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Abstract—A photonic-assisted microwave frequency divider that
is able to perform frequency division with a tunable division factor
is presented. It is realized based on the regenerative approach in
which frequency mixing and filtering operations are implemented
using a dual-parallel Mach–Zehnder modulator (DPMZM) and an
optical filter in an optoelectronic oscillator loop. The frequency di-
vision factor can be tuned by controlling the optical filter passband,
the round-trip gain, and the time delay of the optoelectronic oscil-
lator loop. The proposed approach is analyzed theoretically and
verified experimentally. The phase conditions to achieve frequency
division for a given division factor are analyzed. Experimental
results demonstrate, for the first time, a photonic-assisted regenera-
tive microwave frequency divider with a tunable frequency division
factor of 2 to 6. One key application of a microwave frequency
divider is to improve the phase noise performance of a microwave
signal. In our experiment, the phase noise is reduced by 16.2 dB
when a microwave signal is frequency divided by 6 times.

Index Terms—Dual parallel Mach–Zehnder modulator,
frequency division, microwave photonics, optical signal processing,
optoelectronic oscillator.

I. INTRODUCTION

FREQUENCY divider is a device that generates an output
signal that is a subharmonic of the input signal. It is a

fundamental building block in phase-locked loops, frequency
synthesizers, serializers and deserializers, which are widely used
for applications such as radar, communications and metrology
[1]–[3]. Frequency dividers can also be used to improve the
phase noise performance of a microwave or millimeter wave
signal through frequency division.
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Traditional electronic frequency dividers are categorized by
digital dividers and analog dividers. Digital frequency dividers
are implemented using basic logic gates and flip-flops. To per-
form frequency division of a microwave signal, it is desired that
the level of harmonics is low. A solution to have a low level of
harmonics is to use analog frequency dividers. Analog frequency
dividers are in general classified into two categories: injection
locked and regenerative frequency dividers. An injection-locked
frequency divider employs an oscillator whose center frequency
is locked to a harmonic of the injected input signal. It can
operate at a high frequency, up to tens of GHz. However, the
bandwidth is very limited due to the resonance nature of the
oscillator, making the divider operate at a fixed frequency or a
tunable frequency with very small tunable range. A regenerative
frequency divider is formed by a mixer and a low-pass filter in
a feedback loop. Unlike an injection-locked frequency divider,
a regenerative frequency divider does not support free-run, and
an injected signal is needed to produce an output [4], [5]. It
has a wide frequency tunable range, which is only limited by
the system bandwidth. In addition to a wide frequency tunable
range, it is also important for a frequency divider to have the
ability to realize tunable frequency division factor without the
need to modify the system configuration.

Recently, microwave frequency dividers implemented based
on photonics techniques have been widely investigated thanks
to the advantages such as wide bandwidth, immunity to elec-
tromagnetic interference, and integrability offered by photonics
[6], [7]. A number of photonic-assisted microwave frequency
dividers have been proposed. Many of them are realized using
pure photonics approach, which relies on the nonlinear dynam-
ics in a semiconductor device by injecting an optical signal
into a semiconductor laser [8]–[10] or a semiconductor optical
amplifier [11], [12]. The operating frequency of this type of
frequency dividers is determined by the 3-dB bandwidth of the
semiconductor devices, which is few tens of GHz. The frequency
tunable range of these frequency dividers is several hundred
MHz, which is quite limited. Recently, there are few reports
on injection-locked and regenerative frequency dividers based
on microwave photonics in which an optoelectronic oscillator
(OEO) is employed. While a photonic-assisted injection-locked
frequency divider with a tunable frequency division factor has
been demonstrated, it has a small tunable bandwidth [3]. A
photonic-assisted regenerative frequency divider has a wide
bandwidth but the frequency division factor is fixed at 1/2 or
2/3 [13], [14].
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Fig. 1. Structure of the proposed photonic-assisted 1/N microwave frequency
divider.

