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ELECTROSTATIC DISCHARGE
PROTECTION DEVICE FOR GIGA-HERTZ
RADIO FREQUENCY INTEGRATED
CIRCUITS WITH VARACTOR-LC TANKS

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

This invention relates to the field of radio frequency
integrated circuit (RFIC), and more particularly to an elec-
trostatic discharge (ESD) protection for RFIC by employing
varactor-L.C tanks for ESD discharging.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

Electrostatic discharge (ESD) is a transient process of
high-energy transfer from IC outside to inside when IC is
floated. The entire discharge process takes about 100 ns for
a human-body mode (HBM). In general, hundreds of volts,
or even higher, are transferred during an ESD stress. Such a
high voltage breaks down the gate oxide of the input stage
and causes circuit malfunction. As the thickness of the gate
oxide scales down continuously, it is important to provide a
protection circuit or device to protect the gate oxide and to
discharge ESD stress.

A conventional ESD protection circuit, as shown in FIG.
1 of the attached drawings, is a two-staged protection
structure for digital ICs comprising a primary stage and a
secondary stage. Between the primary stage and the second-
ary stage of the ESD protection circuit, a resistor is added to
limit an ESD current flowing through a short-channel
NMOS of the secondary stage. The resistance of the resistor
depends on both the turn-on voltage of an ESD clamp device
of the primary stage and the breakdown current of the
short-channel NMOS of the secondary stage. Such a two-
staged ESD protection circuit provides high ESD level for
digital input pins. However, the large series resistance and
the large junction capacitance in the ESD clamp devices
cause a long RC timing delay to the input signal, and hence,
it is not suitable for analog pins, especially for the RF signal
applications.

In high frequency applications, the parasitic capacitance
of ESD protection device degrades the power gain perfor-
mance of radio frequency (RF) circuits. Heretofore, the
parasitic capacitance is reduced by reducing area of the ESD
protection device. However, reducing area also degrades the
ESD level. There is a continuous endeavor to reduce the
impact of the parasitic capacitance of ESD clamp devices for
the RF circuits.

Several approaches are known to reducing parasitic
capacitance while maintaining ESD level, including:

(1) Reverse-biased diodes with Vdd-to-Vss power clamp
circuit: In this design, as shown in FIG. 2 of the
attached drawings, a turn-on efficient ESD clamp cir-
cuit between the power rails is built into the ESD
protection circuit to significantly increase the overall
ESD level to compensate for the reduction of the ESD
level caused by small area diodes.

(2) Inductor used as ESD device: Proposed by Leuven
University, this design uses an LNA circuit with an
inductor and Vdd-to-Vss dual stacked diodes to guard
against ESD. An inductor is a low-pass passive device
made of metal. Because the inductor connects the input
to ground, it causes DC leakage from input directly to
the ground. Therefore, a capacitor has to be used in
series with the inductor to block input PAD and input
gate. A problem with this design is that the inductor is
used to protect the capacitor, instead of the input gate
oxide.
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(3) Distributed ESD protection device for high speed IC:
Initially proposed by Stanford University, the circuit
shown in FIG. 3 of the attached drawings can be
extended to a multiple of stages of matching structure.
The more stages are used, the better the power gain is.
However, as it is difficult to evenly distribute the ESD
current to all the stages, the first stage is always the first
to suffer the ESD damage before the rest, which, in
turn, causes a low ESD level in practice.

(4) Stacked reverse-biased diodes with Vdd-to-Vss power
clamp circuit: The design, as shown in FIG. 4 of the
attached drawings, employs a stack of series-connected
reverse-biased diodes together with a Vdd-to-Vss
power clamp circuit. Reports show that the ESD level
of the stacked reverse-biased diodes does not degrade
too much, while the parasitic capacitance of the ESD
circuit is lowered.

Since the above ESD protection circuits have disadvan-
tages in providing effective ESD protection to an RFIC, it is
desirable to have an ESD protection circuit that overcomes
the deficiencies of the conventional designs and provide an
effective protection to an RFIC.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The present invention is to provide an ESD protection
circuit for high frequency RFICs. The ESD protection circuit
comprises at least a varactor-LC tank. Since the RFIC
applications require small parasitic capacitance, the ESD
device is maintained small in size while possesses a high
ESD level. Example of the ESD device includes an STI
diode and an SCR device. A reverse-biased diode is used as
a varactor in this invention.

