
Aalborg Universitet

A Method for Measuring Substrate Noise in the UWB Frequency Band on Lightly
Doped Substrates

Shen, Ming; Tong, Tian; Mikkelsen, Jan H.; Larsen, Torben

Published in:
Norchip, 2007

DOI (link to publication from Publisher):
10.1109/NORCHP.2007.4481057

Publication date:
2007

Document Version
Early version, also known as pre-print

Link to publication from Aalborg University

Citation for published version (APA):
Shen, M., Tong, T., Mikkelsen, J. H., & Larsen, T. (2007). A Method for Measuring Substrate Noise in the UWB
Frequency Band on Lightly Doped Substrates. In Norchip, 2007 Electrical Engineering/Electronics, Computer,
Communications and Information Technology Association. https://doi.org/10.1109/NORCHP.2007.4481057

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners
and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

            - Users may download and print one copy of any publication from the public portal for the purpose of private study or research.
            - You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain
            - You may freely distribute the URL identifying the publication in the public portal -

Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us at vbn@aub.aau.dk providing details, and we will remove access to
the work immediately and investigate your claim.

https://doi.org/10.1109/NORCHP.2007.4481057
https://vbn.aau.dk/en/publications/0336a000-c433-11dc-8dd8-000ea68e967b
https://doi.org/10.1109/NORCHP.2007.4481057


Downloaded from vbn.aau.dk on: December 04, 2025



A Method for Measuring Substrate Noise in the 
UWB Frequency Band on Lightly Doped Substrates 

Ming Shen, Tian Tong, Jan Hvolgaard Mikkelsen and Torben Larsen 
Technology Platform Section, Department of Electronic Systems, Aalborg University 

Niels Jernes Vej 12, 9220 Aalborg, Denmark 
Email: {mish, tt, jhm, tl}@es.aau.dk 

 
 Abstract—A measurement method for characterizing the 

substrate noise over the ultra-wideband (UWB) frequency band 
in UWB systems implemented using lightly doped CMOS 
processes is presented. The measurement structure in this 
method is based on modified ground-signal-ground (GSG) pads. 
In addition, the effects of the distance-based substrate resistance 
and the capacitive coupling between the substrate and the 
ground of the measurement setup are evaluated by on-wafer 
measurement of a test chip fabricated in a 0.18 µm lightly doped 
CMOS process. An equivalent circuit model of the presented 
measurement structure is given and shows accurate fit. From the 
measurement results the presented method is shown to provide a 
measurement band from 3 GHz to 10 GHz. To further validate 
the usability of the method a practical class-E PA is used. 
 
Index Terms—wide band measurements, substrate noise, UWB. 

I. INTRODUCTION 
UWB communication technology is becoming one of the 

most promising wireless technologies for the next couple of 
decades [1]. Due to an advantage in cost and device density, 
lightly doped CMOS technologies hold a great potential of 
complying with the needs for implementation of UWB 
devices. When UWB systems are implemented on a single 
chip, sensitive RF circuits have to be integrated together with 
large-scale digital circuits. Those digital circuits will result in 
the generation of substrate noise in a wide frequency band. 
Owing to the ultra wide band (larger than 500 MHz within the 
allocated frequency band from 3.1 GHz to 10.6 GHz) and the 
low power spectral density of the UWB signal, any substrate 
noise can easily fall within the UWB operating frequency 
band and deteriorate the system performance. In order to 
characterize the substrate noise in UWB systems, a method for 
the wideband measurement of the substrate noise is one of the 
most important concerns. So far, a number of studies have 
been conducted in the characterization of substrate noise [2-
10]. The reported studies attempt to address the problem of 
substrate noise measurement from different perspectives. 
Some have proposed to verify the coupling model or 
simulation tools of the substrate [2,3,9]; some have focused on 
heavily doped CMOS or other integrated circuit processes [5-
7]; some have tried to investigate the waveforms or narrow 
band frequency spectrum of substrate noise [4]; while others 
have employed complicated circuits or devices as substrate 
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noise sensors [8,10]. However, few publications have 
investigated a suitable wide band measurement method of 
substrate noise in UWB systems implemented by lightly 
doped CMOS processes. The aim of this paper is to present a 
method for such wideband measurement of substrate noise. A 
measurement structure based on a modified GSG pad is 
shown to have high potential to accomplish this. When 
measuring weak substrate noise, the parasitic components in 
the practical measurement setup become important and need 
careful considerations. A test chip is designed using a 0.18 µm 
lightly doped CMOS process to evaluate the effects of 
different measurement distances and the capacitive coupling 
of the substrate and the ground of measurement setups. 
Several design rules for the application of the presented 
method are concluded based on the measurement results. An 
example of measuring the switching noise generated by a 
practical class-E PA is given to further validate the usability 
of the presented method. 

