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57 ABSTRACT

A circuit for protecting a CMOS chip against damage
from electrostatic discharges (ESD) has four SCRs
connected between the line to be protected and the two
power supply terminals, Vpp and Vgs. The SCRs are
poled to conduct ESD current of either polarity to each
power supply terminal. The bipolar transistors for the
SCRs and the associated components are arranged in
the chip in an advantageous way that reduces the input-
/output parasitic capacitance and improves the protec-
tion capability -of this proposed circuit with a low ESD
trigger-on voltage.

3 Claims, 1 Drawing Sheet
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CMOS ON-CHIP ESD PROTECTION CIRCUIT
AND SEMICONDUCTOR STRUCTURE

This application is a division of application Ser. No. 5
863,693, now U.S. Pat. No. 5,182,220 filed Apr. 1, 1992,
which relates to a semiconductor structure that embod-
ies this protection circuit.

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

This invention relates to a circuit for protecting other
circuits from excessive voltages.

A RELATED APPLICATION

This specification is related to application Ser. No.
07/674,666 of M. D. Ker et al. entitled “CMOS ESD
Protection Circuit with Parasitic-SCR Structures”, filed
Mar. 25, 1991 and assigned to the assignee of this inven-
tion, now U.S. Pat. No. 5,140,401.

INTRODUCTION

The pads that interconnect a semiconductor chip
with external circuits are commonly provided with
protection circuits that turn on when an excessive volt-
age appears at a pad. The line that connects a pad to the
protected circuits will be called the protected line. The
protection circuits prevent the voltage from rising high
enough to damage circuits that are connected to the
pad. These circuits protect for example buffer circuits at
an input pad and driver circuits at an output pad. The
excessive voltages are commonly caused by an electro-
static discharge (ESD). ’

The related application describes CMOS device with
a protection circuit that has silicon controlled rectifiers
(SCRs). An SCR is connected between the protected
line and each terminal of the power supply, Vpp and
Vss.

An SCR has a PNP bipolar transistor and an NPN
bipolar transistor that are interconnected so that the
emitter-collector circuit of each transistor conducts the
base current for the other. When either transistor is
turned on, it turns on the other and both stay on until
the current is interrupted. In the circuit of the related
invention, an FET is connected to turn on one of the
bipolar transistors when an excessive voltage appears
on the protected line. Its source and drain terminals are
connected to conduct in parallel with the emitter-col-
lector circuit of one of the bipolar transistors and its
source and gate terminals are connected between the
line to be protected and one of the power supply termi-
nals (Vpp or Vss), which forms a sink for the ESD
current and also provides an extra triggering current to
enhance the turn-on speed of the SCRs.

SCRs have several advantages: they can handle high
current, they have a low turn-on impedance, they dissi-
pate low power, and they have a large volume for heat
dissipation. However because SCRs use bipolar transis-
tors, they have been difficult to implement in CMOS
technologies: they usually have a high turn-on voltage,
which may be in the range that the circuits should pro-
tect against, but the turn-on voltage can be lowered by
ESD transiently triggering with the proper circuit de-
sign on the device capacitances.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

As in the related invention, the power supply termi-
nals form sinks for the ESD current and also form volt-
age references for turning on the SCRs. One object of
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this invention is to provide an SCR protection circuit
for each of the four combinations of ESD current polar-
ity and power supply reference voltage. One SCR con-
ducts positive ESD currents to Vss (as in the related
invention), one conducts positive ESD currents to Vpp,
one conducts negative ESD currents to Vss and one
conducts negative ESD currents to Vpp (as in the re-
lated invention).

Another object is to provide an improved semicon-
ductor structure and an associated manufacturing pro-
cess for making these components small and thereby
reducing selected capacitances of the circuit. When
certain capacitances are made smaller, the circuit can
turn on at a lower ESD voltage.

The preferred semiconductor structure has an im-
proved organization that permits the power supply
terminals, Vssand Vpp, to be physically spaced apart
on the chip, on opposite sides of the chip area desig-
nated for the protection circuit.

THE DRAWING

FIG. 1 is a schematic drawing of the protection cir-
cuit of this invention.

