
Variability-Aware Design of

Subthreshold Devices

by

Rodrigo Jaramillo Ramirez

A thesis

presented to the University of Waterloo

in fulfillment of the

thesis requirement for the degree of

Master of Applied Science

in

Electrical and Computer Engineering.

Waterloo, Ontario, Canada, 2007

c©Rodrigo Jaramillo Ramirez, 2007

brought to you by COREView metadata, citation and similar papers at core.ac.uk

provided by University of Waterloo's Institutional Repository

https://core.ac.uk/display/144142184?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1


I hereby declare that I am the sole author of this thesis. This is a true copy of the thesis,

including any required final revisions, as accepted by my examiners.

Rodrigo Jaramillo Ramirez.

I understand that my thesis may be made electronically available to the public.

Rodrigo Jaramillo Ramirez.

ii



Abstract

Over the last 10 years, digital subthreshold logic circuits have been developed for ap-

plications in the ultra-low power design domain, where performance is not the priority.

Recently, devices optimized for subthreshold operation have been introduced as potential

construction blocks. However, for these devices, a strong sensitivity to process variations

is expected due to the exponential relationship of the subthreshold drive current and the

threshold voltage. In this thesis, a yield optimization technique is proposed to suppress

the variability of a device optimized for subthreshold operation. The goal of this technique

is to construct and inscribe a maximum yield cube in the 3-D feasible region composed of

oxide thickness, gate length, and channel doping concentration. The center of this cube is

chosen as the maximum yield design point with the highest immunity against variations.

By using the technique, a transistor is optimized for subthreshold operation in terms of

the desired total leakage current and intrinsic delay bounds. To develop the concept of

the technique, sample devices are designed for 90nm and 65nm technologies. Monte Carlo

simulations verify the accuracy of the technique for meeting power and delay constraints

under technology-specific variances of the design parameters of the device.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

With the growing demand for system portability, power consumption has become an issue

in VLSI applications such as biomedical devices, self-powered Radio Frequency IDentifica-

tion (RFID), and wireless sensor networks. The progress of mobile electronics will depend

on the development of inexpensive devices with complex functionality and long battery

life [25]. In turn, the continuous increase in system necessities demands higher levels of

integration and performance which have been solved by highly scaled CMOS technologies.

However, MOS transistor scaling has resulted in unacceptable off-state leakage currents be-

yond 130nm process technologies [66]. Moreover, since the fabrication process tolerances

have not scaled proportionally with the device dimensions, the relative impact of process

variations has become more significant with each technology generation (especially beyond

the 90nm technology) [67]. These two issues, power and variability, are the most challeng-

ing obstacles for modern IC design, according to the International Technology Roadmap

for Semiconductors (ITRS) [7]. It is evident that new strategies for designing low-power

systems under effects of parameter variations are crucial needed.

In recent years, dramatically scaled CMOS technologies have boosted the mass produc-
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2 Variability-Aware Design of Subthreshold Devices

tion of portable battery-powered electronic devices, and an immense interest in energy-

efficient designs. Nowadays, low-power IC design is an especially vibrant area of research

and development, resulting in advances in low-power fabrication processes and energy-

sensitive design techniques [24]. It has been proven that, in a CMOS circuit, the minimum

energy operation occurs in the subthreshold region (or weak inversion) [12, 73]; thus, sub-

threshold logic [58, 59, 60] has emerged as a compelling approach to design energy-efficient

systems.

Subthreshold logic operates solely in the weak inversion region of transistors, that is, the

power supply voltage is below the threshold voltage (Vdd < Vth) such that load capacitances

are charged/discharged by subthreshold leakage current. On the one hand, driving CMOS

circuits with the subthreshold leakage current can provide orders of magnitude power

reduction over standard strong inversion (superthreshold) CMOS circuits [46]. On the

other hand, the minute operating leakage current is orders of magnitude lower than the

saturation drain currents in the strong inversion regime, and there are significant limits

on the maximum performance of subthreshold circuits [73]. By pursuing subthreshold

design, it is expected that an energy efficiency in the range of 1pJ/instruction can be

achieved [44], enabling applications which require ultra-low-power dissipation and low-to-

moderate circuit performance. Some successful applications include an ultra-low-power

adaptive filter for hearing aid devices [31], a 180-mV subthreshold FFT processor [71],

a 256k subthreshold SRAM [13], and a 2.60pJ/instruction subthreshold sensor processor

[78].

Researchers have demonstrated that it is possible to implement subthreshold logic cir-

cuits by using standard CMOS transistors, however; such devices are not optimum in terms

of power and performance in the subthreshold regime. Indeed, a device should be specif-

ically optimized for subthreshold operation to improve the device’s Power-Delay Product

(PDP) as shown by Paul et al. [46]. They have introduced an optimized transistor for sub-
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threshold operation that improves the PDP in comparison to that of a standard transistor

in the subthreshold region. However, authors have not accounted for process variations.

It is well known that subthreshold current is exponentially dependent on the transistor’s

threshold voltage, where Vth is strongly related to various device parameters; they in turn

vary considerably in the Deep Sub-Micron (DSM) regime [64]. Therefore, subthreshold

designs are expected to be prone to process variations [77]. Consequently, this dissertation

focuses on a device optimization technique which includes process variations on subthresh-

old transistor design.

1.1 Contribution of this Work

The objective of this investigation is to provide an automatic optimization technique to

design a transistor for subthreshold operation that addresses process variations and device

yield, power and performance constraint satisfaction, in a simple framework. To the best

of our knowledge, this is the first variability-aware design approach at the device level for

subthreshold devices.

By using the technique, a transistor can be optimized for subthreshold operation in

terms of the desired total leakage current and intrinsic delay bounds, taking into account

device design-parameter variations. In addition, designers can still apply circuit and ar-

chitecture level techniques to further mitigate the variation effects.

The design technique exploits the 3-D space generated by device’s design parameters

oxide thickness, gate length, and channel doping concentration, to maximize the device

yield in the presence of variations in the three parameters; that is, a feasible region is

constructed and bound by the desired total leakage current and intrinsic device delay. As

a result, any point in the feasible region represents a satisfactory device under the stated

power and delay restrictions. Finally, a cube is formed and inscribed in the region such
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that the center of the cube represents the properties of a device that is the most robust to

process variations.

1.2 Organization of the Dissertation

The remainder of this thesis is organized as follows.

Chapter 2 provides an overview of the subthreshold regime. After the basic character-

istics of MOS transistors in the subthreshold region are summarized, subthreshold circuits,

and the state-of-the-art of subthreshold designs are discussed with the emphasis on works,

addressing process variations. Finally, the considerations for constructing a subthreshold

optimized transistor are outlined.

Chapter 3 defines the problem and develops the yield maximization technique. An

analytical discussion of device parameters and variations is presented. Subsequently, the

problem is defined in terms of the selected parameters and constraints, and the yield

maximization technique is formalized.

Chapter 4 describes the implementation, results, and discussion. Sample devices for

two technologies are optimized. The experimental results are assessed by examining several

characteristics of the new subthreshold optimized devices. Finally, guideline is introduced

to optimize transistors.

Chapter 5 not only concludes this thesis but also outlines future work for subthreshold

designs.



Chapter 2

Subthreshold Design: Background

and Related Work

This chapter introduces the problem of power consumption in modern DSM devices. Sub-

sequently, a description of a transistor’s leakage mechanisms is given, and the obstacle

to technology scaling, by exponential leakage power increases, is exposed. Later, the

paradigms of subthreshold design at several levels of hierarchy are presented. First, the

characteristics and behavior of MOS transistors in the subthreshold region are described

to comprehend subthreshold logic. In addition, the properties and evolution of subthresh-

old designs, including the state-of-the-art are presented. Then, the challenges of process

variations and its impact on circuit behavior are addressed with an emphasis on research

in the subthreshold regime. Lastly, considerations for construct a subthreshold optimized

transistor are discussed.

In this thesis, the object of discussion, analysis, and optimization is the Metal-Oxide-

Semiconductor Field-Effect (MOSFET, or MOS for simplicity) transistor. Such a transistor

is the dominant device in integrated circuits such as processors and memories. The tran-

5



6 Variability-Aware Design of Subthreshold Devices

sistor’s current is transported by electrons in n-channel devices (nMOS) or by holes in

p-channel devices (pMOS). A basic nMOS channel structure is depicted in Figure 2.1, the

substrate (bulk or body) is composed of p-type silicon in which two heavily doped n-type

silicon regions, the drain and the source, are formed. Typically, the gate consists of heavily

doped or salicide polysilicon, and is separated from the substrate by a thin silicon dioxide

film, the gate oxide. The main device parameters are gate oxide insulator thickness (Tox),

physical gate length (Lg), channel doping concentration (Nch), source/drain junction depth

(Yj), and transistor width (W ).

W

ox

n+ n+

Vd

Vb

Nch

Y j

z

x

y

Vs

Vg

substrate (b)p−type

L

T

Lg

Gate (g)

Source (s) Drain (d)

Figure 2.1: Architecture of an n-channel MOSFET



Subthreshold Design: Background and Related Work 7

2.1 Power Consumption

The power consumption of a system sets up how much energy is consumed per operation,

and how much heat is dissipated. The upper power limits determine the maximum number

of transistors that are integrated on a single chip, heat removal system, chip package, and

especially, the frequency at which the transistor switches [50]. In digital CMOS circuits,

the power consumption is composed of two components: dynamic power due to the active

switching activity, and static power due to the leakage current. These two sources of power

consumption are represented by

Ptotal = Pdynamic + Pstatic = αCLV
2
ddfclk + VddIleak. (2.1)

To reduce the dynamic power component, the first target has been aggressive supply

voltage (Vdd) scaling, since it leads to quadratic power reductions; the switching activity

(α), operating frequency (fclk), and load capacitance (CL) reductions provide linear de-

creases in the dynamic power. For the static power component, besides the supply voltage

scaling which provides linear power reductions, the objective is to keep the leakage current

(Ileak) as low as possible . Leakage power exponentially increases for each technology node,

and eventually becomes the dominant component of the total power (Ptotal) as the technol-

ogy scales beyond 65nm [9, 29], as seen Figure 2.2 [7]. This is why low-power strategies,

especially those for static power reduction, are necessary at almost any design level in

recent digital circuits.