The capacitance of the varactor is the depletion capaci-
tance of the reverse-biased diode, which can be controlled
by adjusting the supplied voltage. The inductor can be
implemented as an on-chip device. However, the state-of-
the-art CMOS technology can only make on-chip inductor
with low Q value. The other choice is to use high Q value
inductors, such as a bond-wire inductor. Furthermore, as the
values of the inductance and the capacitance of the L.C-tank
can be designed to resonate at the RF operating frequency,
the signal will not be lost to the ground due to the infinite
resistance seen by the signal from the input to the ground.

In an ESD condition, an ESD current flows through the
inductor and the varactor of LC tank. The advantage of
having multiple paths for the ESD current is to raise the ESD
level. Because the inductor is a metal line with low parasitic
resistance, the varactor-L.C tank has a high ESD level due to
the multiple paths for the ESD current.

The present invention will become more obvious from the
following description when taken in connection with the
accompanying drawings which show, for purposes of illus-
tration only, preferred embodiments in accordance with the
present invention. In the drawings:

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 shows a schematic diagram of a conventional
two-staged ESD protection circuit;

FIG. 2 shows a schematic diagram of a conventional ESD
protection device comprising reverse-biased diodes and a
Vdd-to-Vss power clamp circuit;

FIG. 3 shows a schematic diagram of a conventional
distributed ESD protection device;

FIG. 4 shows a schematic diagram of a conventional ESD
protection device comprising a stack of reverse-biased
diodes and a Vdd-to-Vss power clamp circuit;
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FIG. 5§ shows an ESD protection circuit in
with a first embodiment of the invention;

accordance

FIG. 6 shows an ESD protection circuit in accordance

with a second embodiment of the invention;

FIG. 7 shows an ESD protection device in accordance

with a third embodiment of the invention;

FIG. 8 shows an ESD protection device in accordance

with a fourth embodiment of the invention;

FIG. 9 shows an ESD protection device in accordance

with a fifth embodiment of the invention;

FIG. 10 shows an ESD protection device in accordance

with a sixth embodiment of the invention;

FIG. 11 shows an ESD protection device in accordance
with a seventh embodiment of the invention; and

FIG. 12 shows an ESD protection device in accordance
with an eighth embodiment of the invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS

With reference to the drawings and in particular to FIG.
5, an ESD protection device constructed in accordance with
a first embodiment of the present invention comprises an
ESD circuit arranged in an I/O port of a radio frequency
integrated circuit (RFIC), and a secondary circuit comprised
of a varactor-L.C tank. Since the RFIC application requires
a small parasitic capacitance, the ESD device is made small
in size while possesses a high ESD level. Examples are an
STI diode and an SCR device. In the illustrated embodiment,
the varactor comprises a reverse-biased diode. However,
other devices of the same electrical characteristics can be
employed equally. The capacitance of the varactor is the
depletion capacitance of the reverse-biased diode, which can
be controlled by adjusting the supplied voltage. The inductor
can be implemented as an on-chip device or alternatively,
the inductor is embodied by a bond-wire inductor.

In the embodiment illustrated in FIG. 5, the secondary
varactor-L.C tank circuit is designed to resonate at the RF
operating frequency to avoid power gain loss even when the
impedance becomes infinite. The ESD current will flow
through inductor L. and ESD diode. To avoid the diodes
operating in a breakdown condition, causing a much lower
ESD level, a turn-on efficient Vdd-to-Vss clamp circuit
between the power rails is built into the ESD protection
device to significantly increase the ESD level. As can be
seen in FIG. 5, the varactor-LC rank circuit is connected in
series with a p-type diode (PDIO) and an n-type diode
(NDIO). PDIO and NDIO are two spatially spaced ESD
devices with one connected above and the other connected
below the varactor-LC tank.

When the RF input pin is zapped in the NS-mode ESD
stress, the NDIO diode is operating in the forward-biased
condition with inductor to discharge ESD current. The diode
operates in a forward-biased condition can sustain a much
higher ESD level than in a reverse-biased condition. The
Vdd-to-Vss ESD clamp circuit is turned on when the
RF-input pad is zapped with the PS-mode or ND-mode ESD
stress. Because the NDIO diode in the PS-mode ESD stress
is not operating in a breakdown condition, the ESD current
will flow through the forward-biased PDIO diode, and the
turn-on Vdd-to-Vss ESD clamp circuit between the power
rails. Similarly, the NDIO diode and inductor operate in the
forward-biased condition with the Vdd-to-Vss ESD clamp
circuit between power rails.

