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Design Considerations of Distributed and
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Abstract— On-chip power supply distribution faces the
challenges of high and fast-changing load current, limited metal
layers and decoupling capacitors, efficiency, and thermal issues.
This paper mainly discusses system-level design considerations of
both distributed and centralized fully integrated voltage regula-
tors. In particular, a ring-shaped switched-capacitor dc–dc con-
verter that has a unity-gain frequency a few times higher
than its switching frequency is introduced with comprehensive
considerations, and optimizing the number of time-interleaving
phases (power cells) is detailed. Design issues such as on-chip
power-rail routing parasitics, input capacitor and input ripple,
and phase mismatch between power cells are addressed. Fur-
thermore, a couple of possible extensions of the converter-ring
architecture are proposed, which include power management of
the active-matrix light-emitting diode array in a microdisplay
system, cascading multiple nMOS-LDO regulators for granular
power, and on-chip power converter grid with flipped-chip
packaging.

Index Terms— Active-matrix light-emitting diode (AMLED),
amplifier, charge pump, converter ring, dc–dc converter,
digital control, dynamic voltage scaling (DVS), fully inte-
grated voltage regulator (FIVR), hybrid converter, low-dropout
regulator (LDO), multilevel, multiphase, resonant converter,
switched-capacitor (SC) power converter, voltage-controlled
oscillator (VCO).

I. INTRODUCTION

THE goal of an on-chip power distribution system is to
deliver the requested current across the whole chip to

the load circuits while maintaining the voltage level necessary
for proper operation of the loads. Therefore, efficient, low-
noise, and compact power supply on chip is favorable for fully
integrated system-on-a-chip (SoC) solutions [1]–[6]. However,
an on-chip power supply suffers from severe IR voltage
drop because of the thinner routing metal layers compared
to printed circuit board (PCB) traces and faces much faster
load transient current because it is closer to the load and
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because of limited on-chip decoupling capacitors. Neverthe-
less, there are several benefits of integrating voltage regulators
on-chip as point-of-load supplies. First, by using advanced
technologies, faster transient response can be achieved using
smaller passive components with reduced parasitics. Second,
by taking the proximity into consideration, more intelligent
power management techniques can be realized by a closer
interaction with supply and load co-design, using dynamic
voltage scaling (DVS) or adaptive voltage scaling. Third,
the conducting input current through PCB and bond wires
can be reduced by integrating an on-chip step-down power
converter, because ideally IIN = (VOUT/VIN) × IOUT and
VOUT/VIN is smaller than one. In addition, the L P× di /dt
supply variations, due to the in-rush current di /dt and the
parasitic inductor L P of the bond wires and power buses, are
now the variations on the input rather than on the output of
the regulator, and are relatively more tolerable.

Fig. 1 shows different floor-plans of on-chip power delivery,
with dc–dc converter(s) delivering power from one side, two
sides, four sides, and from all around the chip. Obviously,
the worst case is with only one-side dc–dc converter(s)
[Fig. 1(a)] and the converter-to-load parasitic resistor and
inductor are RP and L P . With opposite-side converters
[Fig. 1(b)], the parasitics are reduced to RP/2 and L P/2,
and with both sets of converters delivering power together,
the effective parasitics are RP/4 and L P/4, and the efficiency
could thus be improved. Parasitics could further be reduced by
having converters on all four sides [Fig. 1(c)]. Note that each
individual converter needs a separate controller that consumes
extra power and area. However, if the interleaving technique
is employed, individual converters could be designed as sub-
converters and they may even be laid out as a ring-shaped
converter [5] that uses only one controller with a small area
[Fig. 1(d)]. The power cells (or subconverters) of the converter-
ring are distributed around the chip and high quality power is
accessible at any point of the chip edges.

In the recent years, granular power management has been
a popular solution for energy efficient SoCs. The idea of
granular power is to divide one lumped supply module into
many fine-grained supply voltage domains, such that differ-
ent loading blocks can operate at different voltage levels
or be power-gated according to individual operation needs.
Fig. 2 shows the separated on-chip voltage domains being
powered up by different low-dropout (LDO) regulators with
or without cascading an on-chip dc–dc converter, as the
prestage. The LDO regulator is the one easy and compact
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Fig. 1. Parasitics of the supply routing that globally supplied by dc–dc converter(s) from (a) one side, (b) two sides, (c) four sides, and (d) all directions.

