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(54) INTEGRATED PASSIVE COUPLER AND METHOD

(57) An integrated circuit comprising a semiconduc-
tor substrate and a passive coupler located on the sub-
strate. The coupler includes a solenoid. The coupler also
includes a signal line passing through the solenoid. A
method of making an integrated circuit. The method in-
cludes providing a semiconductor substrate and forming
a passive coupler in a metallization stack on the sub-
strate. Forming the passive coupler in the metallization

stack on the substrate includes forming one or more wind-
ings of the solenoid using patterned metal features in a
plurality of metal layers of the metallization stack. Form-
ing the passive coupler in the metallization stack on the
substrate also includes forming a signal line using one
or more patterned metal features in one or more metal
layers of the metallization stack. The signal line passes
through the solenoid.
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Description

BACKGROUND

[0001] The present specification relates to an integrat-
ed passive coupler and to a method of making an inte-
grated passive coupler.
[0002] Couplers are used in many RF circuits to cap-
ture a fractional part of a signal, which is to be read by a
power detector (telemetry related applications in base
stations for example). As the conditions around the ap-
plication can vary, this can lead to change in impedance
value which can be determined via the Voltage Standing
Wave Ratio (VSWR). One way to have more robust cou-
pler is to guarantee a level of directivity greater than 10
dB. Directive couplers also typically occupy a large area
on an integrated circuit (IC) and it is difficult to account
for manufacturing process variations. Indeed, in the core
IC, several different voltage levels will have to be meas-
ured via a number of couplers, depending on the output
signal level.

SUMMARY

[0003] Aspects of the present disclosure are set out in
the accompanying independent and dependent claims.
Combinations of features from the dependent claims may
be combined with features of the independent claims as
appropriate and not merely as explicitly set out in the
claims.
[0004] According to an aspect of the present disclo-
sure, there is provided an integrated circuit comprising:

a semiconductor substrate; and
a passive coupler located on the substrate,

wherein the coupler comprises:

a solenoid; and
a signal line passing through the solenoid.

[0005] According to another aspect of the present dis-
closure, there is provided a method of making an inte-
grated circuit, the method comprising:

providing a semiconductor substrate; and
forming a passive coupler in a metallization stack on
the substrate, by:

forming one or more windings of the solenoid
using patterned metal features in a plurality of
metal layers of the metallization stack; and
forming a signal line using one or more patterned
metal features in one or more metal layers of
the metallization stack, wherein the signal line
passes through the solenoid.

[0006] The provision of a passive coupler located on

a substrate of an integrated circuit (IC) can allow the IC
to collect for processing a desired part of a signal located
on a signal line.
[0007] A first end of the solenoid may be isolated. A
second end of the solenoid may form a coupled output
of the solenoid. The coupled output may be used to col-
lect the desired part of the signal located on the signal
line for processing. The isolation of the first end of the
solenoid may enhance the directivity of the coupler.
[0008] The coupled output of the solenoid maybe cou-
pled to a power detector.
[0009] The integrated circuit may include a plurality of
switches. Each switch may be coupled between a re-
spective winding of the solenoid and the coupled output
of the solenoid. The switches may be implement using
one or more transistors.
[0010] The plurality of switches may be openable and
closable to select a number windings of said solenoid
coupled between the isolated first end of the solenoid
and the coupled output of the solenoid. Thus may allow
the coupling coefficient and/or directivity of the passive
coupler to be tuned.
[0011] The integrated circuit may include a controller
operable to selectively open and close the plurality of
switches.
[0012] The integrated circuit may include a memory for
storing an open/closed state for each switch. This can
allow a predetermined configuration of the set of switches
to be stored for later use (e.g. to account for manufac-
turing process variations).
[0013] The integrated circuit may include a metalliza-
tion stack located on a surface of the substrate. The so-
lenoid and the signal line may be formed by patterned
metal features located in metal and via layers of the met-
allization stack. The use of a metallization stack to form
the solenoid and the signal line may allow for a particu-
larly compact construction, which need not occupy a
large amount of space on the IC.
[0014] The solenoid may include a plurality of wind-
ings. Each winding may include a first winding section
including a patterned metal feature located in a first metal
layer of the metallization stack. Each winding may also
include a second winding section including a patterned
metal feature located in a second metal layer of the met-
allization stack. Each winding may further include at least
one via linking the first winding section to the second
winding section. This arrangement may provide a partic-
ularly compact construction for the solenoid, minimising
insertion losses.
[0015] An end of a winding section of one of said wind-
ings may form an isolated end of the solenoid.
[0016] The signal line may include an elongate pat-
terned metal feature in a metal layer located in between
the first metal layer and the second metal layer of the
metallization stack. This arrangement may provide a par-
ticularly compact construction for the solenoid. For in-
stance, the solenoid and signal line may be constructed
in as few as three adjacent metal levels (e.g. M4, M5,
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M6) in a metallization stack.
[0017] The signal line may be an inductor.
[0018] According to a further aspect of the present dis-
closure, there is provided a base station in a cellular tel-
ephone network, the base station including an integrated
circuit of the kind set out above.
[0019] According to another aspect of the present dis-
closure, there is provided a car RADAR (Radio Detection
and Ranging) system including an integrated circuit of
the kind set out above.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