In this paper, we present a photonic-assisted regenerative mi-
crowave frequency divider that is capable to operate over a wide
frequency tunable range with a tunable frequency division factor.
It is realized based on an OEO loop incorporating a frequency
mixer implemented by a dual-parallel Mach-Zehnder modulator
(DPMZM), and an optical filter. The frequency division factor
can be tuned by controlling the optical filter passband, the round-
trip gain, and the time delay of the OEO loop. The conditions
required for the proposed structure to generate a microwave
signal with a frequency of 1/N times the input signal frequency
are analyzed. Experimental demonstration is then performed, in
which a tunable frequency division factor from 2 to 6 over a wide
frequency range from 18 to 26 GHz is demonstrated. The results
also demonstrate that the phase noise performance is improved
when the frequency division factor is increased showing an
excellent agreement between the experimental measurements
and the theoretical prediction. This confirms the concept of
divider-assisted low phase noise microwave signal generation,
a promising solution for an OEO to further improve its phase
noise performance.

II. TOPOLOGY AND OPERATION PRINCIPLE

The structure of the proposed photonic-assisted 1/N mi-
crowave frequency divider is depicted in Fig. 1. It is similar
to a conventional OEO [15]. The main difference is an optical
filter, instead of an electrical bandpass filter, is incorporated
into the loop. The frequency divider is operating based on the
regenerative approach in which the input signal is mixed with
the feedback signal via a DPMZM and a photodetector, and
the unwanted optical frequency components are filtered out by
an optical filter. The signal at the output of the photodetector
that contains the 1/N frequency component is amplified and
fed back to the DPMZM. In order to obtain an output signal
with a frequency of 1/N times the input signal frequency, two
conditions need to be satisfied, which are 1) the loop gain of
the 1/N frequency component should be unity and 2) the total
phase shift for the 1/N frequency component in one round trip is
an integer multiple of 2π [1]. The loop gain and the phase shift
can be controlled via adjusting the optical amplifier gain and the
variable optical delay line (VODL) time delay. The key novelty

of the proposed structure is that a tunable optical filter is used
to select N number of sidebands at the output of the DPMZM to
be detected by the photodetector such that an output signal with
a frequency of 1/N times the input microwave signal frequency
is generated.

With reference to Fig. 1, a continuous wave (CW) light
from a laser source is modulated by a microwave signal at
the DPMZM. The DPMZM consists of a main MZM and two
sub-MZMs (MZMA and MZMB) incorporated in each arm of
the main MZM. MZMA is driven by an input microwave signal
with an angular frequency ωRF. The input of MZMB has N-1
frequency components with angular frequencies of (N-m)ωRF/N
where N is the factor of frequency division and m is an integer
from 1 to N-1. As an example, in the case of a divide-by-3
frequency divider, there are two frequency components with
angular frequencies of ωRF/3 and 2ωRF/3 applied to MZMB.
These frequency components are originated from the noise in
the system, which includes the laser RIN noise, the shot noise,
the photodetector and electrical amplifier thermal noise, and the
signal spontaneous beat noise. The generation of the ωRF/3
and 2ωRF/3 frequency components from the broadband noise
in the OEO loop is enabled by the phase condition which is
achieved by controlling the OEO loop length. The details will
be analyzed in Section III. The amplitudes of these frequency
components increase as they circulate in the OEO loop when
the gain condition is also satisfied. Both MZMA and MZMB

