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(57) ABSTRACT

A variable capacitor circuit is disclosed. The variable capaci-
tor circuit includes a plurality of MOS capacitors, each MOS
capacitor being implemented by a MOS transistor with the
gate terminal connected to a first voltage signal and with the
drain terminal shorted with the source terminal and con-
nected to a second voltage signal, said MOS capacitors
being connected in parallel through the gate terminal con-
nected to the first voltage signal, and being operated in a
cut-off region in which the equivalent capacitance of each
MOS capacitor remains substantially constant for variations
of the first voltage signal.
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1
VARIABLE CAPACITOR CIRCUIT AND
METHOD

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application claims priority under 35 U.S.C. §119(e)
to U.S. Provisional Patent Application Ser. No. 61/557,060,
filed on Nov. 8, 2011, and entitled “Biomedical Acquisition
System for Evaluating and Detecting Biopotential Electrical
Signals”, the full disclosure of which is incorporated herein
by reference.

BACKGROUND

1. Technical Field

The present disclosure is related to electrical circuits and
more specifically to a variable capacitor circuit.

2. Technical Background

Variable capacitor arrays known in the art are described,
for example, in U.S. Patent Application Pub. No. 2007/
0268272 Al. However, the proposed solution involves,
among other drawbacks, the use of on-off switches which
are not suitable for capacitance mismatch compensation in
certain biomedical signal acquisition circuits, such as cir-
cuits for the measurement and analysis of electrocardiogram
(ECQ) or electroencephalography (EEG) signals.

OVERVIEW

According to an example embodiment of the present
disclosure, a variable capacitor circuit is provided. The
variable capacitor circuit may comprise a plurality of MOS
capacitors, each MOS capacitor being implemented by a
MOS transistor with the gate terminal connected to a first
voltage signal and with the drain terminal shorted with the
source terminal and connected to a second voltage signal,
said MOS capacitors being connected in parallel through the
gate terminal connected to the first voltage signal, and being
operated in a cut-off region in which the equivalent capaci-
tance of each MOS capacitor remains substantially constant
for variations of the first voltage signal.

According to an example embodiment, the value of the
second voltage signal may be restricted to two voltage
values lying within the cut-off region. According to another
example embodiment, the values of the second voltage
signal are OV or 0.5V. Other values are possible as well.
According to yet another example embodiment, the two
values are chosen such that the equivalent capacitance of
each MOS capacitor varies in the sub femtoFarad range.
According to still another example embodiment, the total
equivalent capacitance of the variable capacitor circuit is
controlled by a digital signal.

According to another example embodiment, the MOS
capacitors of the variable capacitor circuit are implemented
with binary scaled sizes such that the equivalent capacitance
of the MOS capacitors follows a binary arrangement.

According to still another example embodiment, the MOS
transistor is a pMOs transistor and is operated for first
voltage signals close to a ground rail satisfying the cut-off
requirement. According to another example embodiment,
the MOS transistor is an nMOs transistor and is operated for
first voltage signals close to a positive supply rail.

According to another example embodiment, a biomedical
signal acquisition circuit is provided. This biomedical acqui-
sition circuit may comprise an instrumentation amplifier and
a variable capacitor circuit according to an exemplary

15

20

25

30

40

45

50

60

65

2

embodiment of the disclosure connected to each input line of
the instrumentation amplifier. According to still another
example embodiment, the variable capacitor circuit is con-
nected to the input line of the instrumentation amplifier
through the first voltage signal terminal.

According to another example embodiment, a method for
compensating a capacitance mismatch between the input
lines of an instrumentation amplifier is provided. The
method may comprise: connecting a variable capacitor cir-
cuit according to an example embodiment of the disclosure
to each input line of the instrumentation amplifier and
changing the equivalent capacitance of the variable capaci-
tor circuit so as to balance the parasitic loads on both input
lines. According to yet another example embodiment, the
step of changing the equivalent capacitance of the variable
capacitor circuit is done by applying a digital signal to
variable capacitor circuit.

These as well as other aspects, advantages, and alterna-
tives, will become apparent to those of ordinary skill in the
art by reading the following detailed description, with ref-
erence where appropriate to the accompanying drawings.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The disclosure will be further elucidated by means of the
following description and the appended figures. Various
exemplary embodiments are described herein with reference
to the following figures, wherein like numerals denote like
entities. The figures described are schematic and are non-
limiting. Further, any reference signs in the claims shall not
be construed as limiting the scope of the present disclosure.
Still further, in the different figures, the same reference signs
refer to the same or analogous elements.

FIG. 1 shows a first example embodiment of a variable
capacitor circuit according to an example of the present
disclosure.