The Vdd-to-Vss ESD clamp circuit is designed with a
larger dimension to sustain a high ESD level. Although the
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clamp circuit has a large junction capacitance, it does not
contribute to the RF-pad. By using this ESD protection
design, the RF-input pin can sustain much higher ESD levels
in the four-mode ESD stress. Therefore, the loading capaci-
tance generated from the PDIO and NDIO of the ESD
protection device to the RF-input pad can be avoided by the
varactor-L.C tank. The performance of RF integrated circuit
will not suffer at all.

FIG. 6 shows a modification of the arrangement of FIG.
5 by switching the position of the reverse-biased diode and
the varactor-LC tank. The same ESD protection can be
obtained with the modified embodiment shown in FIG. 6 as
that of the embodiment of FIG. 5.

FIG. 7 shows an ESD protection device in accordance
with a third embodiment of the present invention in which
two varactor-LC tanks are stacked with the diode to achieve
higher impedance at resonance. The varactor-LC tank is
designed to resonate at the RF operating frequency to avoid
power gain loss even when the impedance becomes infinite.
The ESD current will flow through inductor L and ESD
diode. To avoid the diodes operating in a breakdown
condition, and causing a much lower ESD level, a turn-on
efficient Vdd-to-Vss clamp circuit between the power rails is
built into the ESD protection circuit to significantly increase
the ESD level.

When the RF input pin is zapped in the NS-mode ESD
stress, the NDIO diode is operating in the forward-biased
condition with inductor to discharge ESD current. The diode
operates in a forward-biased condition can sustain a much
higher ESD level than in a reverse-biased condition. The
Vdd-to-Vss ESD clamp circuit is turned on when the
RF-input pad is zapped with the PS-mode or ND-mode ESD
stress. Because the NDIO diode in the PS-mode ESD stress
is not operating in a breakdown condition, the ESD current
will flow through the forward-biased PDIO diode, and the
turn-on Vdd-to-Vss ESD clamp circuit between the power
rails. Similarly, under the ND-mode ESD stress, the NDIO
diode and inductor operate in the forward-biased condition
with the Vdd-to-Vss ESD clamp circuit between power rails.

The Vdd-to-Vss ESD clamp circuit is designed with a
larger dimension to sustain a high ESD level. Although the
clamp circuit has a large junction capacitance, it does not
contribute to the RF-pad. By using this ESD protection
design, the RF-input pin can sustain much higher ESD levels
in the four-mode ESD stress. Therefore, the loading capaci-
tance generated from the PDIO and NDIO of the ESD
protection device to the RF-input pad is avoided by the
varactor-L.C tank. The performance of RF integrated circuit
will not suffer at all.

FIG. 8 shows a modification of the arrangement shown in
FIG. 7 by switching the position of the reverse-biased diodes
and the varactor-L.C tanks. The same protection can be
obtained with the modified ESD protection device of FIG. 8.

FIG. 9 shows an ESD protection device in accordance
with a fifth embodiment of the present invention in which a
multiple of varactor-LC tanks are stacked with a diode.

FIG. 10 shows a modification of the arrangement shown
in FIG. 9 by switching the position of the reverse-biased
diode and the stacked varactor-LC tanks. The same protec-
tion can be obtained with the modified ESD protection
device of FIG. 10.

FIG. 11 shows an ESD devices protection device in
accordance with a seventh embodiment of the present inven-
tion in which a plurality of diode with varactor-L.C tank pairs
are employed for further reduction of parasitic capacitance
and the power gain loss. The varactor-L.C tank is designed
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to resonate at the RF operating frequency to avoid power
gain loss even when the impedance becomes infinite. The
ESD current flows through inductor L and ESD diode. To
avoid the diodes operating in a breakdown condition, and
causing a much lower ESD level, a turn-on efficient Vdd-
to-Vss clamp circuit between the power rails is built into the
ESD protection circuit to significantly increase the ESD
level.

When the RF input pin is zapped in the NS-mode ESD
stress, the NDIO diode is operating in the forward-biased
condition with inductor to discharge ESD current. The diode
operates in a forward-biased condition can sustain a much
higher ESD level than in a reverse-biased condition. The
Vdd-to-Vss ESD clamp circuit is turned on when the
RF-input pad is zapped with the PS-mode or ND-mode ESD
stress. Because the NDIO diode in the PS-mode ESD stress
is not operating in a breakdown condition, the ESD current
will flow through the forward-biased PDIO diode, and the
turn-on Vdd-to-Vss ESD clamp circuit between the power
rails. Similarly, during ND-mode ESD stress, the NDIO
diode and inductor operate in the forward-biased condition
with the Vdd-to-Vss ESD clamp circuit between power rails.