are biased at the null point to maximize the amplitudes of the
output first order sideband. The main MZM can be biased at
any point with no effect on the frequency divider performance.
For simplicity, the main MZM is biased at the quadrature point,
so that the three DPMZM bias points are the same as those for
realizing single sideband with suppressed carrier modulation
[16]. This enables the use of a standard commercial DPMZM
bias controller to stabilize the bias points. The signal at the output
of the DPMZM, which consists of sidebands at ωc ± ωRF/N,
…, ωc ± (N−1)ωRF/N and ωc ± ωRF, and a residual carrier
at ωc, is amplified by an optical amplifier and then sent to an
optical filter. The passband of the optical filter is designed to
filter out the upper sidebands and the residual carrier. The lower
sidebands at ωc-ωRF/N, …, ωc-(N-1)ωRF/N and ωc-ωRF are
allowed to pass through the optical filter and then experience
a time delay via a VODL. The beating at the photodetector
will generate microwave frequency components at ωRF/N, …,
(N-1)ωRF/N. These frequency components are amplified by an
electrical amplifier before feeding back into MZMB through a
power splitter. The signal at the output of the power splitter
contains a frequency component with an angular frequency of
1/N times the input microwave signal angular frequency.

The key advantages of implementing the proposed photonic-
assisted microwave frequency divider are the wide tunable
bandwidth and tunable frequency division factor. For example,
an MZM with a 3-dB bandwidth of more than 100 GHz has
been reported [17]. The bandwidth of the proposed microwave
frequency divider is limited by the bandwidths of the electrical
amplifier and the power splitter connected after the photode-
tector. The electrical amplifier and power splitter should have a
bandwidth to cover a frequency range from fRF/N to (N−1)fRF/N
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in order to realize 1/N frequency division for an input microwave
signal with a frequency of fRF. Electrical amplifiers and power
splitters with bandwidths more than 60 GHz are commercially
available. Hence, the photonic-assisted 1/N frequency divider
can be designed to have an upper operating frequency of 72 GHz
for realizing 1/2 to 1/6 frequency division. The lower operating
frequency for realizing all 1/2 to 1/6 frequency division is around
20 GHz. This is limited by the edge steepness of the magnitude
response of the optical filter to ensure that the optical carrier
is largely suppressed. The large tunable bandwidth from 20
to 72 GHz and tunable frequency division factor from 2 to
6 cannot be achieved by purely electronic frequency dividers.
The photonic-assisted microwave frequency divider also has
the potential to be integrated with significantly reduced size
and power consumption. These advantageous features make
photonic-assisted microwave frequency dividers an attractive
candidate for applications where large bandwidth and tunable
division factor are required.

III. ANALYSIS

The electric field of the CW light from the laser source into
the DPMZM shown in Fig. 1 is given by

E (t) = Eine
jωct (1)

where Ein is the amplitude of the electric field into the DPMZM
and ωc is the CW light angular frequency. The voltage of the
microwave signal into the frequency divider is VRFsin(ωRFt
+ φRF) where VRF, ωRF and φRF are the amplitude, angular
frequency, and phase of the input microwave signal, respectively.
Hence, the electric field at the output of MZMA is given by

EMZMA (t) =
1

2
√
2
Eine

jωct [(1− γ) J0 (βRF )

− (1 + γ) J1 (βRF ) e
−j(ωRF t+φRF )

+(1 + γ) J1 (βRF ) e
j(ωRF t+φRF )

]
(2)

where Jm(x) is the Bessel function of mth order of the first kind,
βRF = πVRF/Vπ , Vπ is the switching voltage of the sub-MZMs
and γ is a scaling factor between zero and one determined by
the MZM extinction ratio [18]. This shows that at the output of
MZMA, two sidebands are generated with a residual carrier, as
shown in Fig. 2(a). In the case where the frequency divider is
designed to realize 1/3 frequency division, as was discussed in
Section II, the signal into MZMB has two frequency components
at angular frequencies of ωRF/3 and 2ωRF/3. The voltage of the
signal into MZMB of the 1/3 frequency divider is V1sin(ωRFt/3
+ φ1) + V2sin(2ωRFt/3 + φ2) where V1, V2, φ1 and φ2 are
the amplitude and phase terms of the frequency components at
ωRF/3 and 2ωRF/3, respectively. Hence the electric field at the
output of MZMB is given by

EMZMB (t) =
1

2
√
2
Eine

jωct [(1− γ) J0 (β1) J0 (β2)

− (1 + γ) J1 (β1) J0 (β2) e
−j(ωRF

3 t+φ1)

Fig. 2. Optical spectrum at the output of (a) MZMA, (b) MZMB and (c) the
optical filter. The frequencies of the spectral components in the optical spectrums
are relative to the optical carrier frequency fc. The red dashed line in (c) is the
optical filter magnitude response.