FIG. 2 shows an equivalent capacitance of an example
MOS transistor as a function of several voltage signals.

FIG. 3 shows an instrumentation amplifier with a variable
capacitor circuit according to an example of the present
disclosure to maximize the CMRR.

FIG. 4 illustrates the measured CMRR for two samples as
a function of the digital control code of the variable capaci-
tor circuit according to an example of the present disclosure.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

FIG. 1 shows a first example embodiment of a variable
capacitor circuit 100 according to an example of the present
disclosure, comprising a plurality of variable MOS capaci-
tors 110 connected in parallel. Each MOS capacitor 110 is
driven by a control voltage V¢ and a signal voltage Vs. The
signal voltage Vs is connected to the gate, while the drain
and source are shorted to the control voltage Vc. Each MOS
capacitor 110 presents an equivalent capacitance C that
depends on the values of the control voltage Vc and the
signal voltage Vs, for example, as shown in FIG. 2.

According to an example embodiment of the disclosure,
the MOS transistor is operated in the cut-off region 120, so
that its equivalent capacitance C is small and remains
substantially independent of the signal voltage Vs. Accord-
ing to an example embodiment of the disclosure, the equiva-
lent capacitance C of a MOS capacitor 110, when operated
in the cut-off region 120, remains substantially constant for
large variations of the signal voltage Vs, for example even
for a signal voltage Vs greater than 300 mVpp. According to
another example embodiment of the disclosure the equiva-
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lent capacitance difference between two operating regions in
the cut-off region 120 can be made to lie in the sub
femtoFarad (fF) range (and, for example, as small as 0.1 {F).

According to another example embodiment of the disclo-
sure, the control voltage V¢ of each MOS capacitor 110 of
the variable capacitor circuit 100 is restricted to just two
voltage values within the cut-off region 120. According to
one example embodiment, the control voltage Ve for each
MOS transistor can be chosen to be either a first value of, for
example OV, or a second value of, for example 0.5V, so that
the equivalent capacitance of each MOS capacitor 110 is
either a first equivalent capacitance Ca, e.g. of 2.2 {F, when
the control voltage Ve is OV, or a second equivalent capaci-
tance Cb, e.g. of 2.3 {F, when the control voltage Ve is 0.5V.
It shall be then noted that, according to the example embodi-
ment, the equivalent capacitance difference presented by the
MOS capacitors 110 when operated with a first or a second
control voltage value is of 0.1 fF. This advantageously
allows for digital control and/or for a dynamical change or
tuning of the equivalent capacitance presented by the vari-
able capacitor circuit 100 according to an example of the
disclosure. According to an example embodiment, the total
equivalent capacitance of the variable capacitor circuit 100
can be controlled by a digital signal applied to the control
voltage Ve input of the MOS transistors, so that their
equivalent capacitance can be switched between two capaci-
tance values.

According to another example embodiment of the disclo-
sure, the MOS capacitors 110 of the variable capacitor
circuit 100 are implemented with binary scaled sizes C,_,, so
that the equivalent capacitance of the MOS capacitors
follows a binary arrangement, for example, for C; where i is
an index from 1 to positive integer n, C1=C,, C2=2C,,
C3=4C,, C4=8C,, C5=16C,, and so on.

According to another example embodiment of the disclo-
sure, the total equivalent capacitance value C,,, of the
variable capacitor circuit 100 is given by:

n
Cor = Z Cio + V4AC; where V,; € [0, 1] and AC; = 2AC;_,
i=1

If the digital control signal V. is low, the capacitance value
is C, 5, if V. 1s high, the capacitance value will be C, ;+AC,.
According to another example embodiment, the difference
between these two values AC, can be made very small thus
advantageously yielding a tunable variable capacitor circuit
100 with subfemtoFarad accuracy.

According to an example embodiment of the disclosure,
the MOS capacitors 110 are implemented as pMOS transis-
tors, in which the corresponding behavior according an
example embodiment of the disclosure shown with reference
to FIG. 2 is achieved when operated for input signal levels
close to the ground rail satisfying the cut-off requirement.
According to another example embodiment of the disclo-
sure, the MOS capacitors 110 may be implemented as nMOS
transistors, when operated for input signal levels closer to
the positive supply rail.

According to an example embodiment of the disclosure,
a variable capacitor circuit 100 may function as an ultra-
precise tunable capacitor achieving a capacitance resolution
in the range of sub femtoFarads. According to another
example embodiment, said tunable capacitance may be
digitally controlled. According to another example embodi-
ment, the variable capacitor circuit 100 advantageously
behaves as a linear capacitor without significant capacitance
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changes for large variations of the input voltage signal Vs.
According to another example embodiment, the variable
capacitor circuit 100 may be implemented with minimal
routing and area overhead. According to another example
embodiment, the variable capacitor circuit 100 allows for
compensation of capacitance mismatch by capacitance tun-
ing after the electrical circuit manufacturing process.