Fig. 2. Granular power supplied by (a) LDO regulators only and (b) dc–dc
converter and cascaded LDO regulators.

way to implement DVS and power gating, but the power
efficiency is low when the difference between VIN and VOUT
is large. Even so, for driving a digital load in the idle mode,
lowering the output voltage of the LDO regulator would
still be beneficial if dynamic voltage and frequency scaling
are incorporated [7]–[9], because while the LDO regulator
efficiency drops linearly with VOUT, the power consumption of
the digital load drops quadratically with VOUT. Certainly, if the
LDO regulator is replaced by the dc–dc converter in realizing
DVS then energy saving would be more pronounced [10]–[13].
However, a fully integrated power converter requires signifi-
cantly larger chip area for the passives, and therefore, high
energy density passive components are highly desirable.

The next question is whether distributed or centralized
on-chip voltage regulators, or cascaded regulators should be
used? We will address this question with considerations on
multiple aspects. This paper is organized as follows. Section II
gives a review on the fully integrated voltage regulator
solutions for power supply on-chip. Section III presents the
design considerations of the proposed ring-shaped switched-
capacitor (SC) power converter. Section IV discusses issues of
chip implementation and possible extensions of the converter-
ring structure. Section V summaries the circuit techniques
of the SC converter, and finally, conclusions are drawn in
Section VI.

II. FULLY INTEGRATED VOLTAGE REGULATORS

It is safe to claim that LDO regulators are the most
convenient implementation of fully integrated voltage reg-
ulators (FIVRs). Alternative implementations are shown

in Fig. 3, which include inductor-based SC and hybrid
dc–dc converters.

The inductor-based converter can achieve a theoretical effi-
ciency of 100%, but the actual efficiency highly depends on
the quality of the inductor(s). Magnetic core that significantly
increases the quality factor has been integrated on-chip with
additional postsilicon steps and increased cost [14], [15].
Alternatively, low-cost inductors can be made from bond
wires and PCB traces with moderate quality factors [16]–[20].
A down side of using inductors is that they do not shrink as
much as capacitors do as the technology advances. Besides
the issues of inductor integration, considerably large on-chip
input decoupling capacitor needs to be deployed for the buck
converters to reduce the bond wire-induced input voltage rip-
ple, especially for very-high-frequency switching converters.
To reduce the input voltage ripple, it was proposed in [19]
to connect a relatively small capacitor between the input and
output nodes of a buck converter.

The SC dc–dc converter does not need any inductors.
It takes the advantages of using on-chip capacitors and
becomes the simplest FIVR implementation among the candi-
dates, as shown in Fig. 3. However, due to the charge redistri-
bution loss, the SC converter can only attain good efficiency
when its VOUT is barely lower than the predefined ideal output
voltages M×VIN, where M is the voltage conversion ratio and
the achievable M depends on the converter topology [21]–[23].
Nevertheless, the input voltage ripple of an SC converter could
be much lower than that of the buck converter counterpart,
because the flying capacitors that connect to VIN are automat-
ically reused as input filtering capacitors. In addition, a fully
integrated SC converter can be implemented with a large
number of phases with very little power and area overheads
by simply slicing a large piece of capacitors and switches
into multiple small portions and using a ring oscillator to
generate the interleaving clock phases [24]–[26]. In such way,
both the input current ripples and output voltage ripples can
be much reduced compared to the single-phase or dual-phase
cases. In general, SC converters are popular for medium-power
to low-power applications [27]–[33], because the required
capacitance scaled linearly with its handling power (which is
in the opposite way for the required inductance of the inductor-
based converters).