The power dissipation of high performance applications such as microprocessors, digital

signal processors, and random access memories has increased along with the progress in

CMOS technologies, where the design emphasis has been on maximizing the operational

frequency (fclk in (2.1)). The increased power consumption raises a chip temperature

which leads to electromigration reliability problems, and degradation in the device perfor-
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Figure 2.2: Projected leakage power as a fraction of the total power consumption according

to the ITRS.

mance. Thus, lowering the power dissipation is crucial for high performance VLSI designs

[34]. Also, applications are emerging for which the energy consumption is the key met-

ric, and the speed of operation becomes less relevant. Generally, energy-constrained VLSI

applications such as micro-sensor networks and nodes, radio frequency identification, and

biomedical devices have low activity rates and low speed requirements (α, and fclk in (2.1),

respectively); but the concern is to lengthen battery life. Ideally, the power consump-

tion of these systems should decrease to the extent that they can harvest energy from

environmental resources such as solar power, thermal gradients, radio-frequency, and me-

chanical vibration [17], and theoretically have unlimited lifetimes. Such ultra-low-power

applications have established a significant niche for subthreshold circuits [70].
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I

I1

I6I7

3
+ I4

I5

2Source (s) Drain (d)

Gate (g)

n n+

p well

Well

I

Figure 2.3: Short-channel transistor mechanisms: (I1), reverse biased p-n junction; (I2),

subthreshold or weak inversion; (I3), drain-induced barrier lowering; (I4), punch-through;

(I5), gate-induced drain leakage; (I6), gate oxide tunneling; and (I7), hot-carrier injection.

2.1.1 Static Power: Leakage Mechanisms

Static power is dissipated during the idle time, that is, when no transition or switching ac-

tivity occurs. As the transistor threshold voltage, channel length, and gate oxide thickness

are reduced in DSM regimes, the static power dissipation becomes a challenging obstacle

for the development of modern ICs. Consequently, the identification of the different leak-

age components is pivotal for the analysis and design of low-power applications. Figure

2.3 [57] denotes the seven transistor intrinsic leakage mechanisms in short channel devices.

• I1 is the reverse bias p-n junction leakage. Drain-to-substrate and source-to-

substrate junctions are normally reverse biased, occasioning a p-n junction leakage

current. It has two components: i) the minority carrier diffusion/drift near the edge

of the depletion region, and ii) the electron-hole pair generation in the depletion

region of the reverse biased junction. If both the n- and p-regions are heavily doped,

which is the case of an advanced MOS, to mitigate short-channel effects, Band-To-
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Band Tunneling (BTBT) can also be present. The effect dominates the p-n junction

leakage component. IBTBT occurs when a high electric field (> 106V/cm), across

the reverse biased junction, leads to electrons from the valence band of the p-side to

migrate to the conduction band of the n-side, as denoted in Figure 2.4 [65].

• I2 is the weak inversion or subthreshold conduction current between the

source and drain. It occurs when the gate voltage is below the threshold voltage

(Vg < Vth). Recently, this current dominates device off-state leakage mechanisms

due to the low Vth values of transistors [5]. This weak inversion current is the drive

current in the subthreshold regime. Consequently, this leakage component is looked

at the next section.

app

Ev

Ec

Ev

p−side n−side

Ec

Ψq bi

qV

Figure 2.4: Band-to-band tunneling in an nMOS: valence band electron tunneling from

the valence band of the p-side to the conduction band of the n-side; the total voltage drop

across the junction, the reverse bias voltage and the built-in voltage is greater than the

energy-band gap, (Vapp + ψbi > Eg).
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• I3 is the Drain-Induced Barrier Lowering (DIBL). It occurs when a high drain

voltage is applied to a short-channel device, and thus, the potential (voltage) bar-

rier (to the electrons for an nMOS) at the surface between the source and drain is

lowered. For example, consider the potential energy barrier at the surface between

the drain and source, depicted in Figure 2.5 [65]. At the off-condition, this potential

prevents the flow of electrons between the terminals. However, as the drain voltage

is increased, the potential barrier is reduced in short-channel devices. In this way,

S
ur

fa
ce

 P
ot

en
tia

l dsV = 0.5 VL = 1.25   mµ
dsV = 0.5 V

L = 1.25   mµ
dsV = 5 V

L = 6.25   mµ

x
0 L

5 /qkT

0.1      0.2      0.3      0.4      0.5      0.6      0.7      0.8      0.9 

Curve B:

Curve C:

  /Lx

Curve A:

Figure 2.5: Normalized channel length from the source to the drain versus the surface

potential: Curve A: a long-channel MOSFET, Curve B : a short-channel MOSFET at a

low drain bias, and Curve C : a short-channel MOSFET at a high drain bias; the gate

voltage is constant for the three cases.
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the higher the drain voltage applied to a short channel device, the lower the barrier

height is, and thus, the source injects carriers into the channel surface without the

control-gate voltage playing a role [65].

• I4 is the channel punch-through. At even higher drain voltages and channel

length reductions, the drain and source depletion regions approach each other and

eventually merge in the deep substrate. As a result, the gate totally loses control over

the channel, and the flow of the drain current becomes independent of the control

voltage [65].

• I5 represents the Gate-Induced Drain Leakage (GIDL). It is the result of the

influence of high electric fields on the gate-drain overlap region. Consequently, the

depletion width of the drain to substrate p-n junction is thinned out [53]. Carriers

are generated in the substrate and drain from the direct band-to-band tunneling,

trap-assisted tunneling, or a combination of thermal emission and tunneling [5]. Ox-

ide thickness (Tox) reductions and higher supply voltages lead to a higher potential

between the gate and the drain, which in turn, enhances the electric field dependent

GIDL.

• I6 refers to oxide leakage tunneling. The continuous reduction of the oxide thick-

ness leads to an increase in the field across Tox. The high electric field results in the

tunneling of electrons from the inverted substrate-to-gate and also from the gate-to-

substrate through Tox. This current flow is known as oxide leakage tunneling. The

direct tunneling of electrons is signified in Figure 2.6 [54, 56].

• I7 is the gate current due to hot carrier injection. If a region with a high electric

field is located near the Si-SiO2 interface (as it occurs in the pinch-off condition),
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Figure 2.6: Tunneling of electrons: direct tunneling occurs when the potential drop across

the gate oxide is lower than the barrier height of the tunneling electron (Vox < φox).
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Figure 2.7: Injection of hot electrons from the substrate to the oxide.
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some of the electrons or holes can gain sufficient energy from the field to cross the

interface potential barrier and enter the oxide layer. This phenomenon, called a

hot-carrier injection, is represented in Figure 2.7 [65].

Currents I1 to I5 are off-state leakage mechanisms; I6 is present when the transistor is in

the on-state. Finally, I7 can occur in the off-state, but is more typical during the transitions

of the transistor bias states [5]. Figure 2.8 [30] summarizes the relative contributions of

the leakage components for 0.35µm CMOS technology.

pn junction

at Vdd = 3.9 V

at Vdd = 2.7 V

(80 mV/dec and Vdd=0.1V)

Weak inversion + pn junction + DIBL + GIDL

Weak inversion + pn junction + DIBL

Weak inversion + pn junction

Ioff Current in AmpsLeakage (      )

 1E−10

 1E−12

 1E−11

 1E−13

 1E−9

 1E−8

 1E−7

Figure 2.8: Leakage components of 0.35µm technology for a 20µm wide transistor; currents

for various leakage mechanisms are accumulated for a given drain bias.

2.1.2 Technology Scaling and Leakage Power

In the last three decades, the CMOS technology evolution has resulted in substantial device

scaling for achieving density, speed, and power improvements, as predicted by Moore’s Law

[40]. The direct result of device scaling is the reduced intrinsic capacitance, enabling a faster
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switch. Simultaneously, the power supply voltage scaling has reduced the switching energy.

To maintain the speed enhancement for each technology node, threshold voltage Vth must

also scale down in order to retain enough gate overdrive Vdd/Vth. However, reducing the Vth

results in an exponential increase in the subthreshold leakage current, as shown by (2.5) in

the next section. The oxide thickness scaling, required to maintain reasonable short channel

effects, results in a considerable amount of direct oxide tunneling leakage current. Finally,

the higher substrate doping density and the application of the halo profiles to reduce short

channel effects in scaled devices, cause substantially large junction band-to-band tunneling

leakage. In this way, among the seven leakage mechanisms in scaled devices, the three

more contributive components of leakage power are: subthreshold, oxide tunneling, and

reverse bias p-n junction BTBT [52]. The magnitudes of each component depend strongly

on the device constitution, that is, oxide thickness, channel length, and doping profile in

Figure 2.9 [41].
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Figure 2.9: Variation of leakage components: (a) oxide thickness and channel length, and

(b) doping profile in a 50nm device; “Doping-1” has a stronger halo profile than “Doping-

2”.
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There are two MOS scaling theories: Constant Electric (CE) field scaling [19] and

Constant Voltage (CV) scaling [18]. In CE scaling, it has been proposed that for keep

the short channel effect under control, the horizontal and vertical dimensions should be

scaled down. In addition, the applied voltage should be decreased and the substrate doping

concentration should be increased proportionally, as summarized in Figure 2.10.
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Figure 2.10: MOS constant electric field scaling by a factor of S.



Subthreshold Design: Background and Related Work 17

The CV theory retains the same scaling down theory as the CE, but the power supply

voltage remains unchanged. Therefore, to maintain the charge-field, the doping densities

are increased by a factor of S2 [18]. However, the CV scaling inherently leads to a contin-

uous increase of the transistor’s internal electric field, which can cause reliability problems

such as electron migration, hot carrier degradation, and oxide breakdown in recent CMOS

process generations. As a result, since the 0.5µm MOS technology, the industry’s scaling

methodology has been the CE [23].

