
Note: Within nine months of the publication of the mention of the grant of the European patent in the European Patent
Bulletin, any person may give notice to the European Patent Office of opposition to that patent, in accordance with the
Implementing Regulations. Notice of opposition shall not be deemed to have been filed until the opposition fee has been
paid. (Art. 99(1) European Patent Convention).

Printed by Jouve, 75001 PARIS (FR)

(19)
E

P
1 

48
4 

87
2

B
1

��&�����������
(11) EP 1 484 872 B1

(12) EUROPEAN PATENT SPECIFICATION

(45) Date of publication and mention 
of the grant of the patent: 
22.07.2009 Bulletin 2009/30

(21) Application number: 04010592.6

(22) Date of filing: 04.05.2004

(51) Int Cl.:
H04L 12/56 (2006.01)

(54) Method and system to provide word-level flow control using spare link bandwidth

Vorrichtung und Verfahren zur Flusskontrolle auf Datenwortebene unter Verwendung von freier 
Bandbreite auf der Verbindung

Procédé et système de commande de flux au niveau de mots de données utilisant une bande passante 
de lien de réserve

(84) Designated Contracting States: 
DE FR GB

(30) Priority: 05.06.2003 US 454273
05.06.2003 US 454012
20.08.2003 US 644204

(43) Date of publication of application: 
08.12.2004 Bulletin 2004/50

(73) Proprietor: Broadcom Corporation
Irvine, CA 92617 (US)

(72) Inventor: Lund, Martin
Menlo Park,
CA 95025 (US)

(74) Representative: Jehle, Volker Armin et al
Bosch Jehle Patentanwaltsgesellschaft mbH 
Flüggenstrasse 13
80639 München (DE)

(56) References cited:  
EP-A- 0 978 968 WO-A-99/52293
GB-A- 2 016 247 GB-A- 2 360 666
US-B1- 6 198 413

• FEUSER O ET AL: "On the effects of the IEEE 
802.3x flow control in full-duplex Ethernet LANs" 
LOCAL COMPUTER NETWORKS, 1999. LCN ’99. 
CONFERENCE ON LOWELL, MA, USA 18-20 OCT. 
1999, LOS ALAMITOS, CA, USA,IEEE COMPUT. 
SOC, US, 18 October 1999 (1999-10-18), pages 
160-161, XP010358538 ISBN: 0-7695-0309-8



EP 1 484 872 B1

2

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

Description

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

[0001] Feuser et al.: On the Effects of the IEEE 802.3x
Flow Control in Full-Duplex Ethernet LANs, Local Com-
puter Networks, 1999, LCN ’99, Conference on Lowell,
MA, USA 18-20 Oct. 1999, Los Alamitos, CA, USA, IEEE
Comput. Soc., US, 18 Oct. 1999, pages 160-161m, ISBN
0-7695-0309-8/99, relates to 802.3x flow control within
a full-duplex Ethernet LAN. The authors compare the
throughput of TCP streams in selected network topolo-
gies with Ethernet flow control enabled and disabled
[0002] EP 0 978 968 A2 relates to a high speed cross
point switch routing circuit with word-synchronous serial
back plane. An asynchronous serial crosspoint switch is
word synchronized to each of a number of transceiver
circuits. The crosspoint switch circuit generates both a
master bit clock and a master word clock signal. A trans-
ceiver circuit recovers the master bit clock signal from an
incoming highspeed serial data stream using a clock and
data recovery circuit. The recovered bit clock signal is
used as a timing signal by which data is serialized and
transmitted to the crosspoint switch circuit. The data
stream transmitted to the switch circuit is frequency
locked to the master bit clock signal, such that the serial
data stream need only be phase adjusted with a data
recovery circuit. To recover word timing, the switch circuit
issues alignment words to the transceivers during link
initialization. The transceivers perform word alignment
and establish a local word lock. Alignment words are then
reissued to the switch circuit using the local word clock.
The switch circuit compares the boundary of the received
word clock to the master word clock and, if misaligned,
the transceiver shifts its transmitted word by one bit and
retries. Necessary edge transition density is provided by
overhead bits which also designate special command
words asserted between a transceiver and a switch cir-
cuit. Flow control information is routed from a receiving
transceiver back to the transmitting transceiver using the
overhead bits in order to assert a ready-to-receive or a
not-ready-to-receive flow control signal. The overhead
bits additionally provide information regarding connec-
tion requests and other information.
[0003] GB 2 016 247 refers to a improved method of
signaling supervisory information in digital line transmis-
sion systems. In a line transmission system supervisory
information is required in addition to digital information.
Normally, a separate transmission channel is required to
transmit this information. The coding system of this pro-
posal removes the requirement for an additional signaling
channel.
[0004] WO 99/52293 relates to a method and device
for controlling data flow between interconnected devices,
particularly video devices interconnected by a memory.
This memory is used as a data buffer and switch between
devices producing and consuming data in combination
with a separate control channel which conveys flow con-