[0020] Embodiments of this disclosure will be de-
scribed hereinafter, by way of example only, with refer-
ence to the accompanying drawings in which like refer-
ence signs relate to like elements and in which:

Figures 1 to 3 show the various layers of an integrat-
ed passive coupler according to an embodiment of
the present disclosure;
Figure 4 shows an integrated passive coupler ac-
cording to another embodiment of the present dis-
closure; and
Figure 5 shows an integrated passive coupler of the
kind shown in Figures 1 to 3, further including a plu-
rality of switches, according to an embodiment of the
present disclosure.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

[0021] Embodiments of this disclosure are described
in the following with reference to the accompanying draw-
ings.
[0022] Figures 1 to 3 show the various layers of an
integrated passive coupler 10 according to an embodi-
ment of the present disclosure. As will be described be-
low, the passive coupler 10 may be integrated on a sem-
iconductor die including a semiconductor substrate. The
substrate may, for instance, comprise silicon.
[0023] The passive coupler includes a solenoid and a
signal line passing through the solenoid. This can allow
an integrated circuit including the passive coupler to col-
lect for processing a desired part of a signal located on
a signal line. As will be described below in relation to
Figure 4, a plurality of switches may be provided for se-
lecting a number windings of the solenoid to be coupled
between a isolated first end of the solenoid and a coupled
output of the solenoid. This may allow the coupling co-
efficient and/or directivity of the coupler to be tuned. Ac-
cording, a degree of flexibility can be provided for allowing
the trade off between the coupling coefficient and the
directivity of the passive coupler to be optimised.
[0024] In the present embodiment, the passive coupler
10 may be formed in a metallization stack formed on a
surface 12 of the semiconductor substrate. As is known
in the art of semiconductor manufacturing, a metallization
stack typically comprises a series of layers built up on