The Vdd-to-Vss ESD clamp circuit is designed with a
larger dimension to sustain a high ESD level. Although the
clamp circuit has a large junction capacitance, it does not
contribute to the RF-pad. By using this ESD protection
design, the RF-input pin can sustain much higher ESD levels
in the four-mode ESD stress. Therefore, the loading capaci-
tance generated from the PDIO and NDIO of the ESD
protection device to the RF-input pad can be avoided by the
varactor-L.C tank. The performance of RF integrated circuit
will not suffer at all.

FIG. 12 shows a modification of the arrangement shown
in FIG. 11 by switching the position of the reverse-biased
diode and the varactor-L.C tank of each pair.

While we have shown and described the embodiments in
accordance with the present invention, it should be clear to
those skilled in the art that further embodiments may be
made without departing from the scope of the present
invention.

What is claimed is:

1. Adevice for protecting high frequency RFIC from ESD
damage, comprising:

at least an ESD device in an I/O port, and

at least a varactor-LC tank connected in series with said
ESD device.

2. The device as claimed in claim 1, wherein said
varactor-L.C tank comprises a varactor which is a reverse-
biased diode.

3. The device as claimed in claim 1, wherein said
varactor-L.C tank comprises an inductor which is an on-chip
inductor.

4. The device as claimed in claim 1, wherein said
varactor-L.C tank comprises an inductor which is a bond-
wire inductor.

5. The device as claimed in claim 1, wherein said
varactor-L.C tank resonates at an operating frequency of said
RFIC.

6. The device as claimed in claim 1, wherein a plurality
of varactor-LC tanks is stacked in series with said ESD
device.
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7. The device as claimed in claim 1, wherein a plurality
of ESD devices is spatially spaced, each being in series with
a varactor-L.C tank.

8. A device for protecting high frequency RFIC from ESD
damage, comprising:

a p-type diode;

a first varactor-LC tank circuit connected in series to said

p-type diode;

a second varactor-L.C tank circuit connected in series to

said first varactor-LC tank circuit; and

an n-type diode connected in series to said second

varactor-L.C tank circuit.

9. The device as claimed in claim 8, wherein said first
varactor-L.C tank circuit comprises at least a varactor-L.C
tank and said second varactor-L.C tank circuit comprises at
least a varactor-L.C tank.

10. The device as claimed in claim 8, wherein said first
varactor-L.C tank circuit comprises a plurality of varactor-
LC tanks and said second varactor-L.C tank circuit com-
prises a plurality of varactor-L.C tanks.

11. A device for protecting high frequency RFIC from
ESD damage, comprising:

a first varactor-LC tank circuit;

a p-type diode connected in series to said first varactor-L.C
tank circuit;

an n-type diode connected in series to said a p-type diode;
and

a second varactor-LC tank circuit connected in series to
said n-type diode.

12. The device as claimed in claim 11, wherein said first
varactor-L.C tank circuit comprises at least a varactor-L.C
tank and said second varactor-L.C tank circuit comprises at
least a varactor-LC tank.

13. The device as claimed in claim 11, wherein said first
varactor-L.C tank circuit comprises a plurality of varactor-
LC tanks and said second varactor-LC tank circuit com-
prises a plurality of varactor-L.C tanks.

14. A device for protecting high frequency RFIC from
ESD damage, comprising:

a first ESD protection circuit having a plurality of p-type
circuit segments connected in series, each p-type circuit
segment comprising a varactor-LC tank connected in
series to a p-type diode; and

a second ESD protection circuit connected in series to
said first ESD protection circuit, said second ESD
protection circuit having a plurality of n-type circuit
segments connected in series, each n-type circuit seg-
ment comprising an n-type diode connected in series to
a varactor-LC tank.

15. The device as claimed in claim 1, wherein said ESD

device includes a p-type diode.

16. The device as claimed in claim 1, wherein said ESD

device includes an n-type diode.

17. The device as claimed in claim 1, wherein said

varactor-L.C tank includes an inductor connected in parallel
with a varactor.



