
Demodulation method combining virtual reference
interferometry and minimum mean square error for

fiber-optic Fabry–Perot sensors

Xinwang Gui (桂新旺)1,2, Michael Anthony Galle3, Li Qian (钱 黎)1,3,
Weilong Liang (梁伟龙)1,2, Ciming Zhou (周次明)1,2,*, Yiwen Ou (欧艺文)1,2,

and Dian Fan (范 典)1,2

1National Engineering Laboratory for Fiber Optic Sensing Technology, Wuhan University of Technology,
Wuhan 430070, China

2Key Laboratory of Fiber Optic Sensing Technology and Information Processing, Ministry of Education,
Wuhan University of Technology, Wuhan 430070, China

3Department of Electrical and Computer Engineering, University of Toronto, Toronto M5S-3G4, Canada
*Corresponding author: zcm@whut.edu.cn

Received July 29, 2017; accepted November 23, 2017; posted online December 6, 2017

We propose a cavity length demodulation method that combines virtual reference interferometry (VRI) and
minimum mean square error (MMSE) algorithm for fiber-optic Fabry–Perot (F-P) sensors. In contrast to
the conventional demodulating method that uses fast Fourier transform (FFT) for cavity length estimation,
our method employs the VRI technique to obtain a raw cavity length, which is further refined by the MMSE
algorithm. As an experimental demonstration, a fiber-optic F-P sensor based on a sapphire wafer is fabricated for
temperature sensing. The VRI-MMSE method is employed to interrogate cavity lengths of the sensor under
different temperatures ranging from 28°C to 1000°C. It eliminates the “mode jumping” problem in the
FFT-MMSE method and obtains a precision of 4.8 nm, corresponding to a temperature resolution of 2.0°C over
a range of 1000°C. The experimental results reveal that the proposed method provides a promising, high pre-
cision alternative for demodulating fiber-optic F-P sensors.
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Fiber-optic sensors have been widely employed for the
advantages of simple structure, high sensitivity, freedom
from electromagnetic interference, and suitability for harsh
environments[1,2]. In recent years, fiber-optic high tempera-
ture sensors have received widespread attention. Various
high temperature sensors based on long period fiber
gratings (LPFG)[3], Fabry–Perot interferometers (FPI)[4,5],
and fiber Bragg gratings (FBG)[2] are demonstrated.
Because sapphire fibers have a very high melting point,
which is the most important performance for the sensing
applications at a very high temperature, a lot of Letters
presented the sensors combined with Fabry–Perot (F-P)
and sapphire fibers. But, the fringe contrast of the sensor
output depended onmany factors, such as the quality of the
silica-to-sapphire fiber splice, the surface roughness of the
fiber end, and the F-P surface, which are hard to control.
For obtaining the high precision and resolution of the

measurement, a variety of demodulation methods have
been developed to extract the cavity length of the F-P sen-
sors accurately through different algorithms. The wave-
length tracking method offers high sensitivity. However,
it is limited to measuring only relative changes in the
F-P cavity length, and the dynamic range is limited
as well[6]. The fast Fourier transform (FFT) method is a
classic method for cavity length demodulation and is
widely used as the first step to obtain raw cavity length

estimation. It transforms the signal from an optical
wavelength domain to a cavity length domain and gives
the raw absolute cavity length. The FFT method is fast,
has a wide dynamic range, and is less affected by noise.
However, the resolution is much lower than that of the
wavelength tracking method[7], and the demodulating
precision is limited by the optical frequency range. To
circumvent these disadvantages, researchers have to
find other algorithms for different experimental
environments. Wang et al. used the FFT method to
obtain an estimated optical path difference (OPD)
and, subsequently, obtained a more accurate value
using the frequency estimation algorithm, achieving a
resolution of 3.0 nm[8]. A wavelet phase extracting
demodulation algorithm was proposed for optical fiber
F-P sensing. The FFT method was also used to obtain
the estimated cavity length first. This algorithm have
the advantage of speed and simplicity[9]. A demodula-
tion system based on the frequency modulated continu-
ous wave (FMCW) technique in an air-gap FPI has a
temperature resolution of ∼0.02°C, which is much
higher than the measurement resolution using the tradi-
tional wavelength shift detection method[10]. Ying et al.
provided a novel algorithm combining the minimum
mean square error (MMSE) estimation and the
Fibonacci method based on FFT[11]. The resolution
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achieved using this algorithm is 0.15 nm, and a quick
demodulation within 0.03 s is possible[12].
However, the MMSE signal processing method has a