Table 2.1: CE scaling of MOSFET device and circuit parameters.

Parameter
1/S Constant 30% Scaling

Field Scaling Field Scaling

Physical Device Dimension 1/S 0.7

Supply and threshold voltage 1/S 0.7

Cox = (ǫArea)/Tox 1/S 0.7

Gate Capacitance = WL/Tox 1/S 0.7

Current = (W/L)(1/ToxV
2
dd) 1/S 0.7

Propagation Delay = CVdd/I 1/S 0.7

Frequency S 1.43

Dynamic Power = CV 2
ddfclk 1/S2 0.5

Leakage Power Exponential Exponential

Energy 1/S3 0.34

The principle of the CE theory is that the physical dimensions (gate length, transistor

width, and oxide thickness), and voltages (power supply and threshold) are scaled by a

factor of 1/S (S > 1). Consequently, the current, gate capacitance, and propagation delay
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also scale by a factor of 1/S. Hence, with a 30% reduction of all the device parameters

(1/S = 0.7), improvements, close to 50% in the operation frequency, are achieved for each

generation. Table 2.1 lists the CE scaling rules for various device parameters and circuit

performance factors. Evidenlty, the resulting switching energy scales by 1/S3, whereas the

dynamic power scales by 1/S2. However, for a constant die size, the power dissipation

due to the dynamic switching currents remains relatively constant with scaling, because

the number of switching elements for the same die size increases by a factor of S2. The

negative effect of the CE is that the subthreshold current increases exponentially, as the

threshold voltage scales. For example, consider a device with a Vth of 400mV that is to be

scaled by 0.7. For a constant die size, scaling provides around a 43% (S = 1.43) frequency

improvement, and doubles the number of devices. The dynamic power dissipation scales by

unity, but the leakage current increases by a factor of 1.43×10(Vth/S(1−0.7)) = 45 [28]. Figure

2.11 [55] demonstrates the power breakdown composition for Intel’s process technologies.

Leakage power in the 0.25µm technology corresponds to 0.1% of the active power, but
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Figure 2.11: Power breakdown trend over technology generations.



Subthreshold Design: Background and Related Work 19

dramatically increases to approximately 25% of the active power in 0.1µm technology.

Since the primary reasons for technology scaling are performance and device integration,

the CE scaling theory serves as an essential blueprint. However, as the device’s dimensions

and voltages are shrunk, the leakage power becomes a significant barrier in present and

future technologies. Therefore, the scaling of VLSI technology leads to multiple challenges,

including power dissipation, leakage management, and short channel effects. This problem

worsens for portable energy-constrained VLSI applications, where battery power is drained

needlessly during long idle periods [3].

In Subsection 2.1.2, the three contributive leakage components in recent sub-micron

technologies are the subthreshold, oxide tunneling, and reverse bias p-n junction BTBT,

whereas subthreshold leakage is the drive current in the subthreshold regime. Thus, con-

sideration of this component is developed in the next section.

2.2 MOS Transistor in the Subthreshold Region

In this section, the behavior of a MOS transistor in the subthreshold or weak inversion

region is examined. As the gate voltage drops below Vth, the strong inversion model

erroneously predicts a drain current; thus, a model for the subthreshold region is necessary.

The vital parameters for the subthreshold regime include subthreshold swing coefficient and

subthreshold slope.

A current flow in silicon is carried out by two mechanisms: the drift of carriers caused

by the presence of an electric field, and diffusion of carriers which is caused by a gradient

concentration of electrons or holes. In weak inversion, the channel inversion layer charge

is much lower than that of the substrate or depletion charge (QI << QB). Since the

substrate is weakly doped, QB is small, and the electric field along the channel direction is

not enough to pull the electrons from the source to the drain; as a result, the drift current is
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negligible [65]. Thus, unlike the strong inversion region where the drift current dominates,

in the subthreshold region, the diffusion current is the major component, as portrayed in

Figure 2.12.
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Figure 2.12: Drift and diffusion components of the total current, represented by the solid

curve.

To obtain an expression for the subthreshold diffusion current, the surface channel

potential in weak inversion is explored. The inversion charge in weak inversion is negligible,

such that the gate-to-bulk capacitance is principally influenced by the oxide capacitance

(Cox) and the depletion capacitance (Cdep), as signified in Figure 2.13.

Assuming that Vb = 0, the relationship between the surface potential (ψs) and the

applied gate voltage (Vg) is the capacitive divider

ψs = κVg =
Cox

Cox + Cdep

Vg, (2.2)
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where κ is the coupling coefficient of the gate voltage to the surface potential. At the

surface level, the charge concentration in the source (x = 0) and the drain (x = L) are

given by

|Q′

I0| ∝ exp

(

Vs − κVg

VT

)

,

|Q′

IL| ∝ exp

(

Vd − κVg

VT

)

, (2.3)

VT = kT/q is the thermal voltage. The concentration gradient of electrons in the channel

decreases linearly from x = 0 to x = L (i.e., the concentration gradient is constant). Then,

the diffusion current is written as

Id = −WDn
Q′

I0 −Q′
IL

L
= −W

L
µ0VT (Q′

I0 −Q′

IL), (2.4)

W
L

is the width over length ratio of the device, and µ0 is the zero bias electron mobility in
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the channel. This leads to a compact expression for the subthreshold current, Isub = Ids

as follows:

Isub = Ioe
(Vgs−Vth)/nVT

(

1 − e−Vds/VT
)

, (2.5)

where Io = µ0Cox
W
L
V 2

T , and n is the subthreshold swing coefficient, defined as n = 1/κ =

1 + Cdep/Cox. In subthreshold logic, the drive current (Ion) is precisely the subthreshold

current modeled by (2.5) as Ion = Isub(Vgs = Vds = Vdd < Vth). Also, the transistor “off”

state current (Ioff ) is the drain current, when the gate voltage is zero; that is Ioff =

Isub(Vgs = 0, Vds = Vdd < Vth). Throughout this thesis, Ion and Ioff refer to the latter

definitions, unless otherwise specified. In addition, note that for Vds > 4VT ≈ 100mV at

room temperature, the term (e−Vds/VT << 1) such that Isub saturates and is independent

of the Vds as follows:

Isub = Ioe
(Vgs−Vth)/nVT for Vds > 4VT . (2.6)

It is observed that the drain current changes exponentially with the Vgs, whereas in strong

inversion, ID responds quadratically with Vgs. These relationships are illustrated in the

logarithmic plot of ID vs. Vgs in Figure 2.12. From this figure, the dependence of the gate

voltage swing needed to change the drain current by one order of magnitude is defined as

[65]

S =
d(log10 Id)

dVgs

−1

= 2.3
nkT

q
= 2.3

kT

q

(

1 +
Cdep

Cox

)

. (2.7)

The subthreshold slope, S, is an important device parameter in the subthreshold region.

The smaller the S value is, the higher the drive Ion current is, and thus, the faster the

device.



Subthreshold Design: Background and Related Work 23

This section introduces the characteristics of a MOS transistor in the subthreshold

region that differ from those of the strong inversion in the following ways.

• Current Flow Mechanism: In the subthreshold region, the drain current is governed

by diffusion, whereas in strong inversion it is mainly by drift phenomenon.

• Intrinsic MOS Capacitances: Like that of the subthreshold region, the inversion

charge is negligible, the gate-to-bulk capacitance is given by the serial combination

of Cox and Cdep.

• Drain Current. It is exponentially related to the gate and threshold voltages, as well

as temperature.

The characteristics and state-of-the-art of the corresponding subthreshold logic are dis-

cussed in the next section.

2.3 Subthreshold Circuits

In this section, the paradigms of subthreshold logic are briefly outlined. Subsequently, the

evolution and the state-of-the-art of subthreshold designs are described.

Subthreshold logic operates completely in the subthreshold region; that is, the drain

on and off currents are composed entirely of subthreshold leakage. Therefore, the logic

assumes a power supply voltage that is less than the threshold voltage, Vdd < Vth. Since

the leakage current is orders of magnitude lower than the drain strong inversion current

and since the power supply is reduced, subthreshold logic dissipates ultra-low-power. Due

to the small drive leakage current, the subthreshold logic only fits in designs, where the

performance is considerably poor, and not the main concern.

As mentioned in the former of this section, subthreshold logic shares important prop-

erties with traditional strong inversion CMOS logic.
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• High Noise Margins: The output swing goes from Vdd to ground (GND).

• Low Output Impedance: In the steady state, a low impedance path to either Vdd or

GND exists.

In addition, subthreshold logic has a number of advantages over its strong inversion

counterpart.

• Lower Power Consumption: At the same frequency, subthreshold circuits consume

orders of magnitude less power than strong inversion circuits [59].

• Higher Gain. The exponential relationship between Isub and Vgs leads to a high

transconductance, gm = ∂Isub

∂Vgs
= Isub

nVT
[68].

• Better Noise Margins. In (2.6), Isub readily becomes independent of Vds. This near-

ideal current source characteristic improves the noise margin of the logic gates [60].

A notable difference between strong inversion CMOS logic and subthreshold circuits

is their robustness. Strong inversion logic will always work, given that the appropriate

complementary Pull-Up Network (PUN) and Pull-Down Network (PDN) are implemented,

even if the transistors are erroneously sized. In subthreshold circuits, transistor sizing

impacts the functionality of CMOS circuits due to low supply voltages [16]. For example,

consider a simple inverter, operating in the subthreshold region. Subthreshold Ioff leakage

always flow through a large pMOS device (which forms the PUN) to a certain extent where,

a smaller nMOS (which forms the PDN) cannot pull down the voltage at the output to

a full logic 0 level, and viceversa. This problem is augmented by the effect of the process

variations.

