
2
LC Oscillator Structures

2.1 Introduction

The oscillators are the only block that is universally used in both transmit
and receive paths (see Figure 2.1), and consequently their spectral purity
and efficiency highly affect the transceiver performance. The phase noise
of the oscillator results in reciprocal mixing in the receive path, where the
blocker is mixed with the oscillator’s phase noise and shows itself on top of
the desired signal and consequently degrades the receiver sensitivity [1]. This
problem especially shows itself in contemporary mobile phones that support
2G, 3G, and 4G modes and WiFi standards with two very close antennas
in one device [2], or in wide-band CMOS receivers without off-chip SAW
filters, in which blockers can enter the chip without any pre-attenuation [3].
In transmit path, the amplified phase noise of the transmitter’s oscillator can
desensitize a nearby receiver [1]. Furthermore, as one of the most power
hungry blocks in the transceiver, its power consumption limits the efficiency
of the transceiver [4, 5]. Therefore, understanding and modeling the phase
noise of an oscillator have been the subject of numerous studies [6–12]. The
linear time-variant model through the impulse response of each noise source
of the oscillator [10] is the most approached method since its introduction.

We are relying on this method to analyze the oscillators in this book;
so let us have a quick overview first. The relatively accurate modeling of
phase noise in this method is by acknowledging time-variant behavior of
the oscillators. To make it more clear, note that a current impulse injected
to the tank of Figure 2.2(a) can change oscillation phase and/or amplitude
depending on the injection time (see Figure 2.2(b,c)). If the current impulse is
injected when oscillation waveform is at its maximum, the oscillation ampli-
tude will be disturbed but the phase will not be. On the other hand, current
impulse at the zero-crossings results in a minimum amplitude and maximum
phase disturbance. The impulse response is however periodic with respect
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Figure 2.1 A generic RF transceiver [1].
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Figure 2.2 Phase response to an impulse current [10].

to injection time. The impulse sensitivity function (ISF), Γ(ω0τ), is defined
as a dimensionless, periodic function with period of 2π that describes the
oscillation phase shift from injected current impulses during the period [10].
ISF is a periodic function and, consequently, can be written in a Fourier series,

Γ(ω0τ) =
c0

2
+

∞∑
i=1

cn cos(nω0t+ θn). (2.1)
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Phase modulation is then obtained by convolving the current noise source
and ISF as

φn(t) =
1

qmax

[
c0

2

∫ t

−∞
i(τ) +

∞∑
i=1

cn

∫ t

−∞
i(τ) cos(nω0t+ θn)

]
, (2.2)

where qmax is the maximum charge displacement at the capacitance of the
node that the noise is injected.

For a current such as i(t) = In cos[(nω0 + ∆ω)t], the excess phase can
be found as

φ(t) ≈ Incn sin(∆ω)

2qmax∆ω
. (2.3)

The modulated phase shows itself in the phase noise spectrum since we
can write

x(t) = A cos(ω0t+ φn(t)) ≈ A cos(ω0(t))−Aφn(t) sin(ω0t), (2.4)

and consequently this injected current results in two sidebands at
ω0 ±∆ω0 and

L(∆ω) = 10 log10

(
Incn

4qmax∆ω

)2

. (2.5)

The same method can be generalized for random noise sources and by
applying the Parseval’s relation to derive the phase noise for a white power
spectral density noise as,

L(∆ω) = 10 log10

 ī2n
∆f

1
2π

∫ 2π
0 Γ2(φ)dφ

4q2
max∆ω2

 . (2.6)

The most accurate method to calculate ISF of each noise source is by
simulation. An impulse current should be injected to a node in the circuit
at a certain time. The time shift of the oscillation should be measured after
a few cycles and be converted to the phase shift. By sweeping the injection
time of the current impulse over one oscillation period, ISF can be measured.
Very recently, a fast and accurate simulation technique of ISF based on
positive sidebands of periodic transfer function (e.g. PXF in Cadence) was
revealed in [13].

