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1
ELECTROSTATIC DISCHARGE CIRCUIT
FOR RADIO FREQUENCY TRANSMITTERS

TECHNICAL FIELD

The present disclosure is generally related to electrical
circuits, and particularly to electrostatic discharge protection
circuits.

BACKGROUND

A radio frequency (RF) transmitter connected to an
antenna is susceptible to damaging electrostatic discharge
(ESD) pulses received from its operating environment. As
integrated circuits, including RF transmitters, are made
smaller in physical size, the integrated circuits become more
susceptible to ESD because of smaller fabrication geometry.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF DRAWINGS

The accompanying drawings illustrate preferred embodi-
ments of the invention, as well as other information pertinent
to the disclosure, in which:

FIG. 1 is a block diagram that illustrates a radio frequency
transmitter having an electrostatic discharge protection cir-
cuit in accordance with an embodiment of the disclosure;

FIG. 2 is a block diagram that illustrates an electrostatic
discharge protection circuit for radio frequency circuits in
accordance with an embodiment of the disclosure;

FIG. 3 illustrates an example of a structure of a silicon-
controlled rectifier that is coupled to an ESD detection circuit,
such as that shown in FIG. 2;

FIG. 4 is a block diagram that illustrates an electrostatic
discharge protection circuit for radio frequency circuits in
accordance with another embodiment of the disclosure;

FIG. 5 illustrates a silicon-controlled rectifier that is
coupled to an ESD detection circuit, such as that shown in
FIG. 4,

FIG. 6 is a block diagram that illustrates an electrostatic
discharge protection circuit for radio frequency circuits in
accordance with yet another embodiment of the disclosure;

FIG. 7 is a block diagram that illustrates an electrostatic
discharge protection circuit for radio frequency circuits in
accordance with still another embodiment of the disclosure;

FIG. 8 is a block diagram that illustrates an electrostatic
discharge protection circuit for radio frequency circuits in
accordance with yet another embodiment of the disclosure.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

This description of the exemplary embodiments is
intended to be read in connection with the accompanying
drawings, which are to be considered part of the entire written
description. In the description, relative terms such as “lower,”
“upper,” “horizontal,” “vertical,” “above,” “below,” “up,”
“down,” “top” and “bottom” as well as derivative thereof
(e.g., “horizontally,” “downwardly,” “upwardly,” etc.) should
be construed to refer to the orientation as then described or as
shown in the drawing under discussion. These relative terms
are for convenience of description and do not require that the
apparatus be constructed or operated in a particular orienta-
tion. Terms concerning electrical communications and the
like, such as, “coupled” and “electrically coupled” or “elec-
trically connected,” refer to a relationship wherein nodes
communicate with one another either directly or indirectly
through intervening structures, unless otherwise stated or
necessary to the operation described.
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2

FIG. 1 is a block diagram that illustrates a radio frequency
(RF) transmitter 100 having an electrostatic discharge (ESD)
protection circuit 120 in accordance with an embodiment of
the disclosure. The RF transmitter 100 can include an RF
transmitter integrated chip 105 that includes a power ampli-
fier 115 and an ESD protection circuit 120. The power ampli-
fier 115 receives an input such as an RF signal and outputs an
RF signal to the ESD protection circuit 120, which couple the
RF signals to an antenna 110 for transmission. In general, the
ESD protection circuit 120 controllably diverts the energy of
an electrostatic discharge received by the RF transmitter 100,
away from other components of the RF transmitter 100.
Advantageously, the ESD protection circuit has little to no
signal leakage or loading on an output of the power amplifier
115 to a voltage line, e.g., V, (FIG. 2). The ESD protection
circuit 120 is further described in connection with FIGS. 2-8.