trol information between the devices connected through
the memory.
[0005] Serial data communication between two link
partners in a digital communication system is often ac-
complished according to the general configuration of Fig.
1. Fig. 1 shows a digital communication link 100 com-
prising a system #1 101 and a system #2 102 connected
by a communication link infrastructure 103. The system
#1 101 and the system #2 102 may include computer
systems transmitting streams of serial data to each other
over the communication link infrastructure 103. The com-
munication link infrastructure 103 may comprise copper
wire, optical fiber, or a wireless connection.
[0006] The system #1 101 and the system #2 102 each
have a limit to the amount of data that may be buffered
up during reception. At some point, the buffers in system
#1 101 and/or system #2 102 may get filled up if data is
being sent to the systems faster than the systems can
empty out the buffers and process the data.
[0007] A concept called flow control is traditionally
used to handle the problem of buffers getting filled up. In
general, with flow control, if the buffer of the system #1
101 is getting filled up, the system #1 101 tells the system
#2 102 to stop transmitting data for awhile until the system
# 1 101 can get caught up. The system #2 102 may re-
spond in the same manner to the system # 1 101 when
the buffer of the system #2 102 is getting filled up.
[0008] In a modem-based system, a signal on a phys-
ical pin was typically used to indicate to another system
a flow control status. For example, the signal on a phys-
ical pin between two systems may indicate "ready to
send" or "not ready to send" conditions. Flow control sta-
tus information is also typically sent between two systems
as an additional frame that is part of the data stream. The
additional frame contains the flow control status informa-
tion that tells the other side of the communication link
what to do (e.g., stop transmitting data for now).
[0009] However, when a system is in the process of
transmitting a current frame of data, the system will con-
tinue to transmit that frame of data until the entire frame
has been transmitted. A system does not typically stop
in mid-stream of transmitting a frame of data. As a result,
when a first system detects that its buffer is getting full,
it may not be able to get the other system to stop trans-
mitting right away because the other system may be in
the middle of transmitting a long frame of data.
[0010] Also, with full duplex communication between
two systems, if a first system detects that its buffer is
filling up and the first system just started transmitting a
long frame of data to a second system, the first system
typically must wait until it is done transmitting the long
frame of data before it can tell the second system to stop
transmitting. As a result, systems typically need to have
large buffers to accommodate such worst case scenari-
os.
[0011] Further limitations and disadvantages of con-
ventional and traditional approaches will become appar-
ent to one of skill in the art, through comparison of such
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systems with the present invention as set forth in the
remainder of the present application with reference to
the drawings.
[0012] According to the invention, there are provided
a method of providing word-level flow control in a com-
munication system as defined by independent claim 1,
and a system providing word-level flow control as defined
by independent claim 7.
[0013] Further advantageous features of the invention
are defined by the dependent subclaims.
[0014] A method is provided for accomplishing word-
level flow control in a communication system using a sec-
ondary communication channel. In an example of the
method, word-level flow control is provided using a sec-
ondary communication channel. The method may be im-
plemented on a bi-directional communications link be-
tween a first system and a second system.
[0015] A frame of data may be transmitted from the
first system to the second system. While the frame is
being transmitted, a secondary communications channel
in the data being transmitted from the second system to
the first system contains embedded flow control informa-
tion. The first system may use that information to stop
transmitting a data frame in response to an embedded
stop transmission request, without waiting for the end of
a frame. The stop transmission request may be embed-
ded as a running disparity code that is deliberately coded
with the opposite sign normally called for by the running
disparity algorithm. The stop transmission data may be
encoded in every coded word, at selected points within
a frame. The embedded code may also be built from a
predetermined sequence of words within a frame, for ex-
ample, from every 10th word or from a group of two or
more words at regular intervals. Advantageously, the em-
bedded link data comprises a data word having a re-
versed running disparity.
[0016] Advantageously, the embedded link data com-
prises a data word having alternative coding.
[0017] Advantageously, the secondary communica-
tion channel comprises start and stop packet codes.
[0018] Advantageously, the secondary communica-
tion channel comprises start/stop symbols.
[0019] Advantageously, the transmission is suspend-
ed at the end of a word within a frame.
[0020] Advantageously, embedding flow control data
in a secondary communication channel of the communi-
cations link from the second system to the first system.
[0021] Advantageously, the method further comprises
resuming transmission of the frame with the next word
following the receipt of a start transmission code embed-
ded in the secondary communication channel.
[0022] Advantageously, the secondary communica-
tion channel is formed from groups of enhanced coded
data words occurring at regular intervals in a data frame.
[0023] Advantageously, the secondary communica-
tion channel is formed from individual enhanced coded
data words appearing at regular intervals in a data frame.
[0024] Advantageously, the secondary communica-

tion channel comprises multiple coded symbols.
[0025] Advantageously, the communications link has
at least two lanes.
[0026] Advantageously, the communications link has
four lanes.
[0027] Advantageously, the embedded flow control
data is embedded in a secondary communication chan-
nel using a combination of two symbols.
[0028] Advantageously, the communications link con-
ducts flow control without using a special flow control
message that is not contained within normal data frames.
[0029] Advantageously, the method further comprises
the step of embedding flow control data in a secondary
communication channel of the communications link from
the second system to the first system.
[0030] Advantageously, the embedded flow control
data comprises a data word having a reversed running
disparity.
[0031] Advantageously, the embedded flow control
data comprises a data word having alternative coding.
[0032] Advantageously, the secondary communica-
tion channel comprises start and stop packet codes.
[0033] Advantageously, the secondary communica-
tion channel comprises start/stop symbols.
[0034] Advantageously, the transmission is suspend-
ed at the end of a word within a frame.
[0035] Advantageously, flow control data is embedded
in a secondary communication channel of the communi-
cations link from the second system to the first system.
[0036] Advantageously, the method further comprises
resuming transmission of the frame with the next word
following the receipt of a start transmission code embed-
ded in the secondary communication channel.
[0037] Advantageously, the secondary communica-
tion channel is formed from groups of enhanced coded
data words occurring at regular intervals in a data frame.
[0038] Advantageously, the secondary communica-
tion channel is formed from individual enhanced coded
data words appearing at regular intervals in a data frame.
[0039] Advantageously, the secondary communica-
tion channel comprises multiple coded symbols.
[0040] Advantageously, the communications link has
at least two lanes.
[0041] Advantageously, the communications link has
four lanes.
[0042] Advantageously, the embedded flow control
data is embedded in a secondary communication chan-
nel using a combination of two symbols.
[0043] Advantageously, the communications link con-
ducts flow control without using a special flow control
message that is not contained within normal data frames.
[0044] Advantageously, the word level command is
based on reversed running disparity coding.
[0045] Advantageously, the word level command is
constructed from a series of alternatively coded words.
[0046] These and other advantages, aspects and nov-
el features of the present invention, as well as details of
an illustrated embodiment thereof, will be more fully un-
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derstood from the following description and drawings.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF SEVERAL VIEWS OF THE 
DRAWINGS