Besides the Subthreshold static logic (Sub-CMOS), other logic families such as Sub-

threshold pseudo-nMOS (Subpseudo nMOS), Variable Threshold voltage Subthreshold
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CMOS (VT-Sub-CMOS), Subthreshold Dynamic Threshold voltage MOS (Sub-DTMOS),

and subthreshold dynamic logic (Sub-Domino logic) have been proposed [60, 61, 62].

2.3.1 Origin and Evolution of Subthreshold Circuits

In the 1970s, subthreshold circuits were first considered for analog design in the develop-

ment of micropower circuits [68]. Between the 1980s and the early 1990s, subthreshold

circuits were proposed to implement analog VLSI designs that emulated functions of the

brain [38, 69]. It was not until the late 1990s that subthreshold circuits were considered in

the digital domain [59]. Subsequently, a growing number of successful implementations of

subthreshold systems have occurred.

In 2001, Paul et al. [47] designed an 8x8 VT-Sub-CMOS array multiplier in 0.35µm

technology. They demonstrated that the PDP of this multiplier is around 25 times lower

than its strong inversion operation. In 2003, Kim et al. [31] reported an ultra-low-power

Delayed Least Mean Square (DLMS) adaptive filter for hearing aid devices, operating in

Sub-CMOS and Subpseudo nMOS in 0.35µm technology. This parallel DLMS adaptive

filter achieves a 91% improvement in power compared with a nonparallel CMOS implemen-

tation. One year later, Wang and Chandrakasan [71, 72] fabricated a 180-mV subthreshold

Fast Fourier Transform (FFT) processor in 0.18µm technology. At the optimum supply

voltage, the FFT processor dissipates 155nJ for a 16 bits and 1024 point FFT. Later on,

Calhoun and Chandrakasan [13, 14] proposed a 256k Sub-threshold SRAM in 65nm tech-

nology. They show that a traditional six transistor (6 T) SRAM cannot function in the

subthreshold region, but solved the problem by introducing a 10 T bitcell. Finally, Zhai

et al. [78] have fabricated a 2.60pJ/instruction subthreshold sensor processor in 0.13µm

technology, and showed that the minimum energy consumption of the core is improved 10

times in that of previous sensor processors of the same MIPS.
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Obviously, subthreshold circuits have been used in analog designs for a long time.

Moreover, the authors have proven that it is possible to implement subthreshold logic

circuits by using standard CMOS process technologies. However, it is prudent to analyze

the suitability of these standard technologies in terms of power and performance in the

subthreshold regime. This topic is addressed later after a look at the process variations

in subthreshold circuits, one of the most challenging obstacles in recent DSM technologies

and dramatically accentuated in subthreshold designs.

2.4 Process Variations

Besides the power consumption issue, the process variation issue in today’s IC design is

paramount [7]. This section briefly introduces this topic. Thereafter, a survey of the

literature that address variability in subthreshold circuits is conducted. The identification

of the dominant components of variations in the subthreshold regime is imperative to

explore this issue.

Since fabrication process tolerances have not scaled proportionally with device dimen-

sions, the relative impact of process variations (especially beyond 90nm) on power and

timing has become more significant with each technology generation [67]. For example,

the magnitude of variations in a transistor’s gate length is predicted to increase from 35%

in 130nm technology to almost 60% in 70nm technology. Usually, these variations are ex-

pressed as a fraction, 3σ/µ, σ and µ are the standard deviation and the mean of a process

parameter, respectively, thus, 3σ is considered the worst case shift in a parameter. Hence,

a 60% variation in 70nm technology relates the σ of the distribution gate length across a

large number of samples in 14nm. Consequently, to maintain the benefits of technology

scaling, designers should treat these variations with alternative statistical strategies rather

than traditional guard-band deterministic approaches [64].



Subthreshold Design: Background and Related Work 27

Process variations are fluctuations around the desired value of design parameters intro-

duced during chip device fabrication [4]. The process variations are, inter-die (die-to-die)

and intra-die (within-die). Inter-die variations originate from factors such as the process-

ing temperature, and equipment properties [11]; intra-die variations result from factors

such as the random placement of dopant atoms in the channel region, and channel length

variations across a single die [67]. Traditionally, inter-die variations have become the main

concern in CMOS digital circuit design [20]. However, intra-die variations have become

just as important, and their impact on frequency and power is becoming more and more

pronounced [11]. Figure 2.14 reflects the trend in the ratio between the intra-die and total

process variations for some key technology device parameters. The data is reported in [43],

and represents projections of the ITRS [7] in conjunction with data from IBM processes.

It can be seen that variations in the channel length are expected to increase significantly.

In addition, variability in oxide thickness, as well as threshold and supply voltages also

increase.

Parameter variability in present designs has intensified the need to consider the impact

of statistical leakage current variations. Leakage variability is vital in subthreshold de-

signs, since this current drives the circuits. For example, a 10% variation in the transistor

effective channel length can lead to as much as a three-fold difference in the amount of

subthreshold leakage current [51]. Gate leakage current exhibits an even greater sensitivity

to variations; a 10% variation in the oxide thickness indicates a 15X difference in current

(in a 100nm Berkeley Predictive Technology Model) [63]. In addition, random microscopic

fluctuations in the number and location of dopant atoms in the channel region, directly

produce variations in the threshold voltage, subthreshold swing, drain current, and sub-

threshold leakage current [74]. For example, consider a uniformly doped nMOS, where

Lg = 45nm, W = 3Lg, impurity density Nch = 1018cm−3, and Wdep = 35nm, the average

number of acceptor N = NchLgWWdep is approximately 200. As a result, any random
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Figure 2.14: Percentage of the total variations accounted for intra-die variation for different

technology generations.

variation in this small number of dopants is translated into a shift in the value of Vth.

Some work in the literature [10] shows that for the chips that meet the required operating

frequency, a large portion dissipates very large amount of leakage power and thus, are

unsuitable for commercial use. In today’s designs, the yield is determined according to the

operating frequency and the leakage power [4].

Given the categories of variation and the impact of device parameter variability in

circuit behavior, the three essential parameters to account for are oxide thickness, gate

length, and channel doping concentration.

2.4.1 Process Variations in Subthreshold Designs

The exponential dependence of subthreshold leakage current (Ion and Ioff in subthreshold

circuits) on the threshold voltage, derived from (2.5), results in subthreshold circuits with
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a marked sensitivity to Vth variation. The threshold voltage is strongly related to sev-

eral device parameters, which undergo considerable variations in DSM technologies [64].

Therefore, it is not surprising that subthreshold designs are prone to process variations.

As CMOS devices are further scaled in the nanometer regime, variations in the number

and placement of dopant atoms in the channel region, called Random Dopant Fluctuation,

(RDF), cause random variations in the threshold voltage, where the Vth standard deviation

is roughly σVth
∝
√

Nch

WL
. This source of variation is the most significant phenomenon in

subthreshold operation, as shown by Zhai et al. [77]. They have reduced the impact

of RDF through circuit sizing and the choice of circuit logic depth (i.e., averaging this

random effect). In addition, the authors have derived statistical models for circuit delay,

power, and energy efficiency as a function of the circuit parameters. Also, Kim et al. [32]

have reduced the sensitivity to RDF by a device sizing optimization process which uses

the Reverse Short Channel Effect (RSCE) present in standard CMOS non-uniform halo

doping profile devices.

A major concern, related to process variations, is robustness or the correct functionality

of subthreshold circuits. If, for example, the variations strengthen an nMOS, relative to

a pMOS device, a PUN cannot drive the logic gate output fully to Vdd because of the

increased idle leakage in the PUN, and viceversa. To cope with this robustness issue, Kwong

and Chandrakasan [35] have introduced a criterion to determine how sizing affects the

variability in the output logic swing and active Ion current in several topologies. With this

consideration, they have proposed a design methodology for minimum energy subthreshold

circuits by device sizing and optimal supply voltage. They have concluded that upsizing

is necessary to achieve robustness at reduced voltages.

With small Vth variations, drive-Ion pMOS and nMOS currents can easily differ by an

order of magnitude, or even more, in subthreshold circuits. For example, with a reasonable

6σVth
= 100mV , the Vth variation disturbs the MOS current ratios by approximately 1.17
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times in strong inversion operation, whereas a similar Vth variation upsets current matching

by at least 10 times in subthreshold operation [25]. As a consequence, the rise and fall

times differ, impacting the switching frequency, and thus, power consumption. So, Melek

et al. [39] have equalized mismatched currents by body bias compensation circuits. With

a similar body biasing approach, Jayakumar and Khatri [27] have targeted inter- and

intra-die Process, supply Voltage, and Temperature (PVT) variations. These techniques

inherently lead to area and power overheads due to the extra-circuitiry, but these penalties

are not included.

Obviously, process variation plays a key role in energy efficiency and robustness in

subthreshold designs. In addition, it should be noted that the previous research involve

circuit and architecture level techniques, whereas guidelines for designing a transistor for

subthreshold operation is not considered under process variations. The next section conveys

some considerations for constructing a subthreshold optimized transistor.

2.5 Devices in Subthreshold Circuits

In Subsection 2.3.1 is discussed that subthreshold designs can be constructed with standard

CMOS process technologies. In 2005, Bipul Paul, Arijit Raychowdhury, and Kashik Roy

[46] have optimized a transistor structure for digital subthreshold operation. They have

demonstrated that the optimized device improves the delay and PDP of an inverter chain by

44% and 51%, respectively, of standard Bulk-MOS transistors operated in the subthreshold

region. This is a key result for ultra-low-power designs and one of the sources for inspiration

of this thesis. This section describes the features and design considerations of the optimized

transistor for subthreshold operation.

Throughout this dissertation, the term subthreshold transistor refers to the device that

is optimized for operating in the subthreshold region, whereas standard transistor corre-
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sponds to an ordinary transistor oriented to strong inversion operation.