+(1 + γ) J1 (β1) J0 (β2) e
j(ωRF

3 t+φ1)

− (1 + γ) J0 (β1) J1 (β2) e
−j( 2ωRF

3 +φ2)

+ (1 + γ) J0 (β1) J1 (β2) e
j( 2ωRF

3 t+φ2)
]

(3)

where β1 = πV1/Vπ and β2 = πV2/Vπ. Eq. (3) shows that at the
output of MZMB, two pairs of sidebands are generated with a
residual carrier, as shown in Fig. 2(b). Since the main MZM is
biased at the quadrature point, the electric field at the output of
the DPMZM can be written as

EDPMZM (t) =

√
tff
2

[
EMZMA (t) + EMZMB (t) ej

π
2

]
(4)

where tff is the DPMZM insertion loss. The passband of the
optical filter is designed to pass the three lower sidebands while
suppressing the three upper sidebands and the residual carrier.
Hence the optical filter output electric field into the photodetec-
tor can be written as

Eo (t) = − (1 + γ)

4

√
tff

√
GOAEine

jωct

·
[
J1(βRF )e

j(−ωRF t−φRF ) + J1(β1)J0(β2)e
j( −ωRF

3 t−φ1+
π
2 )

+J0 (β1) J1 (β2) e
j( −2ωRF

3 −φ2+
π
2 )
]

(5)

where GOA is the optical amplifier gain. Therefore, the signal at
the output of the optical filter has three sidebands at ωc-ωRF/3,
ωc-2ωRF/3 and ωc-ωRF, as shown in Fig. 2(c). By beating the
two sidebands with frequencies at ωc-ωRF/3 and ωc-2ωRF/3
at the photodetector, a photocurrent at an angular frequency of
ωRF/3 is generated, which is given by

IωRF /3,1 =
(1 + γ)2

8
tffGOAPin�J1 (β1) J0 (β2)

× J0 (β1) J1 (β2) · cos
(ωRF

3
− φ1 + φ2

)
(6)
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where � is the photodetector responsivity. By beating the side-
bands at ωc-2ωRF/3 and ωc-ωRF at the photodetector, a pho-
tocurrent at ωRF /3 is generated, which is given by

IωRF /3,2 =
(1 + γ)2

8
tffGOAPin�J1 (βRF ) J0 (β1) J1 (β2)

· cos
(ωRF

3
+ φRF − φ2 +

π

2

)
(7)

The phase conditions require that the 1/3 frequency compo-
nent in one round trip should be in phase with the original 1/3
frequency component, i.e.,

φ2 − φ1 +
ωRF

3
τ = φ1 + 2mπ (8)

φRF − φ2+
π

2
+

ωRF

3
τ = φ1 + 2m′π (9)

where τ is the round trip time delay, and m and m′ are two
integers. If the above phase conditions are satisfied, then the
amplitude of the microwave signal at ωRF/3 into MZMB can be
written as

V ′
ωRF /3 =

(1 + γ)2

8
√
2

tffGOAPin�
√

GAmpRoJ1 (β2)

· [J1 (β1) J0 (β2) J0 (β1) + J1 (βRF ) J0 (β1)] (10)

where GAmp is the gain of the electrical amplifier and Ro is the
photodetector load resistance. This shows that the amplitude of
the signal at ωRF/3 into MZMB can be controlled by the optical
amplifier gain GOA. Thus, the gain condition can be satisfied by
adjusting the optical amplifier gain GOA.