FIG. 2 is a block diagram that illustrates an electrostatic
discharge protection circuit 120A for radio frequency circuits
in accordance with an embodiment of the disclosure. The
ESD protection circuit 120A includes a power-rail ESD
clamp circuit 205, and a high-voltage-tolerant ESD detection
circuit 240, a diode 210, a diode 215, and a silicon-controlled
rectifier (SCR) 225. The power-rail ESD clamp circuit 205,
the high-voltage-tolerant ESD detection circuit 240, the diode
210, the diode 215, and the SCR 225 are further coupled
between V,, 250 and V¢ 260, ESD bus 230 and Vi 260,
Voo 250 and ESD bus 230, RF output 220 and ESD bus 230,
RF output 220 and V 4260, respectively. The ESD protection
circuit 120A detects ESD and discharges ESD energy away
from protected components, for example, of an RF transmit-
ter 100 (FIG. 1). Diode 210 is coupled in series along the V
line to an ESD bus 230, which is an internal metal line in an
1C layout, which may not need to be connected to an external
pin(s). The diode 210 can separate the electrical connection
between V,, 250 and the ESD bus 230.

In this embodiment, the ESD protection circuit 120A
includes a silicon-controlled rectifier (SCR) 225 coupled
across RF output 220 (namely the output of the power ampli-
fier 115) and in series with a diode 215, the SCR and diode
being coupled between ESD bus and V. The diode 215 is
electrically coupled between the RF output 220 and the ESD
bus 230. The diode 215 is biased to conduct current from the
RF output 220 to the ESD bus 230.

An example of the SCR 225 as shown in FIG. 3 includes
multiple layers of P-type and N-type semiconductor materi-
als, e.g., NPPNP layer pellets 2, 1, 3, 4, 5. The N+ and P+
semiconductor materials 2, 1 can be referred to as an anode of
the SCR 225 and the N+ and P+ semiconductor materials 4, 5
can be referred to as a cathode of the SCR 225. By applying
current from a biased source to the P+ semiconductor material
3 of the SCR 225, current received at the P+ semiconductor
materials 1 is conducted across the SCR 225 to the N+ semi-
conductor material 4. This is the mechanism by which SCR
conduction is “triggered.” The SCR 225 shortens an ESD
current path to Vg during positive excursions, clamping the
voltage near a minimum of V i during ESD stresses, provided
that the SCR 225 has been triggered. Also, a turn-on voltage
of the SCR 225 can be reduced to effectively protect the
power amplifier 115.

Under all ESD stress conditions, the ESD protection circuit
120A provides multiple paths with good ESD robustness. The
multiple paths include positive-to-V o (PS) path, positive-to-
Vp (PD) path, negative-to-V o (NS) path, and negative-to-
Voo (ND) path. The SCR 225 has very high ESD robustness
due to its low clamping voltage under ESD stress conditions.
The ESD detection circuit 240 triggers the SCR 225 respon-
sive to detecting an electrostatic discharge on a voltage line,
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either V, or Vg.. The SCR 225 of the ESD protection circuit
120A is further described in connection to FIG. 3.

FIG. 3 illustrates a structure of an SCR 225 that is coupled
to an ESD detection circuit 240, such as that shown in FIG. 2.
The SCR 225 includes multiple layers of P- and N-type semi-
conductor materials, e.g., NPPPN layer pellets having refer-
ence numerals 2, 1, 3, 4, 5, respectively. In this example, the
SCR 225 includes a P-substrate 330 having N- and P-well
regions 320, 325 formed in the P-substrate 330. The N- and
P-well regions 320, 325 have implanted P+ and N+ regions 2,
1, 3, 4, 5 and shallow trench isolations (STIs) 305, 310, 315
separating semiconductor materials 2, 1, 3, 4, 5 in the N- and
P-well regions 320, 325. The RF output 220 is electrically
coupled to the N+ and P+ semiconductor materials 2,1. V. is
electrically coupled to the N+ and P+ semiconductor materi-
als 4, 5. The SCR 225 conducts current from the RF output
220to V¢ by way of an SCR path for the positive-to-V ¢ (PS)
and the positive-to-V ,, (PD) responsive to detecting an elec-
trostatic discharge at the RF output 220. The SCR 225 can be
designed to divert the electrostatic discharge away from other
electrical components by conducting current from the RF
output 220 to Vo responsive to the SCR 225 being triggered.
The SCR 225 can be triggered by the electrostatic discharge
reaching a certain level. If negative electrostatic discharge is
detected, the SCR 225 conducts current from V ¢ to the RF
output by way of a diode path for the negative-to-V ¢ (NS),
and negative-to-V 5, (ND). In other words, if the negative
voltage is applied on the SCR 225, the parasitic diode in the
SCR 225 can be forward biased to clamp the negative voltage
at a low voltage level.