Recently, hybrid converters are becoming popular research
topics, because they have a large potential to provide a higher
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Fig. 3. Step-down. (a) Inductor-based dc–dc converter. (b) SC dc–dc converter. (c) Multilevel dc–dc converter. (d) Resonant dc–dc converter.

product of power density and conversion efficiency [34]–[42].
As shown in Fig. 3(c), multilevel converters employ flying
capacitor(s) to generate N voltage levels for one of the
inductor terminals while the other terminal is fixed at VOUT.
Therefore, the voltage across the inductor is reduced and
consequently the inductor current ripple is reduced by a factor
of N − 1, if the same switching frequency is used [34]–[36].
With the same output voltage ripple requirement as the con-
ventional buck converter, a multilevel converter could use
much smaller passive components and enables higher loop
bandwidth. Thus, with the advantages of both high loop band-
width and high power efficiency, multilevel converters found
a very suitable application in envelope tracking for the RF
power amplifier supply modulation [37], [38], [43]. As shown
in Fig. 3(d), resonant SC converter can also be considered
as a hybrid converter. The resonant converter switches at
the resonant frequency of the LC resonant tank to obtain
a sinusoidal conducting current, which has a smaller root-
mean-square (rms) conducting current with the same average
output current, and thus increases the efficiency by reducing
the conduction loss of the power switches [39]–[41]. However,
the resonant converter suffers from slow transient response and
has restricted topologies as each flying capacitor needs one
inductor to avoid hard switching.

To summarize, the LDO regulator can achieve the highest
power density because it has only one linear transistor and has
no energy storage component, while the other solutions are
process dependent. For higher absolute power, inductor-based
and hybrid dc–dc converters that use inductor(s) are excellent

candidates. On the contrary, for low power, good flexibility
and fast transient response, SC converters, and LDO regulators
should be better choices.

III. MULTIPHASE RING-SHAPED SC CONVERTER

Multiphase interleaving is a commonly used technique in
fully integrated SC converter. As shown in Fig. 4, to take full
advantage of the multiphase interleaving technique, a ring-
shaped SC converter with unity-gain frequency (UGF) higher
than its switching frequency was implemented [26]. The
designed converter ring consists of many time-interleaved
power cells and only one controller. The size of the controller
layout is exactly the same as that of one power cell. The input
and Gnd pins of the converter ring are placed at every corner
of the chip, without affecting the pads of the load. Similar
to a standard pad ring, the converter ring surrounds the load
in the square, with minimum changes (if not no change) to
the existing layout of the load. One of the advantages of the
power cell approach is the simplicity in design: we only need
to design one power cell and one control block. Whether the
power ring has 101 or 1001 power cells, it is just a copy-and-
paste task. Therefore, the top-level integration of cascading
the controller and the power cells is like Lego building.

A. Power Line Routing Parasitics

There are three types of IR drops: VIN IR drop, VOUT
IR drop, and Gnd IR drop. For the distributed converter-
ring architecture, the VOUT and Gnd IR drops are lower than
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Fig. 4. Ring-shaped multiphase SC dc–dc converter with on-chip VOUT and
Gnd grids.

Fig. 5. LC network consists of input routing and flying capacitors.

those of the conventional centralized architecture, as illustrated
in Fig. 1. In addition, the VOUT and Gnd grids can be designed
according to the locations of the loads to minimize the IR
drops and di /dt variations. Nevertheless, the VIN IR drop may
increase due to the longer routing parasitics between the input
pads and the distributed power cells. Since this is a step-down
converter, the input current is roughly M/η times (η is the
power conversion efficiency) lower than the output current,
which means that the VIN IR drop will be lower than the VOUT
IR drop for the same parasitic resistance. As far as the load is
concerned, it matters more for the quality of VOUT and Gnd
than that of VIN, and the proposed architecture is favorable in
this aspect.

As shown in Fig. 5, although there are larger parasitic
inductances due to longer distribution routing at the input
node, they will not generate significant ringing and over-
shoots/undershoots during switching, because the flying capac-
itors in the SC converter are distributed along the long route.
Therefore, the long input routings are split into sections of LC
networks, which are mainly capacitive due to the large amount
of flying capacitors.