THE CIRCUIT—FIG. 1

The protection circuit protects circuits on the same
chip and these circuits are shown for generality as a box
“Internal Circuits”. A protected line connects the inter-
nal circuits to an I/0 pad where the internal circuits
receive a signal Vin and where an ESD pulse can ap-
pear.

The protection circuit has four SCR circuits that are
identified in the drawing as SCR1, SCR2, SCR3 and
SCR4. SCR1 is similar to the upper SCR circuit in the
related application, and it can be understood easily from
a description of its operation.

SCR1: When the protected line receives a negative
ESD pulse, SCR1 conducts the associated current to
the positive terminal of the power supply, Vop. The
power supply terminals act as a sink for the ESD cur-
rent, and (as will be explained) they also act as voltage
references for turning on the SCRs.

The circuit path for this ESD current can be traced
from Vpp to Vsg in separate paths through the two
bipolar transistors that form this SCR, PNP transistor
Q1u and NPN transistor Q2u (u for upper). (To look
ahead in this description, Qlu is formed as a lateral
transistor and Q2u is formed as a vertical transistor.)
The path through Qlu comprises an emitter resistor
Rwly, the emitter-collector circuit of Qlu, and a col-
lector resistor Rw2u. The path through Q2u comprises
a collector resistor Rsub and the collector-emitter cir-
cuit of Q2u. When Qlu conducts, the voltage drop
across its collector resistor Rw2u appears at the base
terminal of transistor Q2u and turns on Q2u. When Q2u
conducts, the voltage drop across its collector resistor
Rsub appears at the base terminal of transistor Q1u and
turns on Qlu. .

A field-oxide n-channel FET has its source terminal
connected to the emitter terminal of transistor Q2u and
its drain terminal connected to the collector terminal of
transistor Q2u, and when the FET turns on, it turns on
transistor Q1u in the way has already been described for
transistor Q2u. The gate terminal of the FET is con-
nected to V ppso that the FET turns on when the pro-
tected line V;, has a predetermined negative voltage
with respect to Vpp.
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SCR2: This SCR is connected between Vpp and the
protected line (like SCR1) and it turns on to protect the
internal circuits when an ESD pulse on the protected
line reaches a predetermined positive voltage with re-
spect to V pp (unlike SCR1). Power supplies commonly
have diodes that are poled in a direction to carry this
current. NPN transistor Q4u has its emitter connected
to Vpp and its collector connected to the base of PNP
transistor Q3u. A resistor Rw4u connects the collector
of Q3u to Vppand a resistor Rw3u connects the emitter
of Q3u to the protected line. A field-oxide p-channel
FET has its source and drain terminals connected to
conduct in parallel with the emitter-collector circuit of
Q3u and its gate terminal connected to Vpp to turn on
when the protected line reaches a selected negative
voltage with respect to Vpp.

SCR3 and SCR4: These SCRs are connected be-
tween the protected line and ground (Vss). SCR3 is
similar to SCR1 and it turns on when the protected line
reaches a selected negative voltage with respect to Vss.
SCRA4 is similar to SCR2 and turns on when the pro-
tected line reaches a selected positive voltage with re-
spect to Vgss.

We claim:

1. A protection circuit for protecting an 1/0 pad and
associated components on a CMOS chip from an exces-
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sive ESD voltage, where the chip has a negative power
supply terminal (Vss) and a positive power supply- ter-
minal (Vpp), wherein the improvement comprises,

a first SCR circuit connected to conduct ESD cur-
rents of one polarity between the positive power
supply terminal and the 1/0 pad,

a second SCR circuit connected to conduct ESD
currents of the other polarity between the positive
power supply terminal and the 1/0 pad,

a third SCR circuit connected to conduct ESD cur-
rents of said one polarity between the negative
power supply terminal and the 1/0 pad, and

a fourth SCR circuit connected to conduct ESD
currents of said other polarity between the nega--
tive power supply terminal and the I/0 pad,

whereby the protection circuit operates for each
polarity of ESD current in response to the magni-
tude of the ESD voltage with respect to the volt-
age of the power supply terminals.

2. The protection circuit of claim 1 wherein SCRs are
formed with a small spacing between the anode and the
cathode for providing a low turn-on voltage. ‘

3. The protection circuit of claim 2 wherein the SCRs
each comprise a vertical bipolar transistor and a lateral

bipolar transistor.
* 3 * * *