A photocurrent at 2ωRF/3 is also generated at the output of
the photodetector due to the beating between the two sidebands
at ωc-ωRF/3 and ωc-ωRF. It can be obtained from (5) and is
given by

I2ωRF /3 =
(1 + γ)2

8
tffGOAPin�J1 (βRF ) J1 (β1) J0 (β2)

· cos
(
2ωRF

3
+ φRF − φ1 +

π

2

)
(11)

The amplitude of the microwave signal at 2ωRF/3 into MZMB

is given by

V ′
2ωRF /3 =

(1 + γ)2

8
√
2

tffGOAPin�
√

GAmpRoJ1 (βRF )

J1 (β1) J0 (β2) (12)

Note from (10) that, even without the input microwave signal
at ωRF, a signal at ωRF/3 can be generated at the frequency
divider output due to the beating between the ωc-ωRF/3 and ωc-
2ωRF/3 sidebands at the photodetector. However, from (12), the
signal at 2ωRF/3 and hence the sideband at ωc-2ωRF/3, cannot
be generated when the input microwave signal at ωRF is absent.
This is the reason why the input signal at ωRF is necessary for
the proposed photonic-assisted frequency divider to generate a
divide-by-N output signal. The total phase shift of the signal at
2ωRF/3 in one round trip needs to be an integer multiple of 2π,

i.e.,

φRF − φ1 +
π

2
+

2ωRF

3
τ − φ2 = 2m′′π (13)

in order for the signal amplitude to build up as the number of
circulations increases, so that a divide-by-3 frequency compo-
nent can be obtained at the frequency divider output. Note that
m′′ in (13) is an integer. Combining the phase conditions in (8),
(9) and (13), we obtain the following conditions

φRF − 3φ1 +
π

2
= 2m′′′π (14)

ωRF

3
τ = 2m′′′′π (15)

where m′′′ and m′′′′ are integers. The above analysis also applies
to frequency division of 1/4, 1/5, …, and 1/N. It reveals that
the 1/N frequency component at the output of a 1/N frequency
divider is formed by the sum of N-1 beating terms and the
phase conditions required for realizing 1/N frequency division
are given by

φRF −Nφ1 +
π

2
= 2m′′′π (16)

ωRF

N
τ = 2m′′′′π (17)

Eq. (16) shows the relationship between the phase φRF of the
microwave signal into MZMA and the phase φ1 of the 1/N
frequency component into MZMB. Note that the 1/N frequency
component is originated from the noise in the system and the
noise has a random phase. Therefore, the 1/N frequency com-
ponent always has a phase that satisfies the phase condition
given in (16). Eq. (17) is important as it indicates that, for a
given input frequency and a given factor of frequency division,
the round-trip time τ needs to be controlled for the proposed
structure to generate an output signal with a frequency of 1/N
times the input microwave signal frequency.

According to the above analysis, three system parameters
need to be controlled in order for the 1/N frequency divider
to switch from one frequency division factor to another. The
three system parameters are the optical amplifier gain GOA, the
VODL time delay τ , and the optical filter passband frequency.
The values of these parameters can be controlled via a computer
to enable 1/N frequency division to be obtained for a different
input frequency. The phase noise at the output of the proposed
1/N frequency divider is given by

10log10 [Sφ,out (f)] = 10log10
[
Sφ,RFin (f)

/
N2

]
+ 10log10 [Sφ,OEO (f)] (18)

where Sφ,RFin(f) andSφ,OEO(f) are the phase noise of the
input microwave signal and that of the OEO loop, respectively.
The phase noise of the OEO loop is the sum of the phase noise
generated by the components in the OEO loop divided by the
square of the frequency division factor [19]. If Sφ,OEO(f) <<
Sφ,RFin(f), which is usually true since an OEO loop can be
designed to have an ultra-low phase noise, the phase noise of
the frequency divided signal will be determined uniquely by the
phase noise of the input microwave signal, which is equal to the
phase noise of the input microwave signal minus 20log10N (dB).
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Fig. 3. Experimental setup of the proposed photonic-assisted microwave
frequency divider.