B. Multiphase Operation

Let VMIN be the minimum supply voltage that the load
can function correctly, a voltage margin of �V above VMIN

Fig. 6. Schematic of the converter-ring design with distributed oscillator.

should be reserved for robustness. Obviously, the reserved
margin �V should also include the output voltage ripple,
and reducing the output voltage ripple allows reducing the
reserved margin, which means improving the efficiency. An SC
converter with interleaving multiphase operation is one of the
popular methods of reducing output ripple.

In conventional designs, the interleaving clock phases
are centrally generated by a ring oscillator or by fre-
quency dividers and are then distributed to each power
cell using the H-tree structure or other complicated struc-
tures [1], [28], [44]–[47]. When the phase number is very
large, say 101, there could be substantial mismatches among
different phases that will offset the ripple canceling effect.
Therefore, to minimize phase mismatches, the inverters of
the ring oscillator should be distributed over every power
cell of the SC converter [26], as shown in Fig. 6. All clock
phases are localized and the clock phase of each power
cell is enabled by the clock phase of its previous power
cell. Therefore, phase mismatches are well under controlled,
and more phases can be easily employed. Also, this struc-
ture is good for digitally scaling up/down the converter
strength [24].

The current-starving voltage-controlled oscillator (VCO)
used in conventional SC converters cannot change its output
frequency fast enough, because there are high-impedance
nodes in the ring oscillator. By changing the supply voltage
VDDC of the ring oscillator, the oscillation frequency can
be effectively and linearly controlled [26]. The error ampli-
fier (EA) compares VOUT with VREF and drives the source
follower (MN1) with small output impedance that in turns
drives the ring oscillator with fast transient response. As such,
pulse-frequency modulation (PFM) can be realized by using
the VDD-controlled oscillator (VDDCO).
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Fig. 7. Modeling of phase mismatch.

C. Mismatch Between Power Cells

As shown in Fig. 7, the power cells are switched in cascade,
controlled by the ring oscillator. Suppose there is a phase
mismatch for Ph〈1〉 due to a larger routing parasitic capacitor,
which could happen to the power cells at the corners of the
chip. The phase mismatch could be modeled as if the converter
is completely disconnected from the load, because although it
only occurs at one of the power cells, all the power cells are
actually delayed by the same phase mismatch. Similar to a
long queue of people waiting for fast-food ordering, if one
people order slowly, all the people behind get delayed.

Phase mismatches could also occur due to process, voltage,
and temperature (PVT) variations. Here, two cases should be
distinguished, as shown in Fig. 8. They are: the distributed
ring oscillator case and the distributed power cell case. In the
distributed ring oscillator case, the inverters are distributed into
each power cell, but the power cells can be placed together
or distributed. In this paper, our scheme can be considered as
both distributed power cell and distributed ring oscillator.

When the power cells are distributed, the process and
temperature gradients across the chip and the mismatches in
VIN IR drop of each power cell may result in phase mismatches
and consequently larger voltage ripple. Nevertheless, when the
power cells are distributed, the switching frequency contains
the information of the averaged process and temperature
variations of the whole chip. In other words, the process and
temperature gradients are embedded into the output frequency
of the ring oscillator and the distributed scheme might be more
immune to process variations in terms of power density and
efficiency. In addition, with reduced equivalent parasitic induc-
tors and resistors for the VOUT node, smaller output voltage
ripples can still be expected. If the load is really sensitive to
the noise, a possible solution is to employ a separate ground
pin in its pad ring for noise absorption/shielding.

D. Extending the UGF of SC Converter

Small-signal analysis of the multiphase SC converter is
shown in Fig. 9. One key feature of this paper is that the UGF
of the proposed multiphase converter is a few times higher than
its switching frequency FS. This feature is achieved because
of the following.

1) The multiphase SC converter can be considered as a
pseudocontinuous-time voltage regulator.

2) The dominant pole is set at the VOUT node.

Fig. 8. Architectures for minimum phase mismatch.

Fig. 9. Small-signal analysis of the multiphase SC converter.