[0047]

Fig. 1 is a diagram illustrating an embodiment of a
current digital communication link.
Fig. 2 is a flowchart illustrating an embodiment of a
method providing word-level flow control in a com-
munication system using a secondary communica-
tion channel, in accordance with various aspects of
the present invention.
Fig. 3 is a block diagram of a full duplex system in
accordance with an embodiment of the invention.
FIG. 4 is an encoder system that may be utilized for
generating standardized 8B/10B encoding as illus-
trated in the table above.
FIG. 5 is a block diagram illustrating encoding data
packets and idle packets in accordance with an em-
bodiment of the invention.
FIG. 6 is a diagram illustrating the overlaying of a
secondary communication channel onto a primary
communication channel utilizing the enhanced en-
coding of FIG. 5, in accordance with an embodiment
of the invention.
FIG. 7 is a diagram illustrating the overlaying of a
secondary communication channel onto a primary
communication channel utilizing the enhanced en-
coding of FIG. 5, in accordance with an embodiment
of the invention.
FIG. 8 is a block diagram of a system for overlaying
a secondary communication channel on an encoded
primary communication channel in accordance with
an embodiment of the invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION

[0048] Certain embodiments of the present invention
relate to flow control of data. In particular, certain em-
bodiments of the present invention relate to providing
word-level flow control in a communication system using
a secondary communication channel.
[0049] Fig. 2 is a flowchart illustrating an embodiment
of a method 200 providing word-level flow control in a
communication system using a secondary communica-
tion channel, in accordance with various aspects of the
present invention. In step 201, a first system transmits a
first stream of data to a second system over a commu-
nication link infrastructure with first flow control status
information embedded within the secondary communi-
cation channel of the first stream of data. In step 202, a
second system transmits a second stream of data to the
first system over the communication link infrastructure
with second flow control status information embedded
within the secondary communication channel of the sec-
ond stream of data. In step 203, the first system extracts

and processes the second flow control status information
from the second stream of data and alters transmission
of the first stream of data in response to the second flow
control status information. In step 204, the second sys-
tem extracts and processes the first flow control status
information from the first stream of data and alters trans-
mission of the second stream of data in response to the
first flow control status information.
[0050] As used herein, a secondary communication
channel refers to any normally unutilized bandwidth in a
communication link between at least two systems such
as, for example, an inband overlay communication chan-
nel or a secondary communication channel in a multi-
lane communication channel. 8B10B encoding and run-
ning disparity strategies may be used to communicate
the flow control status information.
[0051] In accordance with an embodiment of the
present invention, the flow control status information may
comprise several bits of information that indicate how
close a receiving system’s buffer is to becoming full. The
corresponding transmitting system may employ an algo-
rithm to determine whether or not to proceed with trans-
mitting a next frame of data based on the bits of informa-
tion. Alternatively, the flow control status information from
a receiving system may simply indicate to the corre-
sponding transmitting system to stop or start transmitting.
In that embodiment, the secondary channel may emulate
the signaling associated with RS-232 compliant interfac-
es such as RTS/CTS signaling.
[0052] Aspects of the invention may include encoding
a portion of at least one or more packets in a datastream.
The coded word may be the first data word. A running
disparity of the encoded word may be reversed. Hence,
if an encoded running disparity of an encoded word is
RD positive RD(+), then the running disparity is reversed
to RD negative RD(-). Similarly, if an encoded running
disparity is RD negative RD(-), then the running disparity
is reversed to RD positive RD(+). The word may be a
data word, control word or an idle word corresponding to
a data packet, a control packet and an idle packet, re-
spectively and may appear at any or multiple positions
in the data packet.
[0053] FIG. 3 shows a full duplex system useful for an
embodiment of this invention 8 bit data is coded into a
suitable transmittable format by enhanced coders 301
and 302. Embedded data can be recovered by enhanced
decoders 309, 310 as described more fully below.
[0054] FIG. 4 shows a typical coding scheme, where
8 bits of data 402 are converted by a 3B4B/5B6B coder
406, 408 into a 10 bit coded word 412.
[0055] FIG. 5 is a block diagram illustrating encoding
data packets and idle packets in accordance with an em-
bodiment of the invention. Referring to FIG. 5, there is
shown a stream of unencoded packets 501, an enhanced
encoder block 500 and a stream of enhanced encoded
packets 502. The stream of unencoded packets 501 may
include a first unencoded data packet 503a, a second
unencoded data 503b and an unencoded idle packet 504.
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The stream of encoded packets 502 may include a first
encoded data packet 505a, a second encoded data 505b
and an encoded idle packet 506, and are also shown.
[0056] The unencoded idle packet 504 may be located
between first unencoded data packet 503a and the sec-
ond unencoded data packet 503b. The first unencoded
data packet 503a may include a block or plurality of un-
encoded data packets and the second unencoded data
packet may also include a block or plurality of unencoded
data plackets. Similarly, the unencoded idle packet 504
may include a block or plurality of unencoded idle pack-
ets. The unencoded idle packet 504 may be an unencod-
ed inter-packet gap (IPG).
[0057] The encoded idle packet 506 may be located
between encoded first data packet 505a and the second
encoded data packet 505b. The first encoded data packet
505a may include a block or plurality of encoded data
packets and the second encoded data packet 505b may
also include a block or plurality of encoded data packets.
Similarly, the encoded idle packet 506 may include a
block or plurality of encoded idle packets. The encoded
idle packet 506 may be an encoded inter-packet gap
(IPG), for example.
[0058] The unencoded first and second data packets
503a, 503b may include a stream or block of unencoded
data bytes in which each of the data bytes contain eight
(8) bits for each data byte. The unencoded idle packet
504 may also include a stream or block of unencoded
idle bytes in which each of the idle bytes contain eight
(8) bits for each idle byte. Other packet sizes may also
be utilized.
[0059] In accordance with an embodiment of the in-
vention, a stream of unencoded packets 501 may be en-
coded according to an enhanced encoding method em-
ployed by the enhanced encoder 500 to form a resultant
stream of enhanced encoded packets 502. The stream
of enhanced encoded packets 502 produced by the en-
hanced encoding method employed by the enhanced en-
coder 500 may include alternating encoded data packets
505a, 505b and encoded idle packets 506. The enhanced
encoding method employed by the enhanced encoder
500 may encode data bytes and/or idle bytes according
to the rules utilized for generating running disparity, ex-
cept that certain resultant encoded words within certain
encoded packets may be forced to the opposite running
disparity of what they normally would be. In other words,
if a particular next encoded word would normally be taken
from the RD(+) column of an encoding table, it may in-
stead be forced to be taken from the RD(-) column of the
encoding table based on secondary channel information
507 provided to the enhanced encoding method 500.
[0060] FIG. 6 is a diagram illustrating the overlaying of
a secondary communication channel 600 onto a primary
communication channel 601 utilizing the enhanced en-
coding of FIG. 5, in accordance with an embodiment of
the invention. Referring to FIG. 6, there is shown a portion
of a data stream comprising a data packet 602 for a pri-
mary communication channel 601. The data packet 602