IV. EXPERIMENTAL RESULTS

An experiment is performed based on the setup shown in
Fig. 3 to verify the operation of the photonic-assisted microwave
frequency divider. A CW light from a laser source (IDPhotonics
CoBriteDX1) operating at 1550.1 nm and 15.5 dBm is launched
into a DPMZM (EOSpace IQ-0D6V-35) through a polarization
controller (PC). One of the sub-MZMs (MZMA) inside the
DPMZM is driven by a microwave signal from a microwave
signal generator. The microwave signal frequency is 20 GHz
and its power is 15 dBm. 1% of the DPMZM output optical
power is coupled out to a bias controller (PlugTech MBC-IQ-01)
to stabilize the DPMZM bias points at the null (MZMA), null
(MZMB) and quadrature (main MZM) points. An erbium-doped
fiber amplifier (EDFA) (Max-ray Photonics EDFA-BA-20-B) is
used to control the output optical signal power to ensure that the
gain condition can be satisfied. This is followed by an optical
filter (Alnair Labs BVF-300CL), which has a sharp edge roll-off
of 1500 dB/nm and a continuously tunable center frequency
and bandwidth. A VODL (General Photonics MDL-002) is
used to control the OEO loop time delay to ensure the phase
condition given in (17) can be satisfied for a different input signal
frequency and a different frequency division factor. This VODL
has a built-in DC motor to provide a fine delay resolution of 1 fs
over 0 to 560 ps delay range. A 5% coupling ratio optical coupler
is connected to the optical filter output to couple a small amount
of the output optical signal out of the OEO loop for examining
the open and closed loop optical spectrums using an optical
spectrum analyzer (OSA). The output optical signal is detected
by a 50-GHz bandwidth photodetector (U2t XPDV2120RA).
The electrical signal at the output of the photodetector is ampli-
fied by two wideband electrical amplifiers, which have a gain
of 21 dB (Centellax OA4SMM5) and 26 dB (SHF 806E). A
DC block is connected after the electrical amplifiers to prevent
a DC component generated by the photodetector into MZMB

which may alter the bias point. The amplified electrical signal
is split into two via a 1–40 GHz bandwidth power splitter. One
of the outputs is fed back to MZMB inside the DPMZM and the

Fig. 4. (a) Normalized optical filter magnitude response for realizing 1/2
(green), 1/3 (blue), 1/4 (light blue), 1/5 (pink) and 1/6 (brown) frequency divi-
sion. Normalized open loop (black line) and closed loop (red line) output optical
spectrums together with the corresponding optical filter magnitude response
(dotted line) for (b) 1/2, (c) 1/3, (d) 1/4, (e) 1/5 and (f) 1/6 frequency division.
The arrows in (b)-(f) indicate the optical carrier.

other is sent to an electrical spectrum analyzer (ESA) (Keysight
N9020B) with the setting of 100 kHz resolution bandwidth and
10 kHz video bandwidth. The length of the OEO loop is around
36 m. This is very short compared to the loop length of the
conventional OEO reported in [15], which has a long loop length
of 1 km. It is known that a longer loop length will enable an OEO
to have a higher Q factor, making the phase noise smaller [15].