3) A high-speed EA is employed.
4) The oscillator frequency is tuned through its supply to

change FS of all phases instantly and simultaneously.
SC circuits can be modeled as discrete-time resistors and

they provide first-order filtering in the power stage. However,
multiphase operation empowers the SC converters with more
attractive features, for examples, smaller input and output
ripples and faster transient responses, because it allows the
converter to response within a small fraction of the switching
period, and to act more like a continuous-time voltage reg-
ulator. On the other hand, the LC tank of a buck converter
operating in continuous-conduction mode is a second-order
filter, which can provide better filtering but slows down the
transient response, because the inductor current needs to
be changed before VOUT can be regulated during load/line
transients.

For the control loop design, there are several benefits of
designing the dominant pole at the output node, as discussed
in [48]. If the output pole pO is a nondominant pole, the loop
needs to have an internal dominant pole of which the frequency
is a couple of decades lower than pO , which will limit the
UGF. To set pO as the dominant pole, the converter can drive
large capacitive load without affecting the loop stability. More
capacitive load only makes the loop more stable.

For an SC converter with no interleaving, ac signals that are
higher than FS/2 cannot be recovered according to the Nyquist
Sampling Theorem. Nevertheless, it is verified that the time-
interleaving multiphase SC power cells (SCPCs) together act
as a pseudocontinuous-time stage [26], which means that ac
signals higher than FS can also pass through the discrete-time
multiphase power stage. In the proposed VDDCO-based PFM
scheme, after the voltage information VDDC is converted to
frequency information by the VDDCO, it is converted back to
voltage information by the multiphase SCPC stage. Therefore,
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with a high-speed EA design, a UGF that is a few times higher
than FS can be realized.

Although the buck converter can achieve bandwidth exten-
sion through multiphase interleaving [49], it does not enjoy
the pseudocontinuous-time condition as the SC converter. For
the buck converter, the pulse width modulation (PWM) duty-
ratio generator is a sampling block [50]. Although, PFM
control schemes such as hysteretic control, constant-ON/OFF

time control can be applied in buck converter, in fact, the
constant-on-time control should be considered as both PWM
and PFM control. Because when the load is fixed, the duty
ratio and thus the on-time are fixed, as so does the switching
frequency. During a large load transient, the duty-ratio should
be optimally 100% for light-to-heavy load transition and 0%
for heavy-to-light load transition. As such, the sampling effect
of the PWM control still applies to the constant-on-time
controller, and thus limits the bandwidth extension [51], [52].
Therefore, PFM control with fixed duty ratio, which can be
considered as the pseudocontinuous-time operation, can only
be applied to the SC converters [26].

E. Design Procedures for SC DC–DC Converter

Let us now turn to the design procedures of the mul-
tiphase SC converter. Assume that the chip area available
for the SC converter is fixed, there are still five factors
to be considered in finding the optimized solution: phase
number, switching frequency, output power, output voltage
ripple, and efficiency. First, the product of power density
and efficiency is basically decided by the process employed
and more advanced or post-CMOS processes gives a larger
product. The output power level is decided by the application
(the load). A flatter efficiency curve versus output power can
be achieved with circuit techniques such as capacitance or con-
ductance modulations [27], [53], and a flatter efficiency curve
versus output voltage can be achieved with more conversion
ratios [54], [55], but when the process and the output power
level are set, the peak efficiency is basically set.

The question then becomes how to achieve the required
maximum output power with minimum output ripple.
To increase the maximum output power, the switching fre-
quency has to be increased. In this converter-ring design,
there are two ways to increase the switching frequency. The
first is to reduce the number of inverters in the chain, which
means less phase number and larger voltage ripple. The second
is to increase the strength of each inverter to reduce the
duration of each phase, which increases the VCO power
consumption (lowers the efficiency) but keeps the voltage
ripple unchanged.

Since the ring oscillator is distributed throughout the whole
SC converter, the parasitic capacitors on the ring oscillator
cannot be ignored and will affect the maximum achievable
frequency. To estimate the parasitic capacitance, the following
method is used. As shown in Fig. 10, the capacitance between
two delay cells consist of the output capacitance COUT of the
prestage ϕN−1, the input capacitance of the level shifter CLS,
the input capacitance CIN of the poststage ϕN , and the parasitic
capacitance on the routing wire CWIRE.

