transformed and
the difference to the transmitted signal was evaluated. The FIR filter impulse response for the DPreD,
as well as that for the DPostD, was then determined by the inverse Fourier transform of the relative
change in the coefficients.

Our experimental evaluations showed that the frequency comb is a good test signal to analyze
the operation conditions of the set-up (e.g., for the bias voltage of the Mach–Zehnder modulator),
minimizing the mixing products between the lines and maximizing the spectral lines lead to a linear
operation point with the smallest non-linear mixing products.

Figure 3a shows the amplitude spectrum of a measured frequency comb with 34 spectral lines
(chosen as discussed above) for the digitally designed signal in blue and the measured signal in red.
The small number of spectral lines was chosen for depictive reasons only. It was previously shown
that more spectral lines give an improvement in final signal quality after application of the correction
filter. The frequency and phase response, as plotted in Figure 3b, were determined as the difference of
the transmitted and received signal for a frequency comb with 331 spectral lines. This measurement
shows 3-dB and 6-dB bandwidths of 33 GHz and 44 GHz, respectively.

Applying the correction filter to a new iteration of a comb-based frequency response measurement
led to a flat response in frequency and phase. Afterward, the correction filter could be updated to
slight changes in the experimental set-up or drifts by the impulse response of the least-mean-square
equalizer of transmitted data. The update was done by a convolution of both impulse responses.
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Figure 3. Characterization of frequency and phase response. (a) Amplitude spectrum of transmitted
and received coarse non-integer spaced comb with a reduced set of 34 spectral lines. (b) Frequency and
phase response measured with a comb of 331 spectral lines.

In the next step, we evaluated the influence of DPreD on the output of our DAC. The measurements
were done with an electrical back-to-back set-up, where the RMS amplitude of the DAC output was
directly measured with an oscilloscope with 160 GSa/s. Figure 4 shows a measurement series for SRRC
signals with a range of different symbol rates and roll-off factors with and without DPreD. The colors
indicate different symbol rates. For each symbol rate, roll-off factors between zero to one were tested.
For symbol rates beyond 50 GBd, we swept the roll-off factor from zero until the highest possible,
limited by fs/2 ≥ B = 0.5(1 + ROF)R, where fs is the sampling frequency.

Three effects can be seen in the results. Firstly, the saturation for SRRC signals at a roll-off factor
above 0.4, as described in Section 2, can be seen. Secondly, the influence of the DAC’s frequency
response to the signals without DPreD can be seen in Figure 4a. That is why the measured RMS
amplitude decreases for higher signal bandwidths. The slope of the amplitude decrease follows the
evaluated response from Figure 3b. Thirdly, the difference between Figure 4a,b shows the influence
of DPreD on the electrical eye-opening. In particular, for high symbol rates, there is a significant
attenuation of the electrical eye-opening by DPreD upon comparing it to the case where no DPreD
was used.

Figure 4. Electrical characterization of the influence of digital pre-distortion (DPreD) on the RMS
amplitude of an SRRC signal generated with 100 GSa/s (a) without DPreD and (b) with DPreD.
Both plots were linearly normalized to the same maximum value. The colors indicate the symbol rate
(6.25, 12.5, 28, 37.5, 50, 56, 71, 80, 90, and 95 GBd). The signal bandwidth results from the symbol rate
and the roll-off factor. woDPreD: without digital pre-distortion; wDPreD: with digital pre-distortion.

5. Measurements

We evaluated the influence of DPreD in a coherent optical link. We show 16QAM 28- and 56-GBd
signals generated using the SRRC pulse shape. The signals were generated with a Micram DAC4 [58]
with a sampling rate of 100 GSa/s, a 3-dB bandwidth of 35 GHz, and a frequency-dependent ENOB
between 4 and 6 bits. The DAC was connected without driver amplifiers to an LiNbO3 Oclaro
modulator (Vπ of 3.5 V, 3-dB bandwidth of 38 GHz). The measurements were done with a coherent
receiver with a sampling rate of 160 GSa/s and a 3-dB bandwidth of 63 GHz. The performance was
evaluated for different DAC output swings, roll-off factors, and symbol rates.
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Figure 5 summarizes the applied DSP steps and gives an overview of the experimental set-up.
In the transmitter (Tx) DSP, binary information was mapped to complex symbols, the desired
pulse shape was applied, and, if desired, the DPreD was used to correct the frequency response.
The experimental set-up consisted of the Micram DAC4 connected without electrical driver amplifiers
to the IQ modulator, which modulated a laser operated at a wavelength of 1550 nm. The optical
output of the modulator was amplified and filtered with a 2-nm bandpass filter before it was detected
with a coherent receiver. In the receiver (Rx) DSP, DPostD was applied in the first step—if desired.
Afterward, timing recovery [59], carrier recovery, least-mean-square equalization, hard decision
demapping, and bit error ratio testing (BERT) were applied. For the analysis below, we report
the BER we acquired using the BERT and the effective SNR, which we determined by comparing
the transmitted symbols with the received symbols after the equalizer. The effective SNR allows
modulation format-independent analyses and was, therefore, chosen for the final evaluations.