the surface of a semiconductor substrate of a integrated
circuit (IC). The layers include a plurality of metal layers
(which may be denoted by e.g. M1, M2, M3, M4, M5,
M6...), which contain patterned metal features surround-
ed by a dielectric. The patterned metal layers can be
formed by lithographic processes. The layers also in-
clude a series of via layers, which are located between
the metal layers of the stack. The via layers (which may
be denoted by e.g. V1, V2, V3, V4, V5, V6...) include
conductive vias surround by dielectric. The conductive
vias extend through the via layers so as to interconnect
the patterned metal features located in the metal layers.
The metal layers and vias layers may generally be built
up in a sequence of the kind: M1, V1, M2, V2, M3, V3,
M4, V4, M5, V5, M6, V6.... In this way, it is possible to
build up three dimensional conductive structures in the
stack.
[0025] Figure 1 shows the lower layers of the metalli-
zation stack forming a passive coupler 10 in this embod-
iment. It will be appreciated that the passive coupler 10
of the kind described herein may be located anywhere
in the metallization stack and occupy any number of lay-
ers. In the present embodiment, the passive coupler 10
is formed in metal layers M4, M5, M6 and their neighbor-
ing via layers. For the purposes of clarity and brevity, any
features of the metallization stack (e.g. in underling layers
M1, M2, M3..., or in any over lying layers) that are not
associated with the passive coupler 10 will not be de-
scribed here.
[0026] The passive coupler 10 in this embodiment in-
cludes a plurality of first winding sections 2, which are
formed by a series of patterned metal features located
in metal layer M4. The first winding sections 2 are gen-
erally elongate and extend generally parallel to each oth-
er. The ends of each first winding section 2 may be formed
into an island 14 that can accommodate the landing of a
respective via 4 located in via layer V4.
[0027] In the present embodiment, an end of one of
the first winding sections 2 located at one end of the so-
lenoid (e.g. an island of that first winding section 2) forms
an isolated end 78 of the solenoid. The metal layer M4
may also include a further island 144, for landing a further
via 114 from via layer V4. The further island is located at
an opposite end of the solenoid to the isolated end 78.
[0028] Figure 2 shows the patterned metal features of
the next metal layer (M5) and the via layer V5 in this
embodiment.
[0029] The patterned metal features in metal layer M5
include a signal line 6. The signal line 6 in this embodi-
ment comprises an elongate metal feature, which ex-
tends through the solenoid. In particular, the elongate
metal feature forming the signal line may extend along a
central axis of the solenoid. Note that the first winding
sections 2 in this embodiment do not extend orthogonally
with respect to the central axis of the solenoid but instead
are angled so as to facilitate the forming of substantially
helical solenoid windings. The same is generally true of
the second winding sections 32 to be described below,
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although the second winding sections 32 are generally
angled with respect to the central axis in an opposite
direction to the first winding sections 2.
[0030] The patterned metal features in metal layer M5
also include a number islands 24. The islands may be
positioned directly above the islands 14 and the vias 4
described in relation to Figure 1. The vias 4 may electri-
cally interconnect the islands 14 and the islands 24. The
islands 24 also accommodate the landing of a number
of respective vias 18 located in V5. The further island
244 and further via 214 may also be provided with a fur-
ther island 124 and further via 118. Note that while the
isolated end 78 of the solenoid may be provided with an
island 24, it need not be provided with a via 18.
[0031] Figure 3 shows the patterned metal features of
the next metal layer (M6) in this embodiment.
[0032] The passive coupler 10 in this embodiment in-
cludes a plurality of second winding sections 32, which
are formed by a series of patterned metal features located
in metal layer M6. Like the first winding sections 2, the
second winding sections 32 are generally elongate and
extend generally parallel to each other. The ends of each
second winding section 32 may be formed into an island
34 that can accommodate the landing of a respective one
of the vias 18 located in via layer V5. In this way, the first
winding sections 2 and second winding sections 32 may
be interconnected through the metallization stack by the
vias 4, islands 24 and the vias 18 in order to form the
generally helical windings of the solenoid. Note that none
of the second winding sections 32 in M6 connect to the
isolated end 78 of the solenoid. On the other hand, one
of the second winding sections 32 located at the opposite
end of the solenoid is interconnected with the further is-
land 144 by the further via 114, further island 244 and
further via 214. In this embodiment, the further island 144
forms a coupled output 72 of the solenoid.
[0033] Figures 1 to 3 also schematically show other
features 20, 40, 60, 80, 100 of the metal and via layers
M4, V4, M5, V5, M6, respectively. The present embodi-
ment, is based on a CPW (Coplanar Wave Guide) im-
plementation in which the features 20, 40, 60, 80, 100
form lateral rails that comprise the ground rails for the
CPW mode. In other examples, for instance in a micro-
strip implementation, these features 20, 40, 60, 80, 100
may be omitted.
[0034] Although the first winding sections 2 and the
second winding sections 32 are separated by a single
metal layer (M5) in the embodiment shown in Figures 1
to 3, it is envisaged that they may be separated by more
than one metal layer. This may allow greater flexibility
regarding the shape and configuration of the signal line
6. To implement the interconnection of the first winding
sections 2 and the second winding sections 32 in such
embodiment’s, additional vias and islands (similar to the
vias 4, 18 and islands 24) may be used. Nevertheless,
the embodiment of Figures 1 to 3 illustrates the most
compact arrangement, which may allow for a minimum
of insertion loses.