Upconversion of the device’s 1/f noise to phase noise can also be
investigated by this method.
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If the application demands a low phase noise, the LC oscillator structure
should be chosen. The thermal to phase noise upconversion (20 dB/dec
region) of these oscillators can be found as

L(∆ω) = 10 log10

(
RtkT

2Q2
tV

2
OSC

· F ·
( ω0

∆ω

)2
)

= 10 log10

(
kT

2Q2
t αI αV PDC

· F ·
( ω0

∆ω

)2
)
, (2.7)

where Rt is the equivalent parallel resistance of the tank, k is Boltzmann’s
constant, T is the temperature, αV = Vosc

VDD
and αI =

Iω0
IDC

, and F is the noise
factor and can be found as

F =
∑
i

Rt
2kT

· 1

2π

∫ 2π

0
Γ2
i (φ) i2n,i(φ) dφ, (2.8)

in which Γi is the ISF of the ith noise source.

2.2 Class-B Oscillator Topology

The traditional class-B oscillator, of Figure 2.3(a), is widely used in RF
applications due to its simplicity and robustness. The noise factor in a class-B
structure is ideally equal to γ + 1 [12] if MT tail current transistor is an ideal
current source. In this case, not only the current source avoids contributing to
phase noise, but it also provides an infinite impedance at the common source
of the gm transistors, which, as we explain later, is beneficial for the phase
noise reduction. Let us investigate how the performance of this oscillator
topology can be improved. The figure of merit (FoM) that is widely used
to compare the oscillator performance is

FoM = |PN |+ 20 log10(ω0/∆ω)− 10 log10(PDC/1mW ). (2.9)

The objective is to reduce the phase noise and/or power consumption of
the oscillator.

Increasing the tank’s quality factor reduces the oscillator’s phase noise.
The tank’s quality factor depends on both the inductive and capacitive quality
factors:

1

Qt
=

1

QL
+

1

QC
. (2.10)

The inductor’s quality factor, QL, which usually limits Qt, is mostly
technology-dependent but does not improve with technology scaling. The
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Figure 2.3 A class-B oscillator (a) schematic; (b) oscillation amplitude versus tail current;
(c) ideal and real drain current waveforms; (d) oscillation voltage waveforms.

capacitive quality factor, QC , on the other hand, depends on the tuning range
of the oscillator. The switched-capacitor structure shown in Figure 2.4 is often
used to tune the conventional oscillators. When Ms is on, Con = C

2 , and the
switch’s on-resistance, ron defines QC = 1

2ronCω
. To improve Qc, ron and

consequentlyMs size should increase. However, a largerMs would add to the
parasitic capacitance and consequently would increase the switched-capacitor
equivalent capacitance whenMs is off: Coff =

CCpar

2(C+Cpar) . Consequently,Qt
will be defined by the technology and oscillator’s tuning range, and is rarely
a design parameter to substantially improve the phase noise.

Another approach to improve the oscillator’s phase noise is by reducing
the tank’s inductance while keeping its quality factor the same. Doing so
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Figure 2.4 The switch capacitor tuning circuit in on and off states.

reduces Rt = LωQt; however, it increases the power consumption PDC =
V 2
OSC

αV αIRt
, with the same rate, and hence FoM will not improve. Furthermore,

by reducing the inductor’s size, the tank interconnection losses become more
important and, at some point, they will limit its quality factor. This oscillator
shows the best performance when its oscillation amplitude is around VDD
[14–16] and consequently αV = 1. After this point, the oscillation amplitude
stops increasing with the tail current increase (see Figure 2.3(b)) while its
power consumption still increases linearly with the tail current, thus reducing
the FoM. The drain current of M1,2 transistors has almost a square waveform
when the current source is ideal and so αI = 2