FIG. 4 is a block diagram that illustrates an ESD protection
circuit 120B for radio frequency circuits in accordance with
another embodiment ofthe disclosure. The architecture of the
ESD protection circuit 120B is similar to the architecture of
the ESD protection circuit 120A in FIG. 2. Accordingly, like
features are labeled with the same reference numbers, such as
the power amplifier 115, ESD clamp circuit 205, RF output
220, SCR 225, ESD bus 230, ESD detection circuit 240, Vg,
and V. The ESD protection circuit 120B, however, further
includes an extra line connecting the N+ semiconductor mate-
rial 2 to the ESD bus 230 and a diode 405 that is coupled in
parallel with the SCR 225 between the RF output 220 and
Vs By applying current from the biased source to the P+
semiconductor material 3 of the SCR 225, current received at
the P+ semiconductor materials 1 is conducted across the
SCR 225 to the N+ semiconductor material 4. The ESD
protection circuit 120B can provide similar ESD protection
paths as the ESD protection circuit 120A, which include
positive-to-V ¢ (PS) path, positive-to-V ,, (PD) path, nega-
tive-to-V ¢ (NS) path, and negative-to-V,,,, (ND) path. The
SCR 225 of the ESD protection circuit 120B is further
described in connection to FIG. 5.

FIG. 5 illustrates a structure of an SCR 225 that is coupled
to an ESD detection circuit 240, such as that shown in FIG. 4.
The structure of the SCR 225 of the ESD protection circuit
120A is similar to the structure of the SCR 225 of the ESD
protection circuit 120A. Accordingly, like features are
labeled with the same reference numbers, such as the ESD
clamp circuit 205, RF output 220, ESD bus 230, ESD detec-
tion circuit 240, Vg, V5, NPPPN layer pellets 2, 1, 3, 4, 5,
shallow trench isolations (STIs) 305, 310, 315, N- and P-well
regions 320, 325, and P-substrate 330. The ESD protection
circuit 120B, however, further includes a diode 405 that is
coupled between the RF output 220 and V. The SCR 225
conducts current from the RF output 220 to V ;¢ by way of an
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SCR path for the positive-to-V s (PS) and the positive-to-
V5 (PD)responsive to detecting an electrostatic discharge at
the RF output 220.

The SCR 225 can be designed such the electrostatic dis-
charge at a certain level can trigger the SCR 225 such that
current is conducted from the RF output 220 to the P+ semi-
conductor material 1 to the N+ semiconductor material 4 and
to Vg, diverting the electrostatic discharge away from other
electrical components. If negative electrostatic discharge is
detected, the diode 405 conducts current from V g to the RF
output 220, which triggers as sufficient voltage (e.g., +0.7V)
is applied across the RF output 220 to the P+ semiconductor
material 1 to the N+ semiconductor material 2, and to the ESD
bus 230 via a diode path. The ESD detection circuit 240
triggers the SCR 225 based on the detected positive electro-
static discharge. Responsive to receiving the trigger signal
from the ESD detection circuit 240, the SCR 225 conducts
current from the RF output 220 to the P+ semiconductor
material 1 to the N+ semiconductor material 4, and to V ;¢ by
way of the SCR path for the positive-to-V o (PS) and the
positive-to-V ,, (PD) paths.

FIGS. 6 and 7 are block diagrams that illustrate electro-
static discharge protection circuit’s 120C, D for radio fre-
quency circuits in accordance with additional example of
embodiments of the disclosure. The architecture of the ESD
protection circuit’s 120C, D is similar to the architecture of
the ESD protection circuit 120B. Accordingly, like features
are labeled with the same reference numbers, such as the
power amplifier 115, ESD clamp circuit 205, RF output 220,
SCR 225, ESD bus 230, ESD detection circuit 240,V o, V.
and diode 405. The ESD protection circuit 120C in FIG. 6
further includes a diode 605 that is coupled between the SCR
225 and V i, The diode 605 conducts current in one direction
from the SCR 225 to V i¢. The ESD protection circuit 120D in
FIG. 7, however, further includes a diode 705 that is coupled
between the RF output 220 and the SCR 225. The diode 705
conducts current in one direction from the RF output 220 to
SCR 225.