may include a plurality of unencoded data words E1, E2,
E3, E4, E5, E6..., En. In this regard, data packet 602 in
the primary communication channel 601 may comprise
n encoded data words E1 to En. The encoded data pack-
ets E2, E3, E4 may form the secondary communication
channel 600. The secondary communication channel
600 is overlaid onto the primary communication channel
601 and may be referred to as an overlaid channel.
[0061] During normal encoding, each encoded data
word in the encoded data packet 602 of the primary com-
munication channel 601 will have a certain running dis-
parity RD(+) or RD(-). In general, the enhanced encoding
method utilized by the enhanced encoder 500 may utilize
n data words where n may be greater than or equal to
one (1). In another aspect of the invention, n may be less
than one (1) representing enhanced coding of at least a
portion of a data word. In this regard, more than a portion
of one (1) data word may also be enhanced encoded in
accordance with various embodiments of the invention.
[0062] Notwithstanding, the enhanced encoding meth-
od utilized by the encoder 500 may utilize, for example,
three (3) encoded data words such as E2, E3, E4 in the
encoded data packet 602 to create the secondary com-
munication channel 600. In this case, n is equal to three
(3). The enhanced encoding method employed by the
encoder 300 may switch, reverse or change at least one
of the three encoded data words E2, E3, E4 to the op-
posite running disparity based on the secondary channel
information 507. In this regard, for example, if E4 of the
current data packet was to come from the RD(+) column
of the encoding table according to the conventional en-
coding scheme, the enhanced encoding method may
force E4 to come from the RD(-) column instead, in order
to encode secondary channel information 507 onto the
primary communication channel 601.
[0063] As a result, by forcing E2, E3, and/or E4 to the
opposite of the expected running disparity, a secondary
information channel 600, which may be represented by
three (3) bits of information has been created. Since the
running disparity of any encoded data word may be either
RD(+) or RD(-), the secondary channel of three (3) data
bits representing the enhanced encoded data words al-
lows 2n-1 additional pieces of information to be encoded.
In this case, n is equal to three (3) and 23-1 or seven (7)
additional pieces of information may be encoded. As a
result, three additional bits are required to represent the
additional enhanced encoded words.
[0064] Alternatively, the secondary channel may be
formed by coding one or more data words at regular in-
tervals. For example, the secondary channel could be
formed by enhanced coding of three consecutive data
words starting with the predetermined data word, such
as the first word. For example, if the interval as selected
as 64, words E11, E2, E3 word form the first coded infor-
mation and words E65, E66, and E67 would form the sec-
ond coded information. Any pattern that could be predict-
ed by the receiving enhanced decoder could be used.
[0065] Referring to FIG. 6, the correct running disparity
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may be represented by C. Accordingly, conventional en-
coding of E2 would result in a corresponding running dis-
parity of CE2, conventional encoding of E3 would result
in a corresponding running disparity of CE3, and conven-
tional encoding of E4 would result in a corresponding
running disparity of CE4. Enhanced encoding of E2 would
result in a corresponding running disparity of DE2, en-
hanced encoding of E3 would result in a corresponding
running disparity of DE3, and enhanced encoding of E4
would result in a corresponding running disparity of DE4.
Reference 405 illustrates E4 being reversed to an oppo-
site running disparity DE4. In this case, the single en-
hanced data word may result in the creation of a primary
channel that may provide two additional pieces of infor-
mation.
[0066] Similarly, reference 606 illustrates E2 being re-
versed to an opposite running disparity DE2, E3 being
reversed to an opposite running disparity DE3, and E4
being reversed to an opposite running disparity DE4. In
this case all three (3) enhanced data words may result
in the creation of a primary channel that may provide
seven (7) additional pieces of information. The seven (7)
additional pieces of information may require three (3) ad-
ditional bits of information for encoding. The table below
illustrates exemplary bit arrangements that may be uti-
lized to represent the data words that may be generated.