The passband of the optical filter is adjusted to let N number
of sidebands at the optical frequencies between fc-20/N GHz
and fc-20 GHz to pass through the optical filter for realizing 1/N
frequency division. Fig. 4(a) shows the magnitude responses of
the optical filter required for the frequency divider to generate
a 1/2 to 1/6 frequency components. It can be seen from Fig. 4,
as the frequency division factor increases, the left edge of the
magnitude response of the optical filter moves further to the left
while the right edge remains the same. This allows the sideband
at fc-20/N GHz to pass through the optical filter. Fig. 4(b)-(f)
shows the optical spectrums measured at the output of the optical
coupler. As can be seen, when the OEO loop is open, there is
only one sideband at the frequency of 20 GHz away from the
optical carrier. This sideband comes from MZMA driven by the
input 20 GHz signal. The optical carrier is around 40 dB below
the sideband at fc-20 GHz. When the OEO loop is closed and
after properly adjusting the EDFA gain and the VODL time
delay to satisfy the phase condition given in (17), sidebands
at frequencies of −20/N GHz to −20(N-1)/N GHz away from
the optical carrier are generated. By beating these sidebands
with the sideband at fc-20 GHz at the photodetector, an output
signal with frequency components at 20/N GHz to 20(N-1)/N
GHz are generated. Fig. 5 shows the input 20 GHz microwave
signal spectrum and the photonic-assisted microwave frequency
divider output spectrums for different frequency division fac-
tors from 2 to 6. Note that the phase condition for realizing
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Fig. 5. (a) Electrical spectrum of the microwave signal into MZMA. Photonic-
assisted microwave frequency divider output electrical spectrums for realizing
(b) 1/2, (c) 1/3, (d) 1/4, (e) 1/5 and (f) 1/6 frequency division.

Fig. 6. (a) Electrical spectrum of the microwave signal into MZMA measured
in a 100 MHz span around the signal frequency. Photonic-assisted microwave
frequency divider output electrical spectrums for realizing (b) 1/2, (c) 1/3, (d)
1/4, (e) 1/5 and (f) 1/6 frequency division measured in a 100 MHz span around
the 1/N signal frequency.

1/6 frequency division also satisfies the 1/2 and 1/3 frequency
division phase condition requirement. Compared to 1/2 and 1/3
frequency division, a wider optical filter passband is needed
for 1/6 frequency division. When the optical filter passband is
wider enough to cover the sidebands at angular frequencies of
ωRF/6 to ωRF away from the optical carrier, all 1/2, 1/3 and
1/6 frequency components are generated. Fig. 5(f) shows that
the 1/6 frequency component has a higher amplitude because
it is formed by beating more sidebands at the photodetector,
compared to the 1/2 and 1/3 frequency components. Fig. 6 shows
the detailed section of the spectrum within 100 MHz span around

the input microwave signal frequency at 20 GHz and around the
output signal frequency at 20/N GHz. It can be seen clearly
from Fig. 6 that the output signal contains a 1/N frequency
component at exactly 20/N GHz, and the signal-to-spur ratio
for all frequency division factors from 2 to 6 are larger than
50 dB.

Theoretically, a frequency division factor of larger than 6
can be obtained by increasing the optical filter passband width.
However, as the frequency division factor increases, the number
of sidebands increases. The optical amplifier inside the OEO
loop needs to have a gain spectrum to simultaneously amplify
all the sidebands so that their amplitudes can be built up as
they circulate in the OEO loop. Furthermore, the edges of the
optical filter magnitude response need to be sharp enough to
ensure the optical carrier and the unwanted sidebands are largely
suppressed.

It is found that there is no output signal presence at the
frequency divider output when the input 20 GHz microwave
signal is removed from the system, which demonstrates that
the frequency divider is operating based on the regenerative
approach. Note that Fig. 5 shows the output of the frequency
divider has frequency components at and above the input signal
frequency of 20 GHz. They are 20–30 dB below the 1/N fre-
quency component and are the harmonics and third-order inter-
modulation distortion components generated by the nonlinearity
of the two electrical amplifiers used in the system. It is found
from the experiment that, taking the signal from the output of
the first electrical amplifier as the frequency divider output, the
amplitudes of the output frequency components at and above
the input signal frequency will be more than 50 dB lower than
that of the 1/N frequency component. Another solution to reduce
those unwanted frequency components is to use linear electrical
amplifiers with less nonlinearity.