[0035] As mentioned above, a first end of the solenoid
is isolated and a second end of the solenoid forms a
coupled output 72 of the solenoid. The construction of
the solenoid in the metallization stack as described above
in relation to Figures 1 to 3 can provide a high degree of
isolation for the isolated end 78 of the solenoid, which
may in turn result in a passive coupler 10 having improved
directivity. The signal line 6 may form a signal input 74
and a signal output 76 of the passive coupler 10. For
instance, the signal line may carry an RF or mm wave
signal. For the purposes of this disclosure "Radio Fre-
quency" (RF) refers to frequencies typically in the range
of, but not limited to 10 MHz ≤ f ≤ 12 GHz. For the pur-
poses of this disclosure "millimeter-wave" refers to fre-
quencies typically in the range of, but not limited to 12
GHz ≤ f ≤ 300 GHz. For instance, frequencies in the Ku
(12-18 GHz), K (18-27 GHz) or Ka (26.5-40) bands may
be used.
[0036] As noted above, the arrangement of the signal
line 6 passing through the solenoid can allow the an in-
tegrated circuit including the passive coupler to collect
for processing a desired part of a signal located on a
signal line. For instance, the coupled output 72 of the
solenoid may be coupled to a power detector. The power
detector may be integrated in the IC along with the pas-
sive coupler 10.
[0037] Figure 4 shows an integrated passive coupler
10 according to another embodiment of the present dis-
closure. In this embodiment, the signal line 6 forms a
passive component such as an inductor 70. The ends of
the inductor 70 form the signal input 74 and signal output
76 of the passive coupler 10. It is envisaged that this
embodiment may be implemented in a metallization stack
of the kind described above in relation to Figures 1 to 3,
in which the signal line 6, instead of being substantially
linear as shown in that embodiment, is shaped to form
the inductor winding(s). Note that the winding(s) of the
inductor 70 would pass through the solenoid windings
formed in the stack, as described previously.
[0038] Figure 5 shows an integrated passive coupler
of the kind shown in Figures 1 to 3, further including a
plurality of switches 50, according to an embodiment of
the present disclosure. The switches 50 are each coupled
between a respective winding of the solenoid and the
coupled output 72. The switches 50 may, for instance,
be implement using a plurality of transistors, which may
be located in the substrate of the IC. The metallization
stack may be provided with patterned metal features for
connecting a first side (e.g. source) of each switch 50 to
one of the windings of the solenoid. For instance, the first
side of each switch may be connected to one of the is-
lands 14, 24 or 34. Typically the connections would be
formed such that a switch is connected after each re-
spective winding of the solenoid. For instance, a single
solenoid winding may be located between the isolated
end 78 of the solenoid and a first of the switches 50, and
then a second switch may be connected a distance of
two turns away from the isolated end 78, and so on. In
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the present embodiment, the solenoid has six windings
and six switches 50, each switch 50 being connected to
one of the windings. It will be appreciated that the sole-
noid may have any number of windings and switches 50,
and that it is not essential that each winding of the sole-
noid is provided with a switch 50. The other side (e.g.
drain) of each switch is connected to the coupled output
72 as noted above.
[0039] In this embodiment, the switches 50 allow the
number of windings in the solenoid that are used to be
tuned, by closing a selected one of the switches 50, while
keeping the other switches 50 open. For instance, in Fig-
ure 4, it is shown that switch 50A is closed, while the
other switches 50 are all left open. In this case, all (six)
of the windings of the solenoid located between the iso-
lated end 78 of the solenoid and the coupled output 72
are enabled. In another example, were the switch 50C
to be closed, then only four of the six windings would be
enabled. In this way, the number of windings that are
enable may be selectively altered, in order to tune the
coupling coefficient and/or directivity of the passive cou-
pler 10. The coupling coefficient and/or directivity of the
passive coupler 10 may thus be programmable. This can,
for instance, allow for manufacturing process variations
to be taken into account.
[0040] In some embodiments, the integrated circuit
may include a controller operable to selectively open and
close the plurality of switches 50. The integrated circuit
may also include a memory for storing an open/closed
state for each switch. This can allow a predetermined
state of each switch 50 of the set of switches 50 to be
stored for later use. For instance, the stored set of pre-
determined switch states may be determined and stored
as part of a calibration process.
[0041] An integrated passive coupler of the kind de-
scribed herein may be provided in a base station in a
cellular telephone network. In another potential applica-
tion, an integrated passive coupler of the kind described
herein may be provided in a car RADAR (Radio Detection
and Ranging) system. In a further potential application,
an integrated passive coupler of the kind described here-
in may be provided in front end component of a Wireless
Local Area Network (WLAN).
[0042] Accordingly, there has been described an inte-
grated circuit comprising a semiconductor substrate and
a passive coupler located on the substrate. The coupler
includes a solenoid. The coupler also includes a signal
line passing through the solenoid. A method of making
an integrated circuit. The method includes providing a
semiconductor substrate and forming a passive coupler
in a metallization stack on the substrate. Forming the
passive coupler in the metallization stack on the sub-
strate includes forming one or more windings of the so-
lenoid using patterned metal features in a plurality of met-
al layers of the metallization stack. Forming the passive
coupler in the metallization stack on the substrate also
includes forming a signal line using one or more patterned
metal features in one or more metal layers of the metal-