FIG. 8 is a block diagram that illustrates an example of an
electrostatic discharge protection circuit 120E for radio fre-
quency circuits in accordance with yet another embodiment
of the disclosure. The architecture of the ESD protection
circuit 120E is similar to the architecture of the ESD protec-
tion circuit 120A in FIG. 2. Accordingly, like features are
labeled with the same reference numbers, such as the power
amplifier 115, ESD clamp circuit 205, RF output 220, SCR
225, diode 215, ESD bus 230, Vg, and V.. The ESD pro-
tection circuit 120B, however, further includes a zener diode
805 and a resistor 810 that are coupled in series between the
ESD bus 230 and V. The zener diode 805 permits current
not only in the forward direction like a normal diode, but also
in the reverse direction when the reverse bias voltage exceeds
a characteristic breakdown voltage. The resistor 810 in series
with the zener diode 805 produces a voltage drop that is
proportional to the electric current passing through the resis-
tor 810 in accordance with Ohm’s law. Thus when the zener
conducts at a voltage exceeding its breakdown voltage, a
voltage across resistor 810 is applied to the trigger input of
SCR 225. Both devices can be integrated in an IC. In this way,
the zener diode 805 senses excess voltage and current passing
through the zener diode 805 provides an input voltage to
trigger the SCR 225.

As described herein, the ESD protection circuits 120A-E
include the SCR 225 that is electrically coupled to the output
of'the power amplifier 115; an ESD detection circuit 240 that
triggers the SCR 225 responsive to detecting an electrostatic
discharge appearing as a voltage spike on V,,, and/or Vg,
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and the ESD clamp circuit 205 that is coupled to V,, and/or
Vs The SCR 225 is used to short or shunt an ESD current
path and lower the clamping voltage during ESD stresses.
Also, a turn-on voltage of the SCR 225 can be reduced to
effectively protect the power amplifier 115 by way of the SCR
225 clamping the output 220 to a limited voltage difference
lower than V ;¢ and the diode 215 clamping the output 220 to
a limited voltage greater than V5. The ESD protection cir-
cuits 120A-E having the SCR 225 improve the ESD robust-
ness at the RF transmitter 100 and can easily be used to
protect the RF transmitter 100 from electrostatic discharge
pulses.

This description has been presented for purposes of illus-
tration and description. It is not intended to be exhaustive or
to limit the disclosure to the precise forms disclosed. Obvious
modifications or variations are possible in light of the above
teachings. The embodiments discussed, however, were cho-
sen to illustrate the principles of the disclosure, and its prac-
tical application. The disclosure is thus intended to enable one
of ordinary skill in the art to use the disclosure, in various
embodiments and with various modifications, as are suited to
the particular use contemplated. All such modifications and
variation are within the scope of this disclosure, as deter-
mined by the appended claims when interpreted in accor-
dance with the breadth to which they are fairly and legally
entitled.

What is claimed is:
1. A radio frequency (RF) transmitter comprising:
a power amplifier having an input that is configured to
receive RF signals and an output that is configured to
transmit the amplified RF signals to an antenna; and
an electrostatic discharge (ESD) protection circuit that is
electrically coupled to the output of the power amplifier,
wherein the ESD protection circuit includes
a silicon-controlled rectifier (SCR) that is electrically
coupled to the output of the power amplifier,

an ESD detection circuit that is configured to trigger the
SCR responsive to detecting an electrostatic dis-
charge on an ESD bus,

an ESD clamp circuit that is coupled to the first voltage
line;

at least one ESD component electrically coupled
between the ESD bus and the first voltage line; and

at least one ESD component coupled between the SCR
and a second voltage line having a lower voltage value
than the first voltage line.