This paper is organized as following: Section II describes 
the substrate noise measurement structure. Section III 
discusses the evaluation of the effects of different 
measurement distances and the capacitive coupling of the 
substrate and the ground of measurement setups. Section IV 
presents the experiment on measuring of substrate noise 
generated by a two-stage class-E PA. In section V conclusions 
are drawn. 

II. THE SUBSTRATE NOISE MEASUREMENT STRUCTURE 
To investigate the substrate noise in a UWB system, the 

measurement method should have a sufficiently wide 
measurement band. Besides, it is important to avoid 
introducing complicated parasitic components or devices in 
the measurement setup, which can dramatically affect the 
measurement result and thus provide erroneous information of 
substrate noise. 

The presented substrate noise measurement structure is 
designed based on a modified GSG pad structure composed of 
two 85 µm by 85 µm ground pads and one 85 µm by 85 µm 
signal pad with central-to-central distance of 150 µm. Thus, 
no extra fixture is needed for measurement of substrate noise 
using a GSG probe. The cross section view of the structure is 
shown in Figure 1. It should be noticed that the signal pad is 
connected to the substrate, and the ground pads are not 
connected to substrate as usual. There are two reasons behind 
this: 
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1) The substrate noise is weak and therefore it is better to 
connect the signal pad as directly as possible to the 
substrate to minimize the loss.  

2) If the ground pads are also connected to the substrate, 
then the measured signal will be the differential mode 
signal of the substrate noise detected by the signal pad 
and the ground pads. And it is expected to be very small 
since the signal pad and ground pads are located close to 
each other.  

Figure 1 also shows the equivalent circuit model of the 
substrate noise measurement structure. Rtip is used to model 
the contact resistance associated with probing. The Metal1 
ground pad and the substrate is isolated by the oxide layer and 
build the oxide capacitance that is modelled by Cpad. The 
capacitance between the signal pad and the ground pad is 
largely small than Cpad and thus neglected. It is noticed that 
Cpad is the only reactive component in the model and the 
bandwidth of the measurement structure is closely related to 
its value. Its value can be calculated from the oxide thickness 
and the pad dimensions or from experimental results measured 
on test structures.  
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Fig. 1. Cross-section view and the equivalent circuit of the substrate noise 

measurement structure. 

For lightly doped substrates with a resistivity of 20 Ohm-
cm, the substrate can not be treated as one single node like 
heavily doped substrates [7]. To account for this, R1, R2, and 
Rsub are added to form a simplified resistance network model 
of the measurement structure. R1 and R2 are used to model 
the resistance of the substrate below the signal pad and the 
ground pad. Rsub is used to model the resistance between the 
substrate noise source to the measurement structure. The 
values of R1, R2 and Rsub are difficult to estimate and will 
therefore be derived from experiment setups.  

III. EVALUATION OF PARASTICAL EFFECTS  
In the practical measurements of substrate noise, the 

substrate noise propagating from the noise source to the 
measurement point experiences attenuation and distortion. 
Distance-based substrate resistance and capacitive coupling 
between the substrate and the ground of the measurement 
setup are two key factors responsible for these effects. In 

order to obtain the true information on substrate noise, it is 
necessary to study the effects of them. 

A. Design of the test chip.  
Based on the substrate noise measurement structure 

mentioned above a test chip is designed to evaluate the effects 
of distance-based substrate resistance and the capacitive 
coupling between substrate and the Metal1 ground. Figure 2 
shows the topology of the test structure. Four modified GSG 
pads (denoted by noise detector A, B, C and D) are placed 
with separating distance of 230 µm, 300 µm and 300 µm, 
respectively. For each signal pad and ground pad, all the 
available metal layers from Metal1 to Metal6 are connected. 
Two wide metal strip lines composed of Metal1 connect 
ground pads of the substrate noise detectors to produce 
capacitive coupling between the substrate and the ground of 
the measurement setup.  