lization stack. The signal line passes through the sole-
noid.
[0043] Although particular embodiments of this disclo-
sure have been described, it will be appreciated that
many modifications/additions and/or substitutions may
be made within the scope of the claims.

Claims

1. An integrated circuit comprising:

a semiconductor substrate; and
a passive coupler located on the substrate,

wherein the coupler comprises:

a solenoid; and
a signal line passing through the solenoid.

2. The integrated circuit of claim 1, wherein a first end
of the solenoid is isolated and wherein a second end
of the solenoid forms a coupled output of the sole-
noid.

3. The integrated circuit of claim 2, wherein the coupled
output of the solenoid is coupled to a power detector.

4. The integrated circuit of claim 2 or claim 3 comprising
a plurality of switches, wherein each switch is cou-
pled between a respective winding of the solenoid
and the coupled output of the solenoid.

5. The integrated circuit of claim 4, wherein the plurality
of switches are openable and closable to select a
number windings of said solenoid coupled between
the isolated first end of the solenoid and the coupled
output of the solenoid.

6. The integrated circuit of claim 4 or claim 5, compris-
ing a controller operable to selectively open and
close said plurality of switches.

7. The integrated circuit of claim 6 comprising a mem-
ory for storing an open/closed state for each switch.

8. The integrated circuit of any preceding claim, com-
prising a metallization stack located on a surface of
the substrate, wherein the solenoid and the signal
line are formed by patterned metal features located
in metal and via layers of the metallization stack.

9. The integrated circuit of claim 8, wherein the solenoid
comprises a plurality of windings, wherein each
winding comprises:

a first winding section comprising a patterned
metal feature located in a first metal layer of the
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metallization stack;
a second winding section comprising a pat-
terned metal feature located in a second metal
layer of the metallization stack;
at least one via linking the first winding section
to the second winding section.

10. The integrated circuit of claim 9, wherein an end of
a winding section of one of said windings forms an
isolated end of the solenoid.

11. The integrated circuit of claim 9 or claim 10, wherein
the signal line comprises an elongate patterned met-
al feature in a metal layer located in between the first
metal layer and the second metal layer of the met-
allization stack.

12. The integrated circuit of any preceding claim, where-
in the signal line comprises an inductor.

13. A base station in a cellular telephone network, the
base station including an integrated circuit according
to any preceding claim.

14. A car RADAR system including an integrated circuit
according to any of claims 1 to 12.

15. A method of making an integrated circuit, the method
comprising:

providing a semiconductor substrate; and
forming a passive coupler in a metallization
stack on the substrate, by:

forming one or more windings of the sole-
noid using patterned metal features in a plu-
rality of metal layers of the metallization
stack; and
forming a signal line using one or more pat-
terned metal features in one or more metal
layers of the metallization stack, wherein
the signal line passes through the solenoid.
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