2. The RF transmitter of claim 1, wherein the SCR com-
prises:

an alternating arrangement of a first N-type semiconductor
material, a first P-type semiconductor material, a second
P-type semiconductor material, a second N-type semi-
conductor material and a third P-type semiconductor
material, wherein shallow trench isolations (STIs) are
located at the ends of the alternating arrangement and
between the first P-type semiconductor material and the
second P-type semiconductor material, wherein the out-
put ofthe power amplifier, the ESD detection circuit, and
a second voltage line are electrically coupled to the first
P-type semiconductor material, the second P-type semi-
conductor material, and the second N-type and third
P-type semiconductor material, respectively.

3. The RF transmitter of claim 1, wherein the first P-type
and first N-type semiconductor materials are implanted in an
N-well and the second P-type, second N-type and third P-type
semiconductor materials are implanted in a P-well, wherein
both the N-well and the P-well are formed in a P substrate.
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4. The RF transmitter of claim 2, wherein the ESD bus is
coupled between the SCR and the ESD detection circuit.

5. The RF transmitter of claim 4, wherein the ESD bus is
electrically coupled between the first N-type semiconductor
material of the SCR and the ESD detection circuit.

6. The RF transmitter of claim 4, further comprising at least
one ESD component that is electrically coupled between the
output of the power amplifier and the ESD bus.

7. The RF transmitter of claim 1, further comprising at least
one ESD component that is electrically coupled between the
output of the power amplifier and the SCR.

8. The RF transmitter of claim 1, wherein the ESD detec-
tion circuit includes a zener diode and a resistor that are
coupled in series between the ESD bus and a second voltage
line, wherein the ESD bus has a higher voltage value than the
second voltage line, wherein the SCR is triggered from a
signal at a node between the zener diode and the resistor
responsive to detect the electrostatic discharge on either the
ESD bus or the second voltage line.

9. An electrostatic discharge (ESD) protection circuit com-
prising:

a power amplifier coupled to a first voltage line and to a

second voltage line;

a silicon-controlled rectifier (SCR) that is coupled directly
to the output of the power amplifier and to the second
voltage line;

an ESD detection circuit that is coupled directly to and
configured to trigger the SCR in response to detecting an
electrostatic discharge on an ESD bus; and

an ESD clamp circuit that is coupled to the first voltage line
and to a second voltage line such that the ESD clamp
circuit is disposed in parallel with the power amplifier.

10. The ESD protection circuit of claim 9, wherein the SCR
comprises:

an alternating arrangement of a first N-type semiconductor
material, a first P-type semiconductor material, a second
P-type semiconductor material, a second N-type semi-
conductor material and a third P-type semiconductor
material, wherein shallow trench isolations (STIs) are
located at the ends of the alternating arrangement and
between the first P-type semiconductor material and the
second P-type semiconductor material, wherein the out-
put ofthe power amplifier, the ESD detection circuit, and
a second voltage line are electrically coupled to the first
P-type semiconductor material, the second P-type semi-
conductor material, and the second N-type and third
P-type semiconductor material, respectively.

11. The ESD protection circuit of claim 9, wherein the first
P-type and second P-type semiconductor materials are
implanted in an N-well and the second P-type, second N-type
and third P-type semiconductor materials are implanted in a
P-well, wherein both the N-well and the P-well are formed in
a P substrate.

12. The ESD protection circuit of claim 10, wherein the
ESD bus is coupled between the SCR and the ESD detection
circuit.

13. The ESD protection circuit of claim 12, further com-
prising at least one ESD component that is electrically
coupled between the output of the power amplifier and the
second voltage line.

14. The ESD protection circuit of claim 10, further com-
prising at least one ESD component that is electrically
coupled between the output of the ESD bus and the first
voltage line.

15. The ESD protection circuit of claim 14, further com-
prising at least one ESD component that is electrically
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coupled between the SCR and a second voltage line, wherein
the first voltage line has a higher voltage value than the second
voltage line.

16. The ESD protection circuit of claim 9, wherein the ESD
detection circuit includes a zener diode and a resistor that are
coupled in series between the ESD bus and a second voltage
line, wherein the SCR is triggered from a signal at a node
between the zener diode and the resistor responsive to detect-
ing the electrostatic discharge on either the ESD bus or the
second voltage line.