Figure 5. Overview of digital signal processing (DSP) and experimental set-up. The optical path is
indicated by the blue color. Tx: transmitter; MZM: Mach–Zehnder modulator; Rx: receiver; BERT:
bit error ratio testing.

Figure 6a,b show the influence of the DAC output voltage on the bit error ratio (BER) and
the effective SNR of a 28-GBd 16QAM signal. The BER was determined from the ratio of wrongly
transmitted bits to the total number of transmitted bits. The DAC output swing could be chosen
between 350 and 750 mVpp. We evaluated the performance in the low- and the high-SNR regime
and show the results for DPreD in blue and DPostD in red. The SNR was adapted to the low- and
high-SNR regime by optical noise loading. Due to the higher electrical signal power of signals with
DPostD, there is an improvement in the low-SNR, as well as the high-SNR, regime when compared
to DPreD. In both SNR regimes, there is an increase of 0.5 dB in effective SNR when changing from
DPreD to DPostD. This corresponds to an increase of 12% in optical signal power.

Figure 6c shows the BER for a 56-GBd 16QAM signal measured for different roll-off factors.
The performance increases with the roll-off factor. The slope of the improvement changes at an ROF of
0.4, which can be seen due to the given trend lines that are given below and above 0.4. The change in
BER slope at a roll-off factor of 0.4 can be attributed to the amplitude of SRRC signals, as discussed in
Section 2. We attribute the continued BER improvement above 0.4 to a wider horizontal eye-opening,
which gives resilience toward jitter, and thus, a better BER.
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Figure 6. Influence of DPreD and digital post-distortion (DPostD) on the performance of an
optical coherent 16QAM signal. Forward error correction (FEC) limits for KP4-FEC (BER: 2 × 10−4,
hard-decision FEC (HD-FEC) (BER: 3.8 × 10−3), and soft-decision FEC (SD-FEC) (BER: 2 × 10−2) are
given. (a) BER over DAC driving voltage of a 28-GBd signal measured in the low- and high-SNR
regime. (b) SNR over DAC driving voltage for the measurements in (a). (c) BER over roll-off factor of a
56-GBd signal. The solid line is a linear interpolation of the measurement values below and above a
roll-off factor of 0.4. BER: bit error ratio; DAC: digital-to-analog converter.

To show the gain in overall signal quality due to DPostD, we measured, in a final step, the effective
SNR for different symbol rates and ROFs, and compared the results of DPreD with the results of
DPostD. Figure 7a shows the effective SNR for symbol rates of 14, 28, 56, 71, 80, and 96 GBd with roll-off
factors of 0.04, 0.4, and 0.7 with DPreD as the compensation scheme. The possible symbol rate and
roll-off factors are limited by the DAC sampling rate by fs/2 ≥ B = 0.5(1 + ROF)R, which explains
the fewer measurement points for the ROFs of 0.4 and 0.7. Figure 7b shows the measurement results for
compensation using DPostD. The trend follows the expected decrease of SNR for higher symbol rates.
When increasing the symbol rate from 28 GBd to 56 GBd, there is a decrease in SNR of 3 dB, which is
expected due to the fixed signal power, fixed noise spectral density, and the doubling of the signal
bandwidth. In addition, it shows that the signal quality increases with ROF. However, when changing
from 0.4 to 0.7, the increase is negligible, which follows the results of Section 2. Figure 7c shows the
comparison of the measured effective SNR for DPreD to DPostD with a roll-off factor of 0.04. Over all
measured symbol rates, there is an SNR gain of at least 0.5 dB, which shows the advantage of DPostD
over DPreD for a wide range of symbol rates.

The results in this section clearly indicate that DPostD is beneficial for transmission links that
use Mach-Zehnder modulators, which are operated with rather small electrical swings (such as
in driver-amplifier-less systems). However, if the link is strongly influenced by nonlinear effects,
linear DPostD might experience a penalty compared to DPreD. This is, e.g., the case for a driver
amplifier limited by saturation, a modulator operated close to Vπ , or a nonlinear fiber link. In these
cases, the linear DPostD needs to be supported by a nonlinear compensation.
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Figure 7. SNR improvement due to DPostD. Dependence of effective SNR on the symbol rate and ROF
with DPreD (a) and with DPostD (b). (c) Comparison of effective SNR with an ROF of 0.04 with DPreD
in blue and DPostD in red. The measured symbol rates are 14, 28, 56, 71, 80, and 96 GBd; QPSK was
used as the modulation format.

6. Conclusions

We investigated the prerequisites for cost-efficient driver-amplifier-less optical transmitters.
Without driver amplifiers, a signal with maximum electrical eye-opening is advantageous. For this,
we investigated the influence of the pulse shape, clipping, and DPreD on the electrical eye-opening.
We showed that increasing the ROF of SRRC signals up to an ROF of 0.4 is advantageous, but there is
little advantage for ROFs beyond 0.4. We also showed that DPostD results in better BER performances
than DPreD.
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