Highly scaled CMOS technologies have satisfied the demand for higher levels of inte-

gration and performance in modern VLSI systems. Since subthreshold designs inherently

do not operate at high frequencies, it appears that modern highly scaled devices are not

necessary in this regime. However, oxide thickness scaling benefits the subthreshold slope,

(2.7), and the device length scaling results in a reduction in the total capacitance, as por-

trayed in Fig. 2.13. Consequently, device intrinsic delay (τ ∝ Cg), and dynamic power are

reduced such that, subthreshold designs also take advantage of technology scaling.

The behavior of scaled DSM devices differs considerably from that of the well known

strong inversion (linear and saturation) region due to undesirable Short-Channel Effects

(SCE). In order to mitigate the SCE such as Vth roll-off, drain induced barrier lowering,

and body punchthrough, previously explained in Subsection 2.1.1, standard transistors

incorporate nonuniform, halo, and retrograde doping profiles [66]. The DIBL is a function

of a high drain voltage, applied to a short-channel device, resulting in a decreased Vth

which substantially increases the subthreshold current. At even higher drain voltages, the

device reaches the punch-through condition, and the gate loses control over the channel,

developing high drain currents that are independent of the control gate voltage.

It is noted worthy that the described SCEs occur at high drain voltages. However, in

the subthreshold regime, the power supply is small (Vdd ≈ [400, 100]mV ), and the DIBL

and body punchthrough are very low. As a result, to simplify the fabrication process

technology and to significantly lessen the junction capacitances (resulting in a faster device

operation and lower power consumption), the subthreshold device is constructed without

any halo and retrograde doping profiles [46]. For this reason, the subthreshold transistor

is characterized with a simplified uniform high-to-low doping profile in conjunction with

the symmetrical Bulk-nMOS structure introduced in Fig. 2.1.

Note that the previous authors have not followed nor proposed an automatic framework
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to perform the device optimization process, and have not accounted for process variations.

The result is the absence of research on device level techniques to mitigate process varia-

tions. This thesis offers an automatic device optimization technique which includes process

variations in a subthreshold transistor design.

2.6 Summary

This chapter describes some issues in reducing power consumption in scaled devices. A

MOS’s intrinsic leakage mechanisms are explained. The three more contributive leakage

components in DSM technologies are subthreshold, oxide tunneling, and reverse bias p-n

junction BTBT. Subthreshold leakage is the drive current in the subthreshold regime. In

addition, the characteristics of MOS transistors in the subthreshold region are examined

with respect to the strong inversion regime, including current flow mechanism, intrinsic

capacitances, and the exponential relation between the gate voltage and drain current.

Then, the paradigms of subthreshold logic are outlined. Subthreshold logic and strong

inversion CMOS logic share several properties such as high noise margins, and low output

impedance with improved features in power consumption and gain. Beginning with the

analog field, it was not until the late 1990s that subthreshold circuits attracted attention

in the digital domain; since then, several subthreshold systems have been implemented

with standard DSM technologies. Later, process variations and their impact on circuit

behavior are presented. The three essential parameters to account for variations are: oxide

thickness, channel length, and channel doping concentration. Variability is one of the most

challenging obstacles in recent technologies, and is accentuated in subthreshold designs.

Finally, an optimized transistor structure for subthreshold operation is discussed, as a

promising construction block in terms of simplified fabrication processes, faster operation,

and lower power consumption.



Chapter 3

Problem Definition and Yield

Maximization Technique

This chapter extends the qualitative concept of process variations from the last chapter

by examining analytically the variations of device parameters, and their impact on per-

formance and power consumption in a subthreshold device. After, the yield maximization

problem is defined according to selected device parameters, lastly, the yield maximization

technique is developed.

3.1 Design Parameters and Variations

This section covers the proposed device structure, the constraints of interest, and device

parameters which are the most susceptible to variability. It should be noted that the device

parameter models provide an understanding of why certain parameters are or not included

in the set of design variables for the device optimization problem. The actual technique is

carried out by the MEDICI device simulator [1].

33
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3.1.1 Device Structure and Constraints

For convenience, the characteristics of a subthreshold transistor, models and definitions

outlined in Section 2, are re-stated.

It is an established fact that for scaled MOS standard transistors, it is essential to

incorporate halo and retrograde doping profiles to mitigate SCE [66]. However, in the sub-

threshold regime, the power supply is small (Vdd ≈ [400, 100]mV < Vth), and the SCE such

as DIBL and body punchthrough are minimal. As a result, for a more simplified fabrica-

tion process technology and significantly fewer junction capacitances (resulting in a faster

device operation and a lower power consumption), the subthreshold device is characterized

without any halo and retrograde doping profiles [46]. For this reason, a simplified uniform

doping profile, in conjunction with the symmetrical Bulk-nMOS structure are depicted in

Figure 3.1.

Since, in subthreshold logic, circuits are driven entirely by the subthreshold leakage

current, it is important to further examine the major transistor leakage components in

order to form a realistic estimation scheme.

p−type

ox

n+ n+
Nch

Y j

L

T

Lg

Gate (g)

Source (s) Drain (d)

substrate (b)

Figure 3.1: Architecture of the subthreshold device.
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Transistor Leakage Currents and Intrinsic Delay in the Subthreshold Regime

The most contributive leakage components in nanometer technologies that are identified

in Chapter 2 are subthreshold leakage, Isub, gate leakage, Igate, and reverse biased drain-

substrate and source-substrate junction BTBT, IBTBT .

Isub is the drive current in the subthreshold regime (i.e., Ion = Isub(Vgs = Vds = Vdd <

Vth), where Vdd is the power supply voltage). In the transistor off-state, Isub is the drain

current, when the gate voltage is zero (i.e., Ioffsub
= Isub(Vgs = 0, Vds = Vdd < Vth)). This

off-state current is the dominant contributor to static power consumption. Therefore, for

computing the total leakage current, Ioffsub
should be taken into account. As derived in the

last chapter, the subthreshold current is exponentially dependent on the threshold voltage

as follows:

Isub(Vgs, Vds) = Ioe
(Vgs−Vth)/nVT

(

1 − e−Vds/VT
)

, (3.1)

where Io = µ0Cox
W
L
V 2

T , VT = kT/q is the thermal voltage, Cox is the oxide capacitance, µ0 is

the zero bias mobility, W
L

is the width over length ratio of the device, and n = 1+Cdep/Cox

is the subthreshold swing coefficient.

Direct gate leakage is a byproduct of the oxide thickness scaling, Tox, required to over-

come the Vth roll-off in scaled technologies. Such a current is due to the tunneling of an

electron (or hole) from the Si-bulk through the gate-oxide potential barrier into the gate,

and is an exponential function of Tox [56], computed by

JDT = A

(

Vox

Tox

)

exp















−
BTox

[

1 −
(

1 − Vox

φox

)
3

2

]

Vox















, (3.2)

where Vox is the drop across the thin oxide, and φox is the barrier height for the tunneling

particle (electron or hole). A andB are physical parameters dependent on the barrier height
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and are given in the literature [56]. Because the tunneling current increases exponentially

with a decrease in Tox, the gate tunneling leakage cannot be neglected, when the oxide

thickness is less than 3nm [53]. Therefore, Igate = JDT × W × L should be considered

in computing the total leakage current, first to have a realistic indication of the leakage

mechanisms which contribute to the leakage power consumption, and secondly, to consider

the tradeoff between the Vth roll-off improvement by means of Tox reductions and Igate

exponential increases.

In scaled standard CMOS technology, the higher substrate doping density and the nec-

essary incorporation of halo profiles generate a significantly large junction BTBT current

to flow through the reverse biased drain-substrate and source-substrate junctions [52]. The

BTBT current, IBTBT is estimated as [41]

IBTBT =

(

WXjSDEÂ

E
1/2
g

)

ξVdd exp

(

−B̂E
3/2
g

ξ

)

, (3.3)

where

ξ =

√

2qNasideNsdside

ǫSi(Naside +Nsdside)

[

Vdd +
kT

q
ln
NasideNsdside

n2
i

]

. (3.4)

XjSDE is the source/drain extension junction depth (for standard CMOS DSM devices),

Naside and Nsdside are the p-side and n-side junction doping. Eg is the band-gap of the

silicon, q is the electronic charge, and lastly, Â and B̂ are the physical coefficients given by

Taur and Ning [65]. However, the BTBT leakage is mainly present in the halo and retro-

grade doping profiles, which are not incorporated in the subthreshold structure. Besides,

as Vdd is reduced, the BTBT leakage is negligible [15, 46], and is ignored.

Therefore, to gain a realistic indication of the total leakage, TL, the first two leakage

components are added for the worst case; that is,
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TL = Isub(Vgs = 0, Vds = Vdd) + Igate(Vgs = Vdd, Vds = 0). (3.5)

Vdd < Vth to ensure the subthreshold operation. Figure 3.2 portrays a typical scheme,

where these two leakage components contribute to the total leakage power consumption.

This unwanted leakage power consumption represents a concern in energy-constrained sys-

tems for extending battery and system lifetime [73]. Therefore, TL is chosen as the first

constraint in the optimization design problem.

sub

1
00

IGate

I

Figure 3.2: Total leakage (TL) estimation scheme.

The primary metric for transistor speed is the transistor intrinsic delay [76], τ , defined

as

τ = Cg
Vdd

Ion

, (3.6)

where Cg is the gate capacitance per micron of the transistor width, and Ion is the sub-

threshold drive current/µm. τ is the time required for a MOSFET to charge or discharge

the gate of another identical MOSFET with a potential difference of Vdd. In fact, τ is the

metric for MOSFET performance suggested by the ITRS [7], and constitutes the perfor-

mance constraint in the optimization design problem.
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To incorporate the device design parameters in the design problem, it is prudent to

look at their variability impact on the defined power and performance constraints.

3.1.2 Device Parameters and Variations

To establish a set of device design parameters for the optimization problem, device pa-

rameters such as physical gate length (Lg), oxide thickness (Tox), junction depth (Yj),

transistor width (W ), and channel doping concentration (Nch) are considered in the fol-

lowing. A good starting point for the discussion is the exponential dependence between

the subthreshold leakage Isub and Vth in (3.1). Therefore, the variations in Vth impact both

Ioffsub
and driving current Ion. In turn, any variation in Ion echoes for τ as well. Thus, the

impact of device parameters on the Vth should be considered.