17. An electronic device comprising:

a power amplifier having an input that is configured to
receive and to amplify RF signals and an output that is
configured to transmit the amplified RF signals; and

an electrostatic discharge (ESD) protection circuit that is
electrically coupled to the output of the power amplifier,
wherein the ESD protection circuit includes:

a silicon-controlled rectifier (SCR) that is coupled
directly to the output of the power amplifier and to a
second voltage line,

an ESD detection circuit that is coupled directly to and is
configured to trigger the SCR responsive to detecting
an electrostatic discharge on an ESD bus,

an ESD clamp circuit that is coupled to the first voltage
line and to the second voltage line such that the ESD
clamp circuit is disposed in parallel with power ampli-
fier, ESD detection circuit, and the SCR, and

at least one ESD component coupled between the ESD
bus and a node at which the output of the power
amplifier and the SCR are coupled directly.

18. The electronic device of claim 17, wherein the SCR
comprises:

an alternating arrangement of a first N-type semiconductor
material, a first P-type semiconductor material, a second
P-type semiconductor material, a second N-type semi-
conductor material and a third P-type semiconductor
material, wherein shallow trench isolations (STIs) are
located at the ends of the alternating arrangement and
between the first P-type semiconductor material and the
second P-type semiconductor material, wherein the out-
put ofthe power amplifier, the ESD detection circuit, and
a second voltage line are electrically coupled to the first
P-type semiconductor material, the second P-type semi-
conductor material, and the second N-type and third
P-type semiconductor material, respectively.

19. The electronic device of claim 17, wherein the first
P-type and first N-type semiconductor materials are
implanted in an N-well and the second P-type, second N-type
and third P-type semiconductor materials are implanted in a
P-well, wherein both the N-well and the P-well are formed in
a P substrate.

20. The electronic device of claim 18, wherein the ESD bus
is coupled between the at least one ESD component and the
ESD detection circuit.

21. An electrostatic discharge (ESD) protection circuit
comprising:
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a silicon-controlled rectifier (SCR) that is electrically
coupled to the output of a power amplifier;

an ESD detection circuit configured to trigger the SCR in
response to detecting an electrostatic discharge on an
ESD bus;

an ESD clamp circuit coupled to a first voltage line; and

at least one ESD component that is electrically coupled
between the output of the power amplifier and a second
voltage line,

wherein the ESD bus is coupled between the SCR and the
ESD detection circuit, and

wherein the SCR comprises an alternating arrangement of
a first N-type semiconductor material, a first P-type
semiconductor material, a second P-type semiconductor
material, a second N-type semiconductor material and a
third P-type semiconductor material, wherein shallow
trench isolations (STIs) are located at the ends of the
alternating arrangement and between the first P-type
semiconductor material and the second P-type semicon-
ductor material, wherein the output of the power ampli-
fier, the ESD detection circuit, and a second voltage line
are electrically coupled to the first P-type semiconductor
material, the second P-type semiconductor material, and
the second N-type and third P-type semiconductor mate-
rial, respectively.

22. An electrostatic discharge (ESD) protection circuit

comprising:

a silicon-controlled rectifier (SCR) that is electrically
coupled to the output of a power amplifier;

an ESD detection circuit configured to trigger the SCR in
response to detecting an electrostatic discharge on an
ESD bus;

an ESD clamp circuit coupled to a first voltage line;

at least one ESD component that is electrically coupled
between the output of the ESD bus and the first voltage
line; and

at least one ESD component that is electrically coupled
between the SCR and a second voltage line,

wherein the first voltage line has a higher voltage value
than the second voltage line, and

wherein the SCR comprises an alternating arrangement of
a first N-type semiconductor material, a first P-type
semiconductor material, a second P-type semiconductor
material, a second N-type semiconductor material and a
third P-type semiconductor material, wherein shallow
trench isolations (STIs) are located at the ends of the
alternating arrangement and between the first P-type
semiconductor material and the second P-type semicon-
ductor material, wherein the output of the power ampli-
fier, the ESD detection circuit, and a second voltage line
are electrically coupled to the first P-type semiconductor
material, the second P-type semiconductor material, and
the second N-type and third P-type semiconductor mate-
rial, respectively.
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