serious drawback because there is a problem of “mode
jumping” as the demodulated range becomes larger.
The demodulated range of the MMSE signal processing
method must be limited in one mode (240 nm in our
system) to avoid the “mode jumping” problem. This re-
quires that the resolution of the algorithm for obtaining
the estimated cavity length be less than half of one mode
(120 nm)[12]. Since the resolution of the FFT (over 1 μm)
does not meet the requirement, because FFT does not take
into account the chromatic dispersion of the F-P cavity,
the result of the combined FFT-MMSE method has to
be corrected manually.
In this Letter, we propose the use of virtual reference

interferometry (VRI) for initial estimation of the cavity
length, because it takes the dispersion into account.
VRI has been used to measure chromatic dispersion
in short fibers and components[13,14] and is capable of
extracting first- and second-order dispersion directly
from spectral interference (SI) patterns[13]. Our novel
demodulating method combines VRI and MMSE for
optical fiber F-P sensors. Furthermore, we fabricated
an optical fiber F-P high temperature sensor based
on a sapphire wafer and obtained the cavity length
through the proposed method. The results show that
the proposed method can effectively avoid the “mode
jumping” problem and achieve the same high precision
of MMSE.
The combined VRI-MMSE method includes two parts,

i.e., the VRI and the MMSE algorithm. The former is used
to obtain an approximate cavity length, and the latter is
used to achieve a more exact cavity length.
The principle of VRI is shown in detail in Ref. [13].

A summary of the steps of the demodulating method of
the combined VRI-MMSE is now presented. First, a
SI pattern is obtained from an FPI. Second, a simulated
interference pattern is generated numerically using a
virtual reference path. Third, the simulated interference
pattern is multiplied (point-by-point) with the real inter-
ference pattern to produce a second-order interference
pattern. Fourth, the amplitude modulation of the
second-order interference pattern is extracted and used it
calculate the group delay τgðλ0Þ by Eq. (1)[13], and the cav-
ity length Lr can be obtained by Eq. (2):

τgðλ0Þ ¼
Ngðλ0ÞLr

c
¼ Lνð1Þðλ0Þ

c
; (1)

Lr ¼
τgðλ0Þc
Ngðλ0Þ

; (2)

where Ngðλ0Þ is the group index of the F-P sensor. The
center wavelength λ0 is determined by the second-order
interference pattern. Fifth, a more accurate cavity length
L can be calculated by the MMSE-based signal processing

method. The mean square error (MSE) between the true
cavity length L and the estimated value Lr can be ex-
pressed as[12]

mseðLrÞ ¼
1
N

XN−1

n¼0

ðIRealðn;LÞ− I Lr
ðn;LrÞÞ; (3)

I Lr
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cos

�
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�
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�
4πnLr
λ0þnΔλ

� ; (4)

where IRealðn;LÞ is the actual discrete spectral sequence
acquired by the spectrometer. I Lr

ðn;LrÞ is the analog in-
terference signal, as shown in Eq. (4). N is the number of
elements in the discrete spectral sequence. After selecting
the appropriate estimation range and step size of the
cavity length, we obtain a series of MSEfmseðLrÞg from
Eq. (3). The best estimated value of the cavity length
corresponds to the Lr , for which the MSE is minimized.

The schematic of our experimental system is shown in
Fig. 1. Broadband light from the LED (850 nm) was
launched into the 2 × 2 fiber coupler, and then injected
to the sapphire-wafer-based fiber F-P sensor in the high
temperature furnace (KSL-1100X). The optical interfer-
ence spectrum reflected from the F-P sensor was received
by the optical spectrum analyzer (OSA, AQ6370 C) via
the fiber coupler again, and the output of the OSA was
demodulated by the computer.