π (see Figure 2.3(c)). However,
in a real scenario, a non-ideal current source will bring up some issues and
limitations. First of all, MT transistor will contribute to the phase noise, thus
increasing the noise factor beyond 1 + γ. The minimum tail node voltage,
VT , is also limited by the need to keep the MT transistor in saturation; con-
sequently the maximum oscillation voltage amplitude reduces to VDD −Vsat
and so αV < 1 (αV ≈ 0.8). The capacitance at node T tends to keep its
voltage at a constant level. Consequently, for large oscillation amplitudes
with M1,2 entering the triode region, the ideal square wave of M1,2 drain
current experiences a dimple, as shown in Figure 2.3(c). Hence, αI drops
from the ideal value of 2

π , and phase noise is increased. On the other hand,
when M1 or M2 transistors enter triode region for a portion of oscillation
period, they will show a low impedance. Furthermore, the equivalent parasitic
capacitance at node T creates a low impedance path to ground. Therefore, the
tank finds a discharge path to the ground for the time that either one of these
transistors is in the triode region and so its quality factor drops, thus limiting
the oscillator’s phase noise. The MT transistor size is usually relatively large



2.3 Class-C Oscillator Topology 19

in order to reduce its flicker noise. Consequently, the parasitic capacitor at
node T is large enough to provide such a low frequency path. However, it is
also helpful in partially filtering the MT transistor’s thermal noise.

Various solutions are proposed in the literature to improve the class-B
topology phase noise or to improve the oscillator’s phase noise–power con-
sumption trade-off by introducing new classes of oscillations. One of the most
effective techniques that could improve the class-B considerably is the noise
filtering technique [17]. In this technique, the MT ’s thermal noise is filtered
by a relatively large capacitor and a high impedance path is inserted between
the core transistors and MT to deny any discharge path to the tank. Although
this technique is very effective, since the high impedance path is realized by
another resonator, it increases the die area significantly. Another interesting
technique to improve the oscillator’s phase noise is to couple N oscillator
cores together [18]. This technique has been used in microwave circuits [19]
and also employed to improve phase noise in RF applications [20]. With
coupling N cores, phase noise reduces by a factor of N while the power
consumption increases by the same factor. Consequently, although the phase
noise is reduced, the FoM remains the same. However, the die area is surely
getting N times larger.

In the following sections, we briefly review other oscillator topologies
that attempt to improve the phase noise–power consumption trade-off in an
oscillator. In a class-C structure,M1,2 are biased in a way as to always remain
in saturation during the whole oscillation period. In another strategy, the
oscillation waveforms in class-D and class-F structures offer special impulse
sensitivity functions (ISFs) that prevent circuit noise from upconverting to
phase noise.

2.3 Class-C Oscillator Topology

Class-C structure [21] is shown in Figure 2.5(a). In this class of operation,
the core transistors are kept in saturation and, consequently, they show a
high impedance during the entire oscillation period. The tank does not find
a discharge path to the ground and so its quality factor is preserved. This
structure also saves 36% of the power consumption for the same phase noise
by changing the square pulses of the M1,2 drain current in class-B operation
to narrow and tall pulses with αI = 1. To ensure the saturation region of
operation, M1,2 transistor gates are decoupled from the tank’s oscillation
voltage and are biased at a value well below the VDD voltage. A large
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Figure 2.5 (a) A class-C oscillator schematic and (b) its voltage waveforms.

capacitor in parallel with the MT current source allows class-C like tall and
narrow current pulses for the M1,2 transistors.