The stability of the frequency divider is also evaluated, which
is done by measuring the power of the generated 1/N frequency
component over 10 minutes. The power fluctuations during the
measurement period are less than 0.3 dB, which indicates that
the frequency divider has good stability. In order to verify the
phase condition given in (17), we observe the generated 1/3
frequency component using the ESA while tuning the time delay
generated by the miniature motorized VODL. It is found that
the 1/3 frequency component is generated for every 150 ps time
delay introduced by the VODL. This agrees with the equation,
given by

τV ODL2 − τV ODL1 =
N

fRF
(19)

where τVODL1 and τVODL2 are two different time delays in-
troduced by the VODL in the OEO loop to satisfy the phase
condition given by (17) in obtaining 1/N frequency division.

The phase noise performance of the divide-by-N output sig-
nal generated by the photonic-assisted microwave frequency
divider is also evaluated, which is done by measuring the single-
sideband phase noise using the ESA. Fig. 7 shows the phase noise
spectrums of the 20/N GHz frequency divided signals and the
input 20 GHz microwave signal. As can be seen, the phase noise
of the input 20 GHz microwave signal is −90.53 dBc/Hz at a
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Fig. 7. Phase noise spectrum of the input 20 GHz microwave signal from the
microwave signal generator (black). Phase noise spectrums of the frequency
divider output signal at the frequency of 20/2 = 10 GHz (green), 20/3 = 6.67
GHz (red), 20/4 = 5 GHz (blue), 20/5 = 4 GHz (light blue) and 20/6 = 3.33
GHz (pink).

Fig. 8. Photonic-assisted microwave frequency divider output electrical spec-
trums for (a) 1/3 and (b) 1/4 frequency division, and a different input microwave
signal frequency.

10-kHz frequency offset, while the phase noise of the 20/N GHz
frequency divided signals are −96.29 dBc/Hz, −99.91 dBc/Hz,
−102.67 dBc/Hz, −104.19 dBc/Hz and −106.73 dBc/Hz for
the frequency division factors of 2, 3, 4, 5 and 6, respectively.
This shows a 5.8 dB, 9.4 dB, 12.1 dB, 13.7 dB, and 16.2 dB
improvement in the phase noise performance when increasing
the frequency division factor from 2 to 6, respectively. This again
agrees with the theoretical prediction of phase noise reduction
given by 20log10(N) where N is the frequency division factor.
This demonstrates the concept of phase noise reduction by
frequency division.

The frequency tuning of the proposed photonic-assisted mi-
crowave frequency divider is also studied. To do so, we tune
the frequency of the input microwave signal from 18 to 26 GHz
with a step of 2 GHz. Fig. 8 shows the electrical spectrums of
the generated frequency divided microwave signals. Note that
during the tuning, the VODL and the optical filter are tuned
to satisfy the phase conditions required for the realization of

1/3 and 1/4 frequency division. As can be seen less than 2 dB
and 1.5 dB variations in amplitude of the generated 1/3 and 1/4
frequency components are resulted when the input microwave
signal frequency is tuned from 18 to 26 GHz. The unwanted
frequency components can be suppressed by using a low pass
filter connected at the output of the frequency divider.

V. CONCLUSION

A photonic-assisted microwave frequency divider has been
presented and its operation has been evaluated. The key con-
tribution of this work is a frequency divider that is capable
of tuning the frequency division factor and can operate at a
wide frequency tunable range. The proposed frequency divider
was studied theoretically and evaluated experimentally. The
experimental results showed that the proposed photonic-assisted
regenerative microwave frequency divider was able to realize
frequency division with a tunable division factor from 2 to
6. The phase conditions obtained from the analysis were also
verified experimentally. The phase-noise performance improve-
ment when increasing the division factor was also verified by
the experiment. The results showed that when increasing the
frequency division factor from 2 to 6, a phase noise reduction
of 5.8 dB, 9.4 dB, 12.1 dB, 13.7 dB and, 16.2 dB was achieved.
Frequency tuning over a wide frequency range from 18 to 26
GHz was also demonstrated.
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