The first entry (1) in the table may represent the correct
encoding resulting from conventional encoding. The re-
maining entries two (2) through eight (8) represents at
least one bit for at least one data word having a reversed
or changed running disparity. Entry eight (8) illustrates a
scenario in which all three (3) bits represent a running
disparity of all three (3) data words being reversed. For
example, 605 shows the coding for row 2 in the table.
[0067] The three (3) additional bits of information pro-
vided by the secondary channel 600 may represent cer-
tain system overhead information such as routing table
information or flow control information. Other status or
system information may be encoded into the secondary
channel as well. The receiver side of the digital commu-
nication link will also need to know how to properly de-
code the secondary communication channel, interpreting

E2 E3 E4

1 CE2 CE3 CE4

2 CE2 CE3 DE4

3 CE2 DE3 CE4

4 CE2 DE3 DE4

5 DE2 CE3 CE4

6 DE2 CE3 DE4

7 DE2 DE3 CE4

8 DE2 DE3 DE4

data words having reversed running disparity as addi-
tional encoded information and not as errors. In this re-
gard, the receiver side may require an enhanced decoder
for enhanced decoding of the words that have reversed
running disparity. In this regard, the receiver side may
be capable of calculating the expected running disparity
of the next encoded word received. If the actual running
disparity of the next received encoded word turns out to
be the opposite of what is expected, then the receiver
side may interpret this as additional information and not
as an error.
[0068] Certain error detection performance may be
traded off in order to add the secondary communication
channel. However, the enhanced encoding method uti-
lized by the enhanced encoder 500 may be designed so
that a required error specification may still be met while
still providing an efficient secondary communication
channel. Accordingly, some of the possible data words
that may be generated by the enhanced encoding meth-
od utilized by the enhanced encoder 500 may not be
utilized.
[0069] In accordance with various embodiments of the
invention, the secondary channel may not be limited to
three bits of information. Accordingly, fewer that three,
for example two (2), or greater than three (3), for example
five (5), encoded data words may be utilized to form a
secondary communication channel in the primary com-
munication stream. FIG. 7 is a diagram illustrating the
overlaying of a secondary communication channel 700
onto a primary communication channel 701 utilizing the
enhanced encoding of FIG. 5, in accordance with an em-
bodiment of the invention. FIG. 7 is similar to FIG. 6,
except that FIG. 7 utilizes four (4) data words for the
secondary communication channel 700. Data packet 702
may include E1, E2, E3, E4, E5, E6, ... En.
[0070] Referring to FIG. 7, as in FIG. 6, the correct
running disparity is represented by C. Accordingly, con-
ventional encoding of E2 would result in a corresponding
running disparity of CE2, conventional encoding of E3
would result in a corresponding running disparity of CE3,
conventional encoding of E4 would result in a corre-
sponding running disparity of CE4 and conventional en-
coding of E5 would result in a corresponding running dis-
parity of CE5. Enhanced encoding of E2 would result in
a corresponding running disparity of DE2 and enhanced
encoding of E3 would result in a corresponding running
disparity of DE3, Similarly, enhanced encoding of E4
would result in a corresponding running disparity of DE4
and enhanced encoding of E5 would result in a corre-
sponding running disparity of DE5. Reference 705 illus-
trates E4 and E5 being reversed to an opposite running
disparity DE4 and DE5. In this case, the single enhanced
data word may result in the creation of a primary channel
that may provide two additional pieces of information.
[0071] In a similar manner, reference 706 illustrates
E2 being reversed to an opposite running disparity DE2,
E3 being reversed to an opposite running disparity DE3,
E4 being reversed to an opposite running disparity DE4
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and E5 being reversed to an opposite running disparity
DE5. In this case, all four (4) enhanced data words may
result in the creation of a primary channel that may pro-
vide fifteen (15) or (24-1) additional pieces of information.
Four (4) bits are therefore utilized for encoding to repre-
sent the additional fifteen (15) pieces of information. The
table below illustrates exemplary bit arrangements that
may be utilized to represent the data words that may be
generated.

[0072] The first entry (1) in the table may represent the
correct encoding resulting from conventional encoding.
The remaining entries, two (2) through sixteen (16) rep-
resents at least one bit for at least one data word having
a reversed or changed running disparity. Entry sixteen
(16) illustrates a scenario in which all four (4) bits repre-
sents a running disparity of all four (4) data words being
reversed. Accordingly, a secondary channel 700 com-
prising four bits of information overlays the primary chan-
nel 701.
[0073] In an embodiment of the invention, the second-
ary communication channel may be dynamic. In this re-
gard, the number of data words encoded in the secondary
communication channel may change from packet to
packet. For example, a first packet containing a second-
ary communication channel may utilize three (3) data
words or bits, a second packet containing a secondary
communication channel may utilize five (5) bits, and a
third packet containing a secondary communication
channel may use two (2) bits. Each packet may commu-
nicate a different type of information about the system
on its secondary communication channel.