However, the maximum oscillation amplitude is limited in this topology.
If the oscillation amplitude gets large enough to push M1,2 into triode
region, not only the tank’s quality factor heavily drops due to large CT ,
but also M1,2 drain current will no longer be tall and narrow pulses and
αI dramatically drops. Consequently, although the phase noise and power
efficiency are improved for low oscillation amplitudes compared to class-B
oscillator structure with the same amplitude, the minimum achievable phase
noise of this structure is limited. An attempt to increase the class-C swing is
done by removing the current source transistor MT and generating Vbias by a
current mirror circuit [22]. That oscillator topology also suffers from a trade-
off between its robust start-up and the maximum oscillation voltage in steady
state [23]. Vbias should be relatively large to facilitate start-up, but large Vbias
values limit the steady-state oscillation amplitude. It was proposed to adjust
Vbias dynamically in a negative feedback loop [23–25], which consumes
extra power (see Figure 2.6(a)), or to employ class-B switching transistors in
parallel with the class-C ones to ensure start-up for low Vbias values [26, 27],
which reduces αI and consequently power efficiency (see Figure 2.6(b)). The
power efficiency of this structure motivated designers in [28] to incorporate
this oscillator topology in a Bluetooth low energy (BLE) transmitter.
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Figure 2.6 (a) A class-C with dynamic generation of Vbias [23]; (b) a hybrid class-B/class-C
oscillator [27].

Interestingly, the inherently low flicker noise operation of class-C has
long eluded proper explanation. It was only very recently explained in [13]
by applying the principles disclosed in this book.

2.4 Class-D Oscillator Topology

The schematic of this oscillator topology is shown in Figure 2.7(a). The tail
transistor is removed in this structure, eliminating the overhead voltage nec-
essary for the tail current source transistor. Furthermore,M1,2 transistor sizes
are chosen large enough to become almost ideal switches. The oscillation
voltage amplitude is maximized in this structure and reaches about 3VDD.
By doing so, it pushes M1,2 transistors deep into the triode region (even more
than in the class-B structure) and, consequently, they generate considerable
amount of noise. However, as demonstrated in Figure 2.7(b), the oscillation
voltages, V1 or V2, are forced to ground for almost half the period. V1 (V2)
is mostly grounded when M1 (M2) is in the triode region, and, consequently,
the ISF of node D1 (D2) is almost zero for most of this period, preventing
M1 (M2) noise to be upconverted to phase noise.

The idea of voltage-switching oscillators was first proposed in 1959
[29] with a discrete BJT implementation, consequently not suitable for RF
applications. However, recent CMOS technologies make excellent switches
with reasonable sizes available and consequently this structure is attracting
an increasing interest [30–32]. The high oscillation amplitude in this struc-
ture makes it suitable for low-voltage low-phase-noise applications [32, 33].
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Figure 2.7 (a) A class-D oscillator schematic and (b) its voltage waveforms.

The product of the drain current through MOS switches and voltage is
almost zero across the oscillation period, consequently the power efficiency
of this structure is beyond 90% [31]. However, this oscillator structure not
only can work with low voltage supplies but it should utilize low power
supply voltages, otherwise the M1,2 transistors, which should be thin-oxide
devices to guarantee nearly ideal switching, will face breakdown. Another
limitation of the class-D structure is its relatively high upconversion of
low-frequency noise as well as high supply pushing. It has been tried to
minimize this problem by an on-chip LDO in [34], but it is power consum-
ing. We elaborate this problem in detail in Chapter 5 and then disclose a
solution.

2.5 Class-F Oscillator Topologies

If the ISF of a certain oscillation waveform is negligible for some amount
of oscillation period, the circuit noise cannot be upconverted to phase noise
during that time, which is beneficial in reducing the oscillator’s phase noise.
Class-F oscillators realize such oscillation waveforms by giving rise to
either third or second harmonic of oscillation voltage [35–39]. This class of
oscillators is discussed in detail in Chapters 3 and 4.

2.6 Conclusion

In this chapter, we briefly introduced different oscillator structures and men-
tioned their benefits and drawbacks. We discussed the nonidealities that the
traditional class-B oscillators face and reviewed how each structure tries to
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overcome them. Class-C oscillators improve phase noise for the same power
consumption but only when the oscillation amplitude is low enough to keep
the core transistors in saturation. Class-D oscillators offer a very low noise
without requiring large supply voltages, but they are limited to low supply
voltages due to reliability concerns. Class-F oscillators create waveforms with
a special ISF that prevents conversion from the circuit thermal noise to phase
noise.
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