In order to evaluate the performance of the VRI-MMSE
demodulating method, the system was tested for high tem-
perature sensing. The F-P sensor was placed in the high
temperature furnace, and its temperature was set to cover
the range of from 28°C to 1000°C at an increment of 100°C.
Each temperature was kept for half an hour to ensure a
uniform temperature distribution. The measured interfer-
ence spectra at 28°C, 100°C, and 200°C are shown in Fig. 2,
respectively. As shown in Fig. 2, the envelope of each
interferogram is the spectral shape of the LED source,
and the envelope (background power) has no effect on data
processing. For facilitating the following discussion, here,
we define the signal-to-noise ratio (SNR) as the ratio of the
amplitude of the interference signal to that of the back-
ground noise. The SNR of the SI pattern is sufficiently high
(inset of Fig. 2) to allow accurate extraction of the cavity
length using our method.

Fig. 1. Fiber-optic F-P high temperature sensing experimental
system based on a sapphire wafer.
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Figure 3 shows the group delay at different tempera-
tures obtained by the VRI process. The group delay at
each temperature is represented by a different color line.
The group delay is roughly linearly distributed at the
same temperature and increases when the temperature in-
creases, as expected. Figure 4 shows the group delay at
each temperature point at different wavelengths after lin-
ear fitting of the data of Fig. 3. The data points in Fig. 4
are calculated by the fitting formula of the temperature at
each wavelength. The group delay is selected when the
average error is minimal (at the wavelength 855 nm),
as shown in the inset in Fig. 4, from which the Lr can
be calculated from Eq. (4). It can be seen from Fig. 4 that
the accuracy of the result obtained by using the only VRI
processing method is not high. The average error is
43.1 nm (meeting the requirement to avoid the “mode

jumping” problem) compared with the real cavity length,
which corresponds to the temperature of ∼18°C, whose
performance is much better than that of the FFT. We
have to process the data further using some algorithms
in order to get accurate measurement results.

Figure 5 demonstrates the corresponding results
obtained by the VRI, FFT-MMSE, and VRI-MMSE
demodulating methods, respectively. The cavity length
varies linearly with temperature. As shown in the down
inset, the line of VRI-MMSE coincides approximately
with that of FFT-MMSE, but it is quite different
from the result of VRI. So, the VRI-MMSE processing
method can reach the same accuracy and resolution as
the FFT-MMSE processing method, which is capable of
providing subnanometer resolution and demodulation
error[11,12]. Obviously, the accuracy of the VRI processing
method is not ideal. But, there is a mode jumping point[12] at
200°C in the curve of the FFT-MMSE, which is shown in
the top inset. It is clear that the VRI-MMSE processing
method solves the problem of the FFT-MMSE’s mode
jumping and achieves a high accuracy. The VRI processing
method can substitute FFT in our high temperature
sensing system.

The cavity length was measured experimentally at
several temperature levels from 28°C to 1000°C. During
the test, 44 spectra were recorded, and the standard
deviation at each temperature step was calculated, as
shown in Fig. 6. There is a small variation in the F-P

Fig. 2. (Color online) Interference spectra at the temperatures of
28°C, 100°C, and 200°C, respectively.

Fig. 3. (Color online) Group delay at different temperatures.

Fig. 4. (Color online) Group delay as a function of temperature
at different wavelengths.

Fig. 5. (Color online) Corresponding cavity lengths decoded by
the methods of VRI, MMSE, and VRI-MMSE.

Fig. 6. Stability measurement result of the VRI-MMSE process-
ing method.
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spectra repeated at the same temperature, since there was
optical noise and electrical interference during the OSA
acquisition of the SI pattern. But, we can see that the sta-
bility of this processing method is excellent. The average
error is 4.8 nm， and the average standard deviation is
2.1 nm. If we define resolution to be twice the standard
deviation, then the resolution of this method is 4.2 nm,
corresponding to a temperature measurement resolution
of 2.0°C, over the measurement range of 1000°C. The res-
olution achieved here is sufficient for applications such as
aviation, aerospace, or metallurgical industry.
In conclusion, a demodulation method combining VRI

and MMSE for a fiber FPI is proposed and demon-
strated. By the high temperature testing experiment,
the obtained resolution of the demodulating method is
4.2 nm. Integrating advantages of VRI and the
MMSE-based signal processing method, this method
achieves a high demodulation resolution and absolute
measurement of the cavity length, while it uses VRI in-
stead of FFT to eliminate the mode jump phenomenon of
FFT-MMSE at the same time. The proposed method is a
novel alternative technology of conventional F-P
demodulation based on FFT.
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