E2 E3 E4 E5

1 CE2 CE2 CE3 CE5

2 CE2 CE2 CE3 DE5

3 CE2 CE2 DE3 CE5

4 CE2 CE2 DE3 DE5

5 CE2 DE2 CE3 CE5

6 CE2 DE2 CE3 DE5

7 CE2 DE2 DE3 CE5

8 CE2 DE2 DE3 DE5

9 DE2 CE2 CE3 CE5

10 DE2 CE2 CE3 DE5

11 DE2 CE2 DE3 CE5

12 DE2 CE2 DE3 DE5

13 DE2 DE2 CE3 CE5

14 DE2 DE2 CE3 DE5

15 DE2 DE2 DE3 CE5

16 DE2 DE2 DE3 DE5

[0074] Although data packets are utilized to illustrate
the enhanced encoding employed by the enhanced en-
coder, the invention is not limited in this regard. Accord-
ingly, data packets, control packets and/or idle packets
may be used to encode a secondary communication
channel. Additionally, not every packet in the primary
communication channel stream may be encoded with a
secondary channel. As a result, various levels of trade-
offs may be made between various performance param-
eters including, for example, DC balance, error detection,
transitions and/or additional information transmitted. Al-
though 8B10B encoding is utilized to illustrate various
aspects of the enhanced encoding performed by the en-
hanced encoder 500, the enhanced encoding method
500 may be based on other encoding schemes that use
running disparity, in accordance with various embodi-
ments of the present invention. For example, 3B4B and
5B6B encoding schemes may also utilize and benefit
from the enhanced encoding method provided by the en-
hanced encoder 500.
[0075] FIG. 8 is a block diagram of a system for over-
laying a secondary communication channel on an encod-
ed primary communication channel in accordance with
an embodiment of the invention. Referring to FIG. 8, there
is shown a communication link 800 illustrating an exem-
plary communication link 800 having a transmitter side
801 and a receiver side 802. The transmitter side 801
may include an enhanced encoder 803, a multiplexer
(MUX) 804, and a modulator 805. The receiver side 802
may include a demodulator 806, a demultiplexer (DE-
MUX) 807, and an enhanced decoder 808. The transmit-
ter side 801 and the receiver side 802 may be coupled
by a link infrastructure 810. Alternatively, the link infra-
structure may be a loopback path. If the transmitter side
801 is integrated within receiver side 802 in a single chip
for example, the loopback may be internal. Otherwise,
the loopback may be external. Notwithstanding, the link
infrastructure 810 may be, for example, shielded twisted
pair, unshielded twisted pair (UTP), copper wire, optical
fiber, or wireless.
[0076] Typically, the encoder 803 may be adapted to
accept raw data bytes from an upstream component or
entity of the digital communication system. The raw data
bytes may be 8-bit words and may have been previously
encrypted by an upstream component or entity of a digital
communication system or the communication link 800.
Prior encryption of the 8-bit words may ensure data in-
tegrity while the encrypted data traverses the digital com-
munication link 800. Notwithstanding, the coded words
may be coded in an enhanced manner designed to pro-
vide reliable transmission and to more efficiently utilize
bandwidth, for example, over the digital communication
link 800, in accordance with various embodiments of the
invention.
[0077] The enhanced encoder 803 may encode each
of the 8-bit words into an encoded word having n bits, for
example. Generally, n is greater than eight (8) bits (n>8).
Encoding the 8-bit words may generally be achieved by
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translating each 8-bit byte of data into a specially coded
word having n bits where n is generally greater than eight
(8). The additional (n-8) bits of data provide additional
transmission overhead. The increased number of bits re-
sulting from encoding may also provide data redundancy
which may be utilized for error detection, for example.
[0078] The enhanced encoder 803 may encode at
least a portion of at least a first word of one or more
packets in a datastream. In this regard, the enhanced
encoder 803 may reverse a running disparity of the en-
coded word. Hence, if an encoded running disparity of
an encoded word is RD positive RD(+), then the en-
hanced encoder 803 reverses the running disparity to
RD negative RD(-). Similarly, if an encoded running dis-
parity is RD negative RD(-), then the enhanced encoder
803 reverses the running disparity to RD positive RD(+).
The word may be a data word, control word or an idle
word corresponding to a data packet, a control packet
and an idle packet, respectively.
[0079] The enhanced encoder 803 may also assign n
bits of information to each word, where n is greater than
or equal to 1, thereby generating 2n-1 additional en-
hanced words having reversed running disparities. The
words with the running disparity may comprise a second-
ary channel overlaid on the primary communication chan-
nel. The enhanced encoder 803 may control the second-
ary channel using the n assigned bits. In an aspect of the
invention, the enhanced encoder 803 may dynamically
change or resize the number of words in a packet utilized
for enhanced encoding among various packets during
enhanced encoding. Words utilized for enhanced encod-
ing may be randomly selected among the packets by the
enhanced encoder 803. The enhanced encoder may re-
ceive secondary channel information 814, which may be
utilized for controlling the enhanced encoding of words.
In this regard, the enhanced encoder may utilize the sec-
ondary channel information to control reversal of the run-
ning disparity.
[0080] Once the raw data bytes have been enhanced
encoded by the encoder 803, the resulting coded data
811a may be multiplexed into a serial bitstream 809a by
the multiplexer 804. In another embodiment of the inven-
tion, the resulting coded data 811a may also be converted
a plurality of serial bit streams as in XAUI where 4 parallel
lanes are utilized. Notwithstanding, the resulting en-
hanced multiplexed serial bitstream 809a may subse-
quently be transferred to the modulator 805 for process-
ing. The modulator 805 may perform digital-to-analog
conversion on the enhanced serial bitstream 809a, re-
sulting in an equivalent or corresponding enhanced bit-
stream 809b. The resulting enhanced analog serial bit-
stream 809b may be transferred to the receiver side 802
via the link infrastructure 810.
[0081] The demodulator 806 on the receiver side 802
may be adapted to receive the enhanced analog serial
bitstream 809b transferred from the transmitter side 801.
The demodulator 806 may perform an analog-to-digital
conversion on the received enhanced serial bitstream