Physical Gate Length (Lg)

The threshold voltage of a short-channel device decreases as Lg is reduced. This is due

to the closer proximity of the source and drain areas, whose surrounding depletion regions

penetrate into a considerable portion of the channel, as signified in Figure 3.3 [75]. Wdep

is the depletion-layer width, L is the channel length, and L′ is the reduced channel region.

Consequently, the total charge in the channel, Q′
B, is reduced to trapezoidal region Q′

B ∝
Wdep × (L+L′)/2, in contrast to the long-channel device case, where QB ∝ Wdep ×L [75].

Therefore, less charge (Q′
B) must be inverted by the gate voltage to reach the Vth which is

defined as follows [65]:

Vth = Vfb + ψs +
Q′

B

Cox

. (3.7)

Vfb is the flat-band voltage, ψs is the surface potential, and Q′
B is the total gate depletion

(trapezoidal) charge. The shift in the Vth, originated by channel length scaling ∆Vth, is
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Figure 3.3: Charge sharing model.

approximated as [36]

∆Vth = [2(Vbi − ψs) + Vds](e
−L/2l + 2e−L/l), (3.8)

where Vbi is the built-in potential, and l is the characteristic length defined as

l =

√

ǫSiToxWdep

ǫoxη
. (3.9)

ǫSi, ǫox are the silicon and oxide permittivity, respectively, and Wdep/η is the average

depletion layer width along the channel. This analytical approximation defines a short

channel effect known as the Vth roll-off. As a result, any reduction in Lg increases the

subthreshold leakage current, and hence, the power consumption [65]. This does lead to a

faster device, since the reduction not only boosts the driving current, but also reduces the

gate capacitance. Therefore, in finding an appropriate gate length, this tradeoff should be

considered in the design problem.

Oxide Thickness (Tox)

The oxide thickness has a considerable effect on the Vth since any variation in Tox impacts

the oxide capacitance, Cox per unit area, given by
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Cox =
ǫox

Tox

. (3.10)

Any variation in Cox affects Vth in (3.7) and Isub in (3.1). Moreover, the SCE is affected

by Tox, as given in (3.9); thus, a thinner oxide is needed to overcome the Vth roll-off in scaled

devices. However, this oxide reduction increases the gate leakage current exponentially

in (3.2), and hence, the power consumption. Careful engineering of the oxide thickness

dimension is crucial to meet the desired device delay and total leakage constraints. As a

consequence, Tox should be considered in the design problem.

Channel Doping (Nch)

As CMOS devices are scaled further into the nanometer regime, variations in the number,

and the placement of dopant atoms in the channel region cause random variations in Vth

(as discussed in Section 2). This effect, called Random Dopant Fluctuation (RDF), is

accentuated with technology scaling, since the average number of dopant atoms in the

channel is rather reduced [37]. A simple first order model of the Vth standard deviation

(σVth
), due to RDF is given by [65]

σVth
=

q

ǫox

√

NchWdm

3LgW
. (3.11)

Reinforcing this discussion, Zhai et al. [77] have concluded that RDF is the dominant

source of variations in the subthreshold operation. It is observed that by reducing Nch, the

threshold voltage variation is also reduced. However, since in (3.7), Q′
B =

√
4εsiqNchψB,

(where ψB is the difference between the Fermi potential and the intrinsic potential, |ψf −
ψi|), the threshold voltage also drops when the channel doping is reduced, increasing the

subthreshold off-state leakage current. For these reasons, the channel doping concentration

should also be included in the subthreshold device design.
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Junction Depth (Yj)

Aggressive device scaling has necessitated shallow junction depths to reduce the SCE and

suppress the depletion layer penetration into the channel. The result is an increase in par-

asitic device resistance and involves a complex fabrication process [45, 42]. Consequently,

any treatment of Yj is limited by the sheet resistance, Rsh, of the source/drain region which

is defined as [65]

Rsh = ρsd
Ssd

W
, (3.12)

where Ssd is the spacing between the gate edge and the source/drain contact edge in Fig.

3.4, and the sheet resistivity, ρsd, is given by

ρsd =
ρ

Yj

, (3.13)

where ρ is the resistivity of the diffusion region. Therefore, it is desirable to keep the

parasitic resistance low to achieve sufficient current-drivability. As a result, the design

parameter, Yj, should not be included as part of the optimization problem and follows the

S/D profile from [6].

Gate

sd

Source/Drain
Contact

W

S

Figure 3.4: Top view of the transistor.



42 Variability-Aware Design of Subthreshold Devices

Transistor Width (W )

The transistor width is the principal parameter that circuit designers can change to meet

the required specifications of circuits and systems. In section 2 all the state-of-the-art re-

search addressing variability involves circuit and architecture level techniques which require

to resize W . In addition to the device level approach presented in this thesis, designers

can still use such circuit and architecture level techniques to further mitigate the effect of

variations. For these reasons, the transistor width should not be included as part of the

device optimization problem.

It is evident from the modeling of the relationship between the parameters and their

variations, that Igate, and Isub are exponentially dependent on Tox, and Vth, respectively;

whereas Vth is a function of all the selected device parameters, that is,

∆Vth
= f(Tox, Lg, Nch),

∆TL ∝ Igatenominal
ef(∆Tox) + Isubnominal

ef(∆Vth
), (3.14)

∆τ ∝ f(∆Tox
)

Isubnominal
ef(∆Vth

)
.

Thus, the problem is composed by the following three device parameters since their

variations directly impact the design constraints, TL and τ .

• Oxide thickness (Tox)

• Gate length (Lg)

• Channel doping concentration (Nch)

The next section incorporates the three design parameters and the two constraints in

the optimization technique.
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3.2 Problem Statement and Yield Maximization Tech-

nique

This section begins with a general formulation of the device optimization problem that

is composed of the selected device design parameters and constraints. After the idea

behind the yield maximization process is established, the problem is formalized by the

yield maximization technique.

3.2.1 General Problem Statement

The novel approach [26] adapted in this investigation to a subthreshold transistor design,

consists of exploiting a 3-D parameter design space, constructed by Tox, Lg, and Nch.

Hence, the yield optimization problem is declared as follows:

Given: σTox
, σLg

, σNch
,

maxx∈ℜ3 Yield = P{C(x) = 1},

(3.15)

where x = [Tox, Lg, Nch] is the set of design variables, σi is the standard deviation of the

i-th design parameter, and C(x) is a Boolean random variable function, defined by the

bounds of the critical delay (τmax), and the maximum total leakage current (TLmax). C(x)

is formulated as

C(x) = (τ(x) ≤ τmax) AND (TL(x) ≤ TLmax). (3.16)

Therefore, P{C(x) = 1} is the probability that a device x = (Tox, Lg, Nch) meets the

performance and power constraints in the presence of variations in the design parameters.
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3.2.2 Qualitative Approach

To solve the optimization problem, (3.15), the first step is to find a 3-D space, generated by

the three device design parameters, bound by the power and performance constraints. This

space is called the feasible region, Fc. In addition, an estimate of the probability of placing a

device in Fc should be calculated; that is, the probability that a device xi = (Toxi
, Lgi

, Nchi
)

can satisfy the desired constraints, τ and TL. To estimate such a probability, P{C(xi) =

1}, a cube is formed in the 3-D parameter design space, where all points within the cube

satisfy the constraints.

For clarification, a similar problem with two design variables Tox and Lg is denoted

in Figure 3.5. Note that any point inside this plane represents the construction device

dimensions, corresponding to the respective ordered pair (Tox, Lg). A feasible region is

defined in terms of the problem constraints. Any device xi above the TL curve in Figure 3.5

satisfies the power constraint, and any device below the τmax curve meets the performance

constraint. Therefore, all the devices lying in the intersection of the defined zones can

satisfy both constraints, as depicted by the shaded region in Figure 3.5. For the last

constraint, the yield maximization problem is reduced to an inscribed rectangle that is

formed by four corner devices: (T l
ox, L

l
g), (T l

ox, L
u
g ), (T u

ox, L
l
g), and (T u

ox, L
u
g ) in the 2-D

feasible region. The center of the maximum yield rectangle xc = (T c
ox, L

c
g) represents a

device with the set of design values most immune against the variations. Finally, Monte

Carlo simulations are carried out to verify the optimal design (xc) yield, which is defined

as the percentage of the total devices (scattered points) whose τ and TL values fall within

feasible region Fc.
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Figure 3.5: Simplified problem in 2-D.

3.2.3 Formal Problem Statement

To translate the idea explained in the last section to the 3-D space, the feasible region of

the new design space should be identified from (3.17), a 3-D space, where any device xi =

(Lgi
, Toxi

, Nchi
) satisfies the condition in (3.16). As mentioned earlier, all device constraints

are verified directly by the MEDICI device simulator throughout this investigation. The

feasible region, Fc, is formulated by

Fc = {x ∈ ℜ3|C(x) = 1}. (3.17)

In addition to the feasible region, for the three device parameters, a cube should be

formed and inscribed in (3.17). Therefore, all the devices, lying inside this cube, also

satisfy (3.16). The cube is defined as follows:
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cube(xl, xu) = {x ∈ ℜ3|xl ≤ x ≤ xu}, (3.18)

and

cube(xl, xu) ⊆ Fc,

where xl and xu are the coordinates of the extreme corners.

Before solving the yield optimization problem in (3.15) the Probability Distribution

Function (PDF) of each design variable are modeled. In this thesis, the variation of each

design parameter, Tox, Lg, and Nch is considered to be independent and the distribution is

assumed to be Gaussian [63]. Since this distribution function does not have a closed form

integral (Cumulative Distribution Function CDF), which represents the yield evaluation,

Kumaraswamy’s double-bounded density function [33] is adopted. This model has a simple

closed form for both PDF (f(z)) and CDF (F (z)) as follows:

f(z) = abza−1(1 − za)b−1, (3.19)

z =
x− xlb

xub − xlb
, xlb ≤ x ≤ xub, (3.20)

and

F (z) = 1 − (1 − za)b, (3.21)

where xub and xlb are the upper and lower bounds of a random variable x, respectively.