Fig. 10. Parasitic capacitors on the clock ring.

The design of the ring oscillator starts with the total length
of the converter ring that is determined by the area of the load.
Given a total length LTOT and a phase number N , the total
capacitance on one phase of the ring oscillator CPHASE is
given by

CPHASE = LTOT

N
a + mCLOGIC (1)

CLOGIC = COUT + CIN + CLS (2)

where a is the parasitic capacitance density on the routing wire
and m is the finger multiplier (strength) of the unit inverters.
A practical value of a could be chosen as 0.1 fF/μm2 for rough
estimation. The delay of one interleaving phase can then be
roughly obtained by

td≈ RONCPHASE

m
(3)

where RON is the turn-ON resistance of one unit inverter cell.
Therefore, the output frequency of the ring oscillator, which
is the FS of the converter ring, is given by

FS ≈ 1

Ntd
= 1

RON LTOT
m a + N RONCLOGIC

. (4)

As the targeted frequency is decided by the maximum
output power and efficiency, by using (4) the phase number
N and the inverter size m could be decided. Obviously,
the length of the clock path sets the maximum achievable
frequency. Fig. 11 shows the postlayout simulation results
of the maximum achievable frequency versus different phase
numbers with different inverter sizes. Adding inverters or delay
cells will increase the total capacitance on the clock path
and thus will decrease the frequency. When the frequency
with a given phase number could not fulfill the output power
requirement, the inverter size should be increased to meet the
specification.

Thus, the design procedure of the converter ring is suggested
as follows: 1) determine the maximum switching frequency
with given chip area and maximum output power and 2) deter-
mine the phase number with acceptable ripple voltage and
quiescent current.
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Fig. 11. Postlayout simulation results of the VDDCO with parasitics on the
ring.

IV. CONVERTER RING IMPLEMENTATIONS

AND EXTENSIONS

The first version of the converter-ring design [5] was
implemented in a 65-nm CMOS process for microprocessor
applications, as shown in Fig. 12. It has 30 power cells and
one controller on the top edge and 31 power cells on the
other three edges, forming a ring around the whole chip.
Fig. 13 shows the measured load transient response, reference
tracking, and output voltage ripple waveforms of the first
converter-ring design. One on-chip load of 25 mA was placed
at each corner of the chip to emulate the load transient
events. With VIN = 2 V, VOUT = 1.1 V, M = 2/3 and for
load transients between 10 and 110 mA, the output voltage
variations are within 58 mV because of the designed high
UGF. To accommodate the DVS function, reference tracking
speed of 2.5 V/μs is demonstrated. The measured output
ripples range from 2.2 to 30 mV, which are dominated by
the phase mismatch at the chip corners. Also, the output
ripple is a complicated function of load current and VOUT/VIN
conditions [26].

Our second converter-ring design is used to power up
an active-matrix light-emitting diode (AMLED) microdisplay
system. The loading current is quite uniform across the whole
chip and is a more suitable application for the proposed ring-
shaped converter. A chip micrograph of the fully integrated
converter ring driving the AMLED microdisplay is shown
in Fig. 14. In such case, the supply ripples and IR drops can be
well planned, while power can be evenly distributed to each
pixel.

To further extend the idea of the ring-shaped converter,
fine-grained voltage domains can be realized by cascading
a step-down SC converter with low-dropout (for example,
down to dropout voltage of 50-mV) regulators that use nMOS
transistors as the power transistor, as shown in Fig. 15. Using
nMOS as the power transistor has the benefits of intrinsic
fast transient response and good power supply ripple rejec-
tion (PSRR). A simple EA design can be used [56] because
the nMOS power stage is essentially a source follower. PSRR
can be improved by adding a small capacitor (in pF level) to

Fig. 12. Chip micrograph of the dc–dc converter ring.

the gate of the power nMOS. For the EA of the nMOS-LDO
regulator, only a small quiescent current (say 10 μA) needs to
be drawn from the VIN node, while the main current delivered
to the load is drawn from the step-down converter output
VDCDC for high efficiency [56]. This FIVR solution with
merged dc–dc converter and nMOS-LDO regulators could be
a good tradeoff for efficiency, supply noise, and granularity.