809b, resulting in an enhanced serial digital bitstream
809c. The resulting enhanced serial digital bitstream
809c generated by the demodulator 806 may be trans-
ferred to the demultiplexer 807 for processing. The de-
multiplexer 807 may be configured to demultiplex the en-
hanced serial digital bitstream 809c by executing the op-
posite of the multiplexing function performed by multi-
plexer 804.
[0082] The demultiplexer 807 may translate the en-
hanced serial bitstream 809c back into an enhanced da-
tastream 811b containing enhanced n-bit coded words.
For example, in the case of gigabit Ethernet, the demul-
tiplexer 807 may translate the serial bitstream 809c back
into enhanced 10-bit coded words. The n-bit enhanced
coded words produced by the demultiplexer 807 may
subsequently be transferred to the enhanced decoder
608 for processing. The enhanced decoder 808 may be
adapted to execute the opposite of the enhanced encod-
er function performed by the enhanced encoder 803. In
this regard, the enhanced decoder 808 may convert the
n-bit coded words back into 8-bit unencoded bytes. The
enhanced decoder 808 may receive at least an encoded
portion of a packet having a reversed disparity and a
determination made as to whether the disparity has been
reversed. Upon determining that the disparity has been
reversed, the enhanced decoder may reverse the dis-
parity. These 8-bit unencoded bytes, if previously en-
crypted, may be decrypted by an upstream component
of the digital communication link 800, for example.
[0083] The arrangements of FIG. 8 illustrates a half-
duplex mode of operation. However, the invention is not
limited in this regard and may be similarly applicable to
a full-duplex mode of operation. FIG. 3 is a block diagram
of the exemplary system of FIG. 8 illustrating a duplex
configuration in accordance with an embodiment of the
invention. Each side of the digital communication link
may include a transceiver having a transmitter side and
a receiver side, operating in full duplex mode. In this re-
gard, each of the transceivers many simultaneously
transmit and receive data.
[0084] Referring to FIG. 3, there is shown a first trans-
ceiver block 321 and a second transceiver block 322.
The first transceiver block 321 may include a transmitter
block 321a and a receiver block 321b. The second trans-
ceiver block 322 may include a transmitter block 322a
and a receiver block 322b. The transmitter block 321a of
first transceiver block 321 and the transmitter block 322a
of the second transceiver block 322 may be configured
to operate in a manner similar to the transmitter side 801
of FIG. 8. Similarly, the receiver block 321b of first trans-
ceiver block 321 and the receiver block 322b of the sec-
ond transceiver block 322 may be configured to operate
in a manner similar to the receiver side 302 of FIG. 8.
The link infrastructure 330 may couple the transmitter
block 321a to receiver block 322b and transmitter block
322a to receiver block 321b.
[0085] In accordance with an embodiment of the
present invention, flow control status information may be
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used to control the flow of data from a transmitting system
at the word level in real time. Since the flow control status
information is embedded in the normal communication
channel using a secondary communication channel, the
flow control status information is being communicated in
real time as part of normal communications. Flow control
can be accomplished without special hardware signals
or control message protocols. Instead, a system may re-
act to the flow control status information in real time by
stopping and starting the transmission of individual data
words. Two systems operating in full duplex mode do not
need to wait for each other to first finish transmitting whole
frames of data before communicating flow control status
information to each other.
[0086] A number of different strategies may be em-
ployed using the secondary channel to convey flow con-
trol information. For example, flow control could be im-
plemented by reversing the running disparity in every
word transmitted from the second system until the first
system stops sending. Alternatively, additional informa-
tion about the state of the transmit or receive buffers can
be conveyed by combining 2 or more words and detecting
reversed running disparity. For example, a running dis-
parity of normal, normal, reversed, normal may indicate
a receiver buffer state of 0010 or "2" of 0-15 possible
states. The buffer state may be detected by repeating
the pattern every four words or at some other interval.
[0087] In an alternate arrangement, the running dis-
parity may be examined for a reversal only on every Nth

word, where N is relatively small compared to the number
of words in the largest frame. A series of Nth words may
be examined to detect a larger number of potential states
for the buffer. Another arrangement may be to examine
for a reversed running disparity at a predetermined inter-
val and treat for resulting bit stream as a low bit rate, in
band digital signaling channel.
[0088] Alternately, the pattern of reversals, or lack of
reversals, may correspond to other flow control signals
besides buffer status, such as device not ready or syn-
chronization lost.
[0089] In summary, a method provides flow control in
a communication system using a secondary communi-
cation channel. Flow control status information of a first
system may be embedded in the secondary communi-
cation channel of a communication channel and commu-
nicated to another system in real time as part of normal
communications. A system can react to the flow control
status information in real time and control transmission
of data at the word level.
[0090] Accordingly, the present invention may be re-
alized in hardware, software, or a combination of hard-
ware and software. The present invention may be real-
ized in a centralized fashion in one computer system, or
in a distributed fashion where different elements are
spread across several interconnected computer sys-
tems. Any kind of computer system or other apparatus
adapted for carrying out the methods described herein
is suited. A typical combination of hardware and software

may be a general-purpose computer system with a com-
puter program that, when being loaded and executed,
controls the computer system such that it carries out the
methods described herein.
[0091] The present invention may also be embedded
in a computer program product, which comprises all the
features enabling the implementation of the methods de-
scribed herein, and which when loaded in a computer
system is able to carry out these methods. Computer
program in the present context means any expression,
in any language, code or notation, of a set of instructions
intended to cause a system having an information
processing capability to perform a particular function ei-
ther directly or after either or both of the following: a)
conversion to another language, code or notation; b) re-
production in a different material form.
[0092] While the present invention has been described
with reference to certain embodiments, it will be under-
stood by those skilled in the art that various changes may
be made and equivalents may be substituted without de-
parting from the scope of the present invention. In addi-
tion, many modifications may be made to adapt a partic-
ular situation or material to the teachings of the present
invention without departing from its scope. Therefore, it
is intended that the present invention not be limited to
the particular embodiment disclosed, but that the present
invention will include all embodiments falling within the
scope of the appended claims.

Claims

1. A method of providing word-level flow control in a
communication system comprising:

- establishing a bi-direction communications link
between a first system and a remote system;
- embedding flow control data in a secondary
communication channel (600) of the communi-
cations link for use by a primary communication
channel (601) of the communications link;
- transmitting a frame of data from the first sys-
tem to said remote system; and
- suspending the transmission of the frame of
data without waiting for the end of the frame
when the first system receives a stop transmis-
sion request embedded in a secondary commu-
nication channel (600) between the remote sys-
tem and the first system.

2. The method of claim 1, wherein the embedded flow
control data comprises a data word having a re-
versed running disparity.

3. The method of claim 1 or 2, wherein the embedded
flow control data comprises a data word having al-
ternative coding.
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4. The method of claim 3, wherein the embedded link
data comprises a data word having a reversed run-
ning disparity.

5. The method of claim 3 or 4, wherein the embedded
link data comprises a data word having alternative
coding.

6. The method of any of the claims 3 to 5, wherein the
secondary communication channel comprises start
and stop packet codes.

7. A system providing word-level flow control compris-
ing:

a controller operably coupled to a full duplex
communication link; wherein said controller in-
cludes an encoder that encodes a secondary
communication channel (600), and a decoder
that decodes a received communication chan-
nel; and
means for embedding flow control data in the
secondary communication channel (600) for use
by a primary communication channel (601);
wherein said secondary communication chan-
nel (600) includes word level coding, and said
system suspends transmission of a frame of da-
ta without waiting for the end of the frame in re-
sponse to word level commands received on
said secondary communication channel (600).