Depending on the a and b values, f(z) takes different shapes. A truncated Gaussian shape

with range xub − xlb = 6σx is used by setting a and b to 3.6 and 8, respectively. Finally,

xub = xc + 3σ and xlb = xc − 3σ, where xc is found by (3.23).

Supported by the last definitions, the yield problem (3.15) is extended to the following:
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Given



















x = [Lg, Tox, Nch]
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g, T
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l
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u
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Yield(xl, xu)

= P{C(x) = 1},
=
∏3

i=1 P{xl
i ≤ xi ≤ xu

i },

=
∏3

i=1

(

F

(

xu
i −xlb

i

xub
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i

)

− F
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xl
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i

xub
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i
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F

(

xu
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i−3σxi
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6σxi

)

− F

(

xl
i−(xc

i−3σxi
)

6σxi

))

,

=
∏3

i=1

(

F

(

xu
i −xl

i+6σxi

12σxi

)

− F

(

xl
i−xu

i +6σxi

12σxi

))

.

(3.22)

Note that the symmetrical assumption of the design variable distribution leads to easily

locating the final device, lying at the center of the cube by computing

xc =
xl + xu

2
. (3.23)

The optimization problem is finally expressed as

Given































Technology - Specific Variances:

σx = [σLg
, σTox

, σNch
]

Constraints:

τmax and TLmax
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maxxl,xu Yield(xl, xu),

Subject to: cube(xl, xu) ⊆ Fc

xl ≤ xu.

(3.24)

To effectively solve the constrained non-linear optimization problem, the Sequential

Quadratic-Programming (SQP) algorithm of Matlab R© is used [49, 2]. The variances of

the design parameters (σLg
, σTox

and σNch
) and the two bounds (TL and τ) are given to

the optimization engine. Subsequently, the engine attempts to find a cube in the feasible

region, and maximize Yield. Finally, the optimum device design parameters are the center

point, coordinate (T c
ox,L

c
g,N

c
sub) of the cube which represents the set of the most immune

values against variations. This framework appears in Figure 3.6.
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Figure 3.6: Flowchart of the yield maximization technique. For each iteration, a set

of design values are determined by the optimization engine, and directly evaluated by
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3.3 Summary

In this chapter, the principal device parameters and their variations impact on transistor

performance, and power dissipation is discussed. Vth is a function of Tox, Lg, and Nch,

and Igate and Isub are exponentially dependent on Tox, and Vth, respectively. Thus, the Vth

variations should be considered in the design, since both the Ioffsub
current and the driving

current Ion are impacted, and in turn any variation in Ion occurs in τ . The second part of

this chapter describes a simple technique to find the maximum yield design which meets

the power and performance constraints, where the selected device parameters, Tox, Lg, and

Nch experiment variations. Moreover, the technique is also technology scalable, and can be

easily adapted to any number of design variables, technology process variances, statistical

distributions, and design constraints.



Chapter 4

Results and Discussion

This chapter describes the implementation and evaluation of sample devices for 90nm

and 65nm technologies. The method to optimize a device necessitates selecting suitable

constraints for the subthreshold regime. After the parameters and specifications of the

optimum designs are discussed, a brief guideline for optimizing subthreshold transistors is

outlined.

4.1 Implementation

To carry out the optimization methodology, MEDICI template files are developed to

simulate the Bulk-Si nMOS transistors. The SQP numerical optimization engine is an

iterative-based algorithm to find the optimum design point inside the feasible space, Fc.

Consequently, for each iteration, a set of design values are determined by the optimiza-

tion engine, and directly evaluated by MEDICI. As seen in (3.24), the optimum 3-D cube

should be inscribed in the feasible region. The containment of the cube in this region

(cube(xl, xu) ⊆ Fc) is verified by checking the worst cases, where each x element attains

51
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its extreme values. In this way, these cases are formed by the 23 combinations of xl

and xu extreme parameter values, that is, x0 = (T l
ox, L

l
g, N

l
ch), x1 = (T l

ox, L
l
g, N

u
ch), x2 =

(T l
ox, L

u
g , N

l
ch), ..., x7 = (T u

ox, L
u
g , N

u
ch). This fact is observed by returning to the sim-

ple 2-D problem in Figure 3.5. Once the optimum 22 = 4 corners of the rectangle

(T l
ox, L

l
g), (T

l
ox, L

u
g ), (T

u
ox, L

l
g), and (T u

ox, L
u
g ) are located in the feasible region, any x-device

that is lying inside this rectangle also satisfies the constraints. Therefore, the containment

verification process is reduced to a cube corner case. Finally, once the SPQ engine finds

the maximum yield cube inside the feasible region, Monte Carlo simulations are carried

out to verify the yield of the device located at the center subject to technology-specific

variances of the device parameters.

4.2 Results and Discussion

Sample devices for 90nm technology are designed to balance speed and power. 3σTox
,

and 3σLg
are chosen as 4% × 1.5nm and 12% × 90nm, respectively, (according to 90nm

technology specific variances [7]). In addition, a 65nm transistor is designed to see how

the design parameters scale, when a shrunk (faster but leakier) technology is applied. In

this case, the 3σ values are 4% × 1.2nm and 12% × 65nm for Tox and Lg, respectively.

3σNch
is equal to 10% of its center value at each iteration for both technologies. The lower

limits of the device design parameters are set as follows: Lmin
g is 33nm and 28nm for 90nm

and 65nm technologies, respectively; Tmin
ox is kept at 1nm for both cases [7]. The supply

voltage is chosen as 250mV for both the 90nm and 65nm technologies. Table 4.1 lists

the defined bounds on τ and TL of the proposed devices. The TL values are selected to

be close to the low operating power (LOP) devices for 90nm technology, defined by the

ITRS [7]. A realistic ratio, Ion/Ioff for subthreshold devices is approximately 1, 000 [48],

and for superthreshold transistors this ratio is approximately 100, 000 with a τ value of
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Table 4.1: Desired device constraints and their technology node for optimized transistors.

Device Technology τmax(ps) TLmax(nA/µm)

90300,5.0 90nm ≤ 300 ≤ 5.0

90300,2.5 90nm ≤ 300 ≤ 2.5

90200,5.0 90nm ≤ 200 ≤ 5.0

65150,12.5 65nm ≤ 150 ≤ 12.5

1.5ps or so (again, for LOP devices and 90nm technology [7]). In this way, as the intrinsic

delay is a function of Ion (3.6), the τ constraint values are proposed in accordance to

this approximately one hundred ratio difference between superthreshold and subthreshold

devices; that is, the intrinsic delay for subthreshold devices is expected to be around

one hundred times the intrinsic delay of LOP 90nm superthreshold transistors. For the

65nm technology device, the constraints are estimated according to expected five-fold Ioff

increase for each generation and to achieve at least a 30% delay improvement [8].

Table 4.2 summarizes the optimum device parameters (xc) and specifications, obtained

from the technique. Unfortunately, there are no industrial subthreshold devices to compare

the results with, but the standard CMOS 90nm and 65nm technologies in the literature and

guidelines, provided by the ITRS are adopted. The various physical limits and variances

of both technologies are reflected in the Tox and Lg values. Thin gate oxide thicknesses

lead to an exponential increase of Igate and leakage power, as mentioned in Subsection

3.1.1. Therefore, to maintain an adequate control over gate leakage current, the Tox values

exhibit a constant trend and converge to 2.3nm for 90nm technology devices. This value

is similar to that of the oxide thickness offered for low standby power 90nm technology

devices, proposed in the literature [21] (Tox = 2.2nm). The oxide thickness value of

the 65150,12.5 device corresponds to that of the general purpose 65nm technology device
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Table 4.2: Design parameters and specifications of optimum devices.

Device 90300,5.0 90300,2.5 90200,5.0 65150,12.5

Yield (%) 98.9 84.0 92.3 99.0

Tox (nm) 2.35 2.23 2.36 1.50

Lg (nm) 84.7 87.0 86.4 62.8

Nch (×1018cm−3) 1.0 1.1 0.9 1.9

Ioff (nA/µm) 2.2 1.6 2.9 5.6

Ion (µA/µm) 2.4 2.0 3.0 5.0

Ion/Ioff 1054 1222 1026 896

τ (ps) 161 210 129 86

Vth (mV) 328 336 319 229

S (mV/dec) 76 75 76 75

Lchan (nm) 74 78 77 57

suggested by Fung et al. [22], (Tox = 1.4). Subthreshold leakage Ioff current is reduced

as the threshold voltage Vth is increased, as given by (2.5). It is evident that the highest

Vth value corresponds to that of the 90300,2.5 device; the 90200,5.0 device presents the lowest

threshold voltage, and thus, the leakiest transistor. The Ioff values are in good agreement

with those proposed for LOP devices by the ITRS (3nA/µm and 5nA/µm for 90nm and

65nm technologies, respectively) [7]. In the former, it is argued that a realistic Ion/Ioff for

subthreshold devices is approximately 1000, whereas for superthreshold LOP transistors

in 90nm technology the ratio is one hundred times greater, 100, 000 with a corresponding τ

value about 1.5ps according to the ITRS. Therefore, since Ioff values of the proposed 90nm

subthreshold devices are similar to LOP superthreshold devices, the τ values are about

one hundred times the intrinsic delay of the LOP superthreshold transistors, as expected.
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It is noteworthy that process precision does not allow the Tox and Lg parameters to be

optimized continuously. To cope with this issue, when the optimum device parameters are

obtained, they are rounded according to the achievable process values, and then the re-

maining parameter (Nch here) is re-optimized, considering Tox and Lg as fixed values. This

re-optimization process can be considerably faster, since the number of design variables is

reduced. Moreover, the resultant optimized values do not change significantly, because the

fixed values are rounded to the nearest process achievable value. For example, consider

the 90300,5.0 designed device, assuming a precision level of 0.1nm for Tox, and 1nm for Lg.