 
Fig. 2. Topology of the test structure for evaluation of parasitical effects.  

Figure 3 shows an equivalent circuit model of the test 
structure. Here, there are four sub-circuit networks indicated 
by four dashed squares. Network 1 and 2 are models of the 
substrate noise detector at port 1 and port 2. Network 3 is the 
model of the forward coupling network between two 
measurement ports, including resistive coupling and 
capacitive coupling. Network 4, composed of Cstrip, R3 and 
Lstrip, is used to model the coupling between the Metal1 
ground strip lines and the substrate. Similar to Cpad in the 
model of the noise detector, Cstrip can be calculated from the 
oxide thickness and the strip dimensions or from measurement 
results. For the test structure, the value of Cstrip can be more 
than 1 pF. Lstrip is the inductance of the strip line. Generally, 
the value of Lstrip is small and 1 pH is used in the equivalent 
circuit. 

 

Fig. 3. The equivalent circuit model of the test structure in Fig. 2. 

B. Measurement of the DC resistances 
To determine the distance dependency of the substrate 

resistance the DC resistance between the different signal pads 
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are measured and the results are shown in Figure 4. The DC 
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Fig. 4. DC measurement of resistances measured on test structure of Fig. 2. 

resistances with distance of 230 µm (AB), 300 µm (BC), 530 
µm (AC) and 600 µm (BD) are measured as 360 Ohm, 380 
Ohm, 405 Ohm and 410 Ohm, respectively. It is seen that the 
variation of the measured resistances is not big and there is a 
trend of the resistance to decrease quicker when distance 
decreases. This indicates that, for measurement distances from 
230 µm to 600 µm, the attenuations caused by substrate 
resistances are similar. Furthermore, the values of R1 and 
Rsub in the equivalent circuit of Figure 3 are derived based on 
these measurement results, and the values of R1 and R2 are 
approximated as shown in Table I.  

TABLE I 
PARAMETERS OF THE EQUIVALENT CIRCUIT 

Distance Parameters 230 µm 300 µm 600 µm 
Rsub (Ohm) 80 100 130 
Csub (fF) 30 20 10 
Rtip (Ohm) 3 3 3 
R1 (Ohm) 140 140 140 
R2 (Ohm) 40 40 40 
R3 (Ohm) 60 30 10 
Cpad (fF) 250 250 250 
Cstrip (fF) 1800 2000 2400 
Lstrip (pH) 1 1 1 

C. S-parameter Measurements 
To determine the frequency dependency of the propagation 

effects, the test chip is studied using S-parameter 
measurements over 45 MHz to 10 GHz. The measured S21s 
over 230 µm (AB), 300 µm (BC) and 600 µm (BD) distances 
are illustrated in Figure 5. The simulation results of the 
equivalent circuit with parameters in Table І are also shown in 
Figure 5. From these results the equivalent circuit model is 
seen to fit measured data very nicely. It is also seen that the 
attenuations at 45 MHz with different distances are almost 
identical at -14 dB. For such a low frequency, all capacitive 
couplings can be approximately treated as open circuit and the 
attenuation is mainly caused by the substrate resistance. Since 
the values of the substrate resistances of different distances 
are similar the attenuations are of course similar too. 
Moreover, high attenuations of approximately -31 dB, -38 dB 
and -47 dB are observed over high frequencies for three 
different distances. From Table I, it is noticed that Rsub, Csub, 