8. The system of claim 7, where the word level com-
mand is based on reversed running disparity coding.

9. The system of claim 7 or 8, wherein the word level
command is constructed from a series of alternative-
ly coded words.

Patentansprüche

1. Verfahren zur Bereitstellung einer Flusskontrolle auf
Wortebene in einem Kommunikationssystem, das
umfasst:

- Einrichten einer bidirektionalen Kommunikati-
onsverbindung zwischen einem ersten System
und einem entfernten System;
- Einbetten von Flusskontrolldaten in einen se-
kundären Kommunikationskanal (600) der
Kommunikationsverbindung zur Verwendung
durch einen primären Kommunikationskanal
(601) der Kommunikationsverbindung;
- Übertragen eines Daten-Frames von dem er-
sten System zu dem entfernten System; und
- Aussetzen der Übertragung des Daten-Fra-
mes, ohne das Ende des Frames abzuwarten,
wenn das erste System eine Übertragung-Stop-

pen-Anforderung empfängt, die in einen sekun-
dären Kommunikationskanal (600) zwischen
dem entfernten System und dem ersten System
eingebettet ist.

2. Verfahren nach Anspruch 1,
wobei die eingebetteten Flusskontrolldaten ein Da-
tenwort mit umgekehrter laufender Disparität umfas-
sen.

3. Verfahren nach Anspruch 1 oder 2,
wobei die eingebetteten Flusskontrolldaten ein Da-
tenwort mit alternativer Codierung umfassen.

4. Verfahren nach Anspruch 3,
wobei die eingebetteten Verbindungsdaten ein Da-
tenwort mit umgekehrter laufender Disparität umfas-
sen.

5. Verfahren nach Anspruch 3 oder 4,
wobei die eingebetteten Verbindungsdaten ein Da-
tenwort mit alternativer Codierung umfassen.

6. Verfahren nach einem der Ansprüche 3 bis 5,
wobei der sekundäre Kommunikationskanal Start-
und Stopp-Paketcodes umfasst.

7. System zur Bereitstellung einer Flusskontrolle auf
Wortebene, das umfasst:

- eine Steuereinrichtung, die betriebsfähig mit
einer Vollduplex-Kommunikationsverbindung
gekoppelt ist, wobei die Steuereinrichtung einen
Codierer, der einen sekundären Kommunikati-
onskanal (600) codiert, und einen Decodierer
umfasst, der einen empfangenen Kommunika-
tionskanal decodiert, und
- Einrichtungen zum Einbetten von Flusskon-
trolldaten in den sekundären Kommunikations-
kanal (600) zur Verwendung durch einen primä-
ren Kommunikationskanal (601);
- wobei der sekundäre Kommunikationskanal
(600) eine Codierung auf Wortebene umfasst
und das System, in Antwort auf über den sekun-
dären Kommunikationskanal (601) empfangene
Befehle auf Wortebene, die Übertragung eines
Daten-Frames aussetzt, ohne das Ende des
Frames abzuwarten.

8. System nach Anspruch 7,
wobei der Befehl auf Wortebene auf einer umgekehr-
ten laufenden Disparitätscodierung basiert.

9. System nach Anspruch 7 oder 8,
wobei der Befehl auf Wortebene aus einer Reihe von
alternativ codierten Worten aufgebaut ist.
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Revendications

1. Procédé destiné à fournir une commande de flux au
niveau mots dans un système de communication,
comprenant les étapes consistant à :

- établir une liaison de communication bidirec-
tionnelle entre un premier système et un systè-
me distant ;
- intégrer des données de commande de flux à
un canal de communication secondaire (600) de
la liaison de communication pour une utilisation
par un canal de communication primaire (601)
de la liaison de communication ;
- transmettre une trame de données du premier
système au dit système distant ; et
- suspendre la transmission de la trame de don-
nées sans attendre la fin de la trame lorsque le
premier système reçoit une requête d’arrêt de
transmission intégrée à un canal de communi-
cation secondaire (600) entre le système distant
et le premier système.

2. Procédé selon la revendication 1, dans lequel les
données de commande de flux intégrées compren-
nent un mot de données ayant une disparité d’exé-
cution inversée.

3. Procédé selon la revendication 1 ou 2, dans lequel
les données de commande de flux intégrées com-
prennent un mot de données ayant un codage alter-
natif.

4. Procédé selon la revendication 3, dans lequel les
données de liaison intégrées comprennent un mot
de données ayant une disparité d’exécution inver-
sée.

5. Procédé selon la revendication 3 ou 4, dans lequel
les données de liaison intégrées comprennent un
mot de données ayant un codage alternatif.

6. Procédé selon l’une quelconque des revendications
3 à 5, dans lequel le canal de communication secon-
daire comprend des codes de démarrage et d’arrêt
de paquet.

7. Système destiné à fournir une commande de flux au
niveau mots, comprenant :

un contrôleur couplé, de manière à pouvoir fonc-
tionner, à une liaison de communication bidirec-
tionnelle simultanée; dans lequel ledit contrôleur
comprend un codeur qui code un canal de com-
munication secondaire (600), et un décodeur qui
décode un canal de communication reçu ; et
des moyens pour intégrer des données de com-
mande de flux au canal de communication se-

condaire (600) pour une utilisation par un canal
de communication primaire (601) ;
dans lequel ledit canal de communication se-
condaire (600) comprend un codage au niveau
mots, et ledit système suspend la transmission
d’une trame de données sans attendre la fin de
la trame en réponse à des commandes au ni-
veau mots reçues sur ledit canal de communi-
cation secondaire (600).

8. Système selon la revendication 7, dans lequel la
commande au niveau mots est basée sur un codage
de disparité d’exécution inversée.

9. Système selon la revendication 7 ou 8, dans lequel
la commande au niveau mots est construite à partir
d’une série de mots codés alternativement.
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