Thus, Tox remains at 2.4nm, and Lg at 85nm in the re-optimization process. The new

Nch optimized parameter changes from 1.0 × 1018cm−3 to 0.90 × 1018cm−3. Leading to a

negligible yield reduction from 98.9% to 98.1%.

The yield values in Table 4.2 correspond to the percentage of devices that satisfy

both the performance and power constraints for variability cases. To get a clearer pic-

ture of the yield behavior, additional 90nm technology devices are designed to the reduce

step-differences among the constraints: (τmax[ps], TLmax[nA/µm]) = (300, 10), (300, 7.5),

(200, 10), (200, 7.5), and (200, 2.5). Figure 4.1 records this particular result. It is evident

that reducing the τmax constraint from 300ps to 200ps leads to more pronounced yield

degradation. Therefore, in applications that require medium to low frequency device per-

formance, the design optimization method is expected to provide design yield values close

to 100% with low off-state leakage current.

Table 4.3 reflects the three leakage components from Section 3.1.1: subthreshold off-

state leakage, gate leakage, and BTBT leakage. To achieve a realistic indication, estima-

tions of the worst cases are considered, that is, for Isub and IBTBT , Vgs = 0 and Vds = Vdd,

whereas for Igate, Vgs = Vdd and Vds = 0. Obviously, Ioffsub
is orders of magnitude greater

than Igate and IBTBT for the 90nm devices, and this tendency still holds but with an

increasing contribution of gate leakage for the 65nm technology device. Thus, Ioffsub
con-
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Figure 4.1: %Yield obtained from experimental 90nm devices.

Table 4.3: Various worst case leakage components of optimum devices.

Device Ioffsub
(×10−9A/µm) Igate(×10−12A/µm) IBTBT (×10−16A/µm)

90300,5.0 2.28 0.0373 4.63

90300,2.5 1.65 0.1438 5.15

90200,5.0 2.92 0.0337 4.37

65150,12.5 5.62 384.14 8.61

tributes the most current to the static power consumption, and the most dominant leakage

mechanism in the optimized subthreshold devices.

To verify the variability robustness and constraint satisfaction of the newly designed

subthreshold transistors, Monte Carlo simulations (5,000 points) are performed based on

the delay and current constraints in Table 4.1. Figures 4.2 and 4.3 signify the mean and

standard deviation of the total leakage and delay of the optimum devices, respectively.
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Figure 4.2: Mean and standard deviation of total leakage. The bars correspond to mean

values whereas the dotted vertical lines are the standard deviations (range of device vari-

ation).

In Figure 4.2, it is noted that the TLmean of the 90nm design with the lowest delay

bound (90200,5.0) is greater than the mean of 90nm designs with constraint τmax = 300ps.

This is evident since the fulfillment of the lower delay bounds requires more drive current,

and is thus, intrinsically, an increment of Ioff . For the 65nm device, there is an approximate

five-fold increment of leakage current. A reduction of τmean is expected, since the devices are

bounded with higher TL limits as depicted in Figure 4.3. For the 65nm design, performance

is improved in scaling technologies.

For a closer picture of the effect of the constraints, devices 90300,5.0 and 90200,2.5 are

selected. Such devices can be manipulated to compare the delay and off-state leakage

current dispersion, where the bounds are more relaxed (300ps and 5nA/µm), and others,

where the one bound tightens (300ps and 2.5nA/µm). The spread of TL vs. τ is depicted
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Figure 4.3: Mean and standard deviation of intrinsic delay. The bars correspond to mean

values whereas the dotted vertical lines are the standard deviations (range of device vari-

ation).

in Figures 4.4 and 4.5, respectively.

In these figures, all the scattered devices that are inside the quadrant τmax and TLmax

represent the success of the transistors in meeting both constraints. The optimum devices

are highlighted to observe their symmetric location with respect to the bounds. It can be

seen in Figure 4.5 that as the TLmax constraint is reduced, many devices violate this power

constraint as expected. Also there is an increase of the devices which violate τmax, even

though the performance constraint is constant for both newly designed devices (300ps).

This occurs since the optimization process finds a center device, xc, to meet a lower value

of TLmax. Any device that has a reduction in its Ioff current leads to a reduction in its

Ion value, and therefore, an increase in its intrinsic delay τ . Since the optimum device has

a greater value for τ , when the variations are incorporated, it is expected that the devices
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Figure 4.4: Monte Carlo simulation of the 90300,5.0 device, 98.9% of devices satisfy both

constraints (relaxed TL bound).

also start to violate the τmax constraint.

The extreme-violating devices in Figures 4.4 and 4.5, as well as the devices that are

close to τmax or TLmax but still meet both constraints (slowest/fastest devices, respectively)

are captured, along with the optimum device (xc), to depict their I-V curves in Figures

4.6 and 4.7. The absolute fastest device (violating) represents the most variation-affected

device, and thus, violates the TL constraint, whereas the absolute slowest device (violating)

is the most variation-affected transistor with the highest intrinsic delay, and thus, violates

the τ constraint. The gray strip shows the variation of the output characteristics of the

devices that meet both constraints; the fastest device (non-violating) and the slowest device

(non-violating), delimit this zone. In this way, the comparisons and effects of more relaxed
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Figure 4.5: Monte Carlo simulation of the 90300,2.5 device, 84.0% of devices satisfy both

constraints (tight TL bound).

or tighter constraints are observed for the two proposed designed devices. In fact, because

the 90300,5.0 design has a yield value of 98.9% (more relaxed constraints), it is evident that

the gray zone in Figure 4.6 is effectively wider than the corresponding zone in Figure 4.7

of the designed 90300,2.5 device which has a yield value of 84.0% (tighter constraints).
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4.3 Optimizing a Subthreshold Transistor

Designing a subthreshold transistor requires the constraint values and the technology-

specific variances of the device parameters. The new technique proposed to find the op-

timum device design parameters by a simple but efficient automatic framework. Figure

3.6 in Section 4 illustrates the steps in the framework. The previous discussion indicates

that it is possible to obtain devices whose yield values are greater the 91% average (90nm

technology devices) by setting up an appropriate balance between the constraint values

the total leakage and intrinsic delay. As an example, devices for 90nm are optimized for

specific applications; that is, the 90300,5.0 device is appropriate for general applications to

construct subthreshold circuits with a balance between the total leakage power and delay,

Ioff = 2.2nA/µm, τ = 161ps. The device 90300,2.5 is good fit for subthreshold designs for

low power, that is, Ioff = 1.6nA/µm with a sacrifice in speed, τ = 210ps. Finally, for the

high speed cases, the 90200,5.0 device provides an intrinsic delay τ = 129ps with an increase

in Ioff , equal to 2.9nA/µm.

4.4 Summary

In this chapter the optimized transistors for digital subthreshold operation in 90nm and

65nm technologies are proposed. By finding the appropriate values for the oxide thick-

ness, gate length, and channel doping concentration, sample devices satisfied the total

leakage and intrinsic delay constraints, where technology-specific variances of the device

parameters are considered. The resultant optimum device parameters for 90nm demon-

strated that the oxide thickness values are close (≈ 2.3nm) to maintain a low gate current

(< 0.15pA/µm). In addition, the leakage components show that Ioffsub
is the dominant

current in the optimized devices, whereas IBTBT can be completely ignored due to the sim-
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plified uniform doping profile of the devices. The tradeoff between the performance and

leakage requirements, Ion/Ioff is satisfied by achieving the original projections (around

1,000). However, for the 65nm technology device is not obtainable, since Ioffsub
increases

in a greater proportion than the Ion growth.



Chapter 5

Conclusion and Future Work

In this thesis, the focus is on process variations and ultra-low-power device design, chal-

lenging obstacles in modern IC development. On the one hand, subthreshold systems are

a compelling approach to applications where, power reduction is the primary goal. On

the other hand, the process variations are further accentuated in the regime. Therefore,

variability-aware design strategies at all levels of abstraction device, circuit, and architec-

ture, are imperative to ensure the success and functionality of power-efficient designs.

This thesis describes a novel device level technique to optimize transistors exclusively

for digital subthreshold operation. By finding the appropriate values of the oxide thick-

ness, gate length, and channel doping concentration, a MOS device is optimized for the

subthreshold regime in terms of the desired total leakage and intrinsic delay constraints,

where the device design-parameter variations are considered. The technique is technology

scalable and can be adapted to any number of design parameters, technology process vari-

ances, statistical distributions, and design constraints. Moreover, since the approach is at

the device level, circuit and architecture techniques should be applied to further mitigate

process variations in subthreshold designs. It is worthy of noting that as the optimization

64
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process occurs at device level, designers have just to focus on circuit and architecture is-

sues, in addition, as the structure of the optimum devices is considered for subthreshold

activity it is expected a poor operation in the strong inversion regime. It appears that the

technique, is the first variability-aware design approach at device level for subthreshold

devices. Sample optimized devices for 90nm and 65nm technologies are tested, and Monte

Carlo simulations are employed to verify the process variations robustness and constraint

satisfaction of the optimized transistors. The resultant optimum design parameters, oxide

thickness, gate length, and channel doping concentration are comparable to actual param-

eters of standard devices. This indicates that it should be easy to tape-out the optimized

subthreshold devices by modern lithography technologies with the advantage of a more

simplified fabrication process.

Since there are no industrial subthreshold devices to compare the results with those

of the proposed devices, the next step should be to build basic circuits with the proposed

subthreshold devices. The objective is to compare issues such as variation immunity, power,

and performance with respect to constructed subthreshold circuits with standard devices.

In addition, a complete co-design, at all levels of hierarchy (device, circuit, and architecture)

should further suppress the process variation effects, reduce the power consumption, and

improve the performance.
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