R3 and Cstrip are the only four changing variables and Csub 
is insignificant due to its small value. Rsub is also excluded by 
reason of its similar values of different distances. Thus the 
different attenuations over high frequencies of three distances 
must be resulted from different values of R3 and the 
intentionally built capacitances by the Metal1 strip lines and 
substrate, i.e. Cstrip. For higher frequencies, coupling through 
R3 and Cstrip to ground is more pronounced and the 
magnitude of S21 decreases. From the measured S21 in Figure 
5 and the corresponding values of R3 and Cstrip in Table I, it 
is seen that bigger R3 and smaller Cstrip help to decrease the 
loss. From Figure 5 the substrate noise detector is found to 
provide almost constant transfer coefficients over high 
frequencies. Especially for case 230 µm and 300 µm, the 
variations of S21 from 3 GHz to 10 GHz are less than 3 dB. In 
practical applications of the presented measurement method 
the attenuations can be decreased by decreasing the 
dimensions of the ground metal planes or increasing the 
distance between the ground metal planes and the substrate.  
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Fig. 5 Simulated and measured S21 of test structures in Fig. 2  

Based on the simulated and measured results, design rules 
of the presented measurement method are drawn as following. 
Since the attenuations caused by the distance-based substrate 
resistances for measurement distances from 230 µm to 600 
µm are similar, there is no need to put the substrate noise 
detector too close to the substrate noise source. Furthermore, 
the effects of capacitive coupling are obvious over high 
frequencies. To minimize the effects capacitive coupling 
between the substrate and the ground plane should be 
minimized.  

IV. EXPERIMENT ON MEASURING OF SUBSTRATE NOISE 
GENERATED BY A CLASS-E PA 

As a practical example, the presented substrate noise 
measurement method is followingly used to measure the 
switching noise generated by a switch-mode class-E PA. The 
class-E PA is designed in the same 0.18 µm technology as the 
test chip in section III and hence all conclusions drawn above 
can be applied. The PA is composed of two stages working 
within the Bluetooth frequency band. It has a total gain of 
18.6 dB and a maxim output power of 19.1 dBm. 

While designing the substrate noise detector on the chip, 
several factors are taken into account. Firstly, to have a clean 
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reference ground, the substrate noise measurement structure is 
placed close to the DC ground pad connected to the off-chip 
DC supply ground. Secondly, for convenient probing, the 
substrate noise detector is placed at the edge of the chip with a 
distance of approximately 600 µm to the output stage of the 
class-E PA. Finally, following the conclusion drawn in section 
III, to avoid large attenuations, the Metal1 ground plane 
around the substrate noise detector is deleted to minimize the 
capacitance between ground and substrate. Figure 6 shows the 
topology of the chip.  

Fig. 6 Class-E PA and the substrate noise detector.  

The switching noise is measured when the class-E PA is 
outputting maximal power. Figure 7 represents the measured 
frequency spectrum of the switching noise. It shows that the 
spectral contents of the measured substrate noise appear at 
2.44 GHz, 4.88 GHz and 7.32 GHz, i.e. the fundamental and 
harmonics of the input signal. And the magnitudes of three 
components are -36 dBm, -72 dBm and -60 dBm, respectively.  

Fig. 7 Frequency spectrum of the switching noise of the class-E PA.  

To further validate the measurement method, the spectrum 
of the drain voltage of the PA’s output stage is measured as 
three discrete spectral components at 2.44 GHz, 4.88 GHz and 
7.32 GHz with magnitudes of -12.5 dBm, -49.5 dBm and -35 
dBm, respectively. Assuming the drain voltage is coupled to 
the substrate without big distortions, the attenuations for each 
component are found to be -23.5 dB, -22.5 dB and -25 dB, 

respectively. This indicates that the presented method can 
provide a reliable wide measurement band.  

V. CONCLUSIONS 
A measurement method is presented for measurement of 

substrate noises over the UWB frequency band in UWB 
systems implemented using lightly doped CMOS processes. 
The effects of the distance-based substrate resistance and the 
capacitive coupling between the substrate and the ground are 
evaluated by measurement of a test chip. An equivalent circuit 
model of the measurement structure is given and shows 
accurate fit. The simulated and measured results show that this 
measurement method is able to provide reliable measurements 
over the UWB frequency band from 3 GHz to 10 GHz. 
Furthermore, different measurement distances from 230 µm to 
600 µm are found to have similar attenuations, while obvious 
effects of capacitive coupling are observed over high 
frequencies. To avoid such effects on measured substrate 
noise the capacitance of the substrate and the ground of the 
measurement setup should be minimized. Finally, the 
presented measurement method is validated by measuring the 
switching noise generated by a practical class-E PA 
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