If flipped-chip package or through silicon via technologies
are selected for the targeted SoC design, an on-chip power
converter grid could then be possibly conceived as shown
in Fig. 16. With the VIN and Gnd bumps or vias being
distributed around the loads, the multiphase power cells can be
distributed along the converter grid for better power delivery.

V. DISCUSSION ON SC DC–DC CONVERTERS

The proposed fast-response control loop design method-
ology presented in Section III can also be applied to typi-
cal multiphase SC converters of which the power cells are
gregarious as shown in the left architecture of Fig. 8. The
centralized architectures do have certain advantages, because
they allow more complex and adaptive schemes to be inte-
grated into the controller [53]–[61]. For example, switch
resistance modulation or adaptive switch sizing could reduce
the output ripple by controlling the peak current during charge
transfer [53], [55], [57]–[59]. Another example is a dual-
output SC converter that is realized by sharing the design
margins of two SC converters for area reduction and effi-
ciency optimization [61]. Since the power cells of the SC
converter can be easily divided or combined, the SC converter
is more compatible with digital control when compared to
the inductor-based dc–dc converter [27], [56], [59], [61].
Nevertheless, instead of trying to reduce the output ripple with
interleaving phases, an opposite way is to switch all the power
cells simultaneously and to adapt the operation frequency of
the digital load according to the supply ripple [62]. High
system-level efficiency can then be achieved by removing the
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Fig. 13. Measured load transient response, reference tracking, and output voltage ripple waveforms of the converter ring.

Fig. 14. Chip micrograph of proposed capacitive LED driver.

charge redistribution losses and by adapting the clock of the
digital load, which requires a low-frequency ripple to allow
for sufficient time for adaptation. Currently, this method could
only be applied to drive fully digital loads, the behavior of
which is adjustable to the supply ripple. For analog and noise-
sensitive devices, low supply ripple is always desirable.

For low-cost designs using standard CMOS processes,
the bottom-plate parasitic of MOS capacitors used as flying

Fig. 15. Incorporate the converter-ring structure with cascaded nMOS-LDO
regulator.

capacitors would significantly degrade the output power and
efficiency. Therefore, for the SC converters in low-cost
CMOS technologies, parasitic capacitors have to be taken
good care of, by using topological and circuit-level tech-
niques [47], [54], [63]–[65]. The parasitic junction capacitor
can be reduced by limiting the charging/discharging current
with a large blocking resistor [47], or by applying a large
reverse bias voltage to the p-n junction [54], or by both [65].
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Fig. 16. Conceptual diagram of the on-chip power converter grid.

As the parasitic loss is proportional to the switching frequency,
these improvements help the SC converter to operate at higher
frequencies, therefore, increase the product of power density
and efficiency and decrease the output ripple as well.

VI. CONCLUSION

This paper discusses and compares commonly used voltage
regulators in power supply on-chip, which includes LDO reg-
ulators, SC converters, inductor-based converters, and hybrid
converters. Several design considerations and suggestions on
selecting the conversion topologies are provided. The design
methodology of the multiphase SC converter could be quite
similar to that of the linear regulator, because the multi-
phase SC power stage could response within a fraction of
the switching period and can be considered as a first-order
pseudocontinuous-time power stage. The dominant pole of the
SC converter control loop could be set at the output node and
thus the UGF can be designed to be a few times higher than
its switching frequency. Moreover, a layout-oriented converter-
ring design that powers up the loads from all directions is
analyzed in detail with suggested design procedures to reach
a near-optimum design solution. In addition, we found that
the AMLED driver-array is a very suitable application for
the proposed converter-ring structure, as it has a uniform load
current across the whole chip.

There are pros and cons for the distributed and the cen-
tralized FIVRs. A multiphase SC converter with distributed
power cells can provide better power delivery to the load,
but may suffer from larger PVT variations among the power
cells and consequently may result in larger output ripples.
A centralized FIVR design could have more sophisticated
control schemes, while the distributed fine-grained supply
domains help individual blocks to enjoy a dedicated point-
of-load supply.
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