FIG. 3 shows an exemplary application according to an
example embodiment of the disclosure, in which an instru-
mentation amplifier 200 uses two variable capacitor circuits
100 to reduce the capacitance mismatch between the input
lines inp, inn to that instrumentation amplifier 200. Capaci-
tance mismatch between input lines to instrumentation
amplifiers due to parasitic capacitances Cpl, Cp2 is a typical
problem in biomedical signal acquisition circuits, and can be
solved, according to an example embodiment of the disclo-
sure, by adding a variable capacitor circuit 100 to each
instrumentation amplifier input line, in order to balance the
parasitic loads on both input lines. Advantageously, the
variable capacitor circuit 100 is connected to the input line
of the instrumentation amplifier through voltage signal Vs
terminal, so that the signals flowing through the input line do
not affect the equivalent capacitance of variable capacitor
circuit 100. Also advantageously, the variable capacitor
circuit 100 does not introduce any non-linear characteristics
to the signal path when the equivalent capacitance is
changed or tuned.

According to an example embodiment of the disclosure,
after manufacturing process of a biomedical signal acquisi-
tion circuit comprising an instrumentation amplifier 200 and
a variable capacitor circuit 100 connected to each input line
of the instrumentation amplifier, the variable capacitor cir-
cuits 100 is tuned in capacitance value to compensate
parasitic mismatch and maximize the common-mode rejec-
tion ratio (CMRR).

FIG. 4 shows how the CMRR can be tuned after manu-
facturing. It illustrates the measured CMRR for two samples
as a function of the digital control code of the variable
capacitor circuits 100. Within the 0-40° C. temperature
range, the optimum value shifts slightly but still 115 dB can
be guaranteed. Alternatively a periodic recalibration based
on a temperature measurement and a LUT could be imple-
mented.

While various aspects and embodiments have been dis-
closed herein, other aspects and embodiments will be appar-
ent to those skilled in the art. The various aspects and
embodiments disclosed herein are for purposes of illustra-
tion and are not intended to be limiting, with the true scope
and spirit being indicated by the following claims, along
with the full scope of equivalents to which such claims are
entitled. It is also to be understood that the terminology used
herein is for the purpose of describing particular embodi-
ments only, and is not intended to be limiting.

The invention claimed is:

1. A method for compensating a capacitance mismatch
between input lines of an instrumentation amplifier, the
method comprising:

operating a plurality of MOS capacitors of a variable

capacitor circuit in a cut-off region in which an equiva-
lent capacitance of each MOS capacitor remains sub-
stantially constant for variations of a first voltage
signal, wherein each MOS capacitor is implemented by
a MOS transistor with a gate terminal connected to the
first voltage signal and a drain terminal shorted with a
source terminal and connected to a second voltage
signal, wherein the MOS capacitors are connected in
parallel through the gate terminal connected to the first
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voltage signal, and wherein operating the plurality of
MOS capacitors includes restricting the second voltage
signal to two voltage values lying within the cut-off
region; and

changing the equivalent capacitance of the variable

capacitor circuit so as to balance parasitic loads on both
input lines, wherein changing the equivalent capaci-
tance comprises controlling the second voltage signal
between the two voltage values such that the equivalent
capacitance is controllably adjustable within a sub-
femtoFarad range.

2. The method of claim 1, wherein changing the equiva-
lent capacitance of the variable capacitor circuit further
comprises applying a digital control code, V_, to the variable
capacitor circuit.

3. The method of claim 1, further comprising receiving,
via at least one input line of the instrumentation amplifier, at
least one signal selected from the group consisting of an
electrocardiogram (ECG) signal and an electroencephalog-
raphy (EEG) signal.

4. The method of claim 2, wherein the MOS capacitors of
the variable capacitor circuit are implemented with binary
scaled sizes such that the equivalent capacitance of the MOS
capacitors follows a binary arrangement, and wherein the
total equivalent capacitance comprises:

Crot = Z Cio + ValAC
i
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-continued

where
Vael0,1]

AC; = 2ACL,.

5. The method of claim 2, further comprising receiving
data indicative of a temperature of the variable capacitor and
adjusting the digital control code based on at least the
received data and a look-up table.

6. The method of claim 1, wherein a variable capacitor
circuit is connected to each input line of the instrumentation
amplifier, wherein changing the equivalent capacitance of
the respective variable capacitor circuits comprises maxi-
mizing the common-mode rejection ratio (CMRR) of the
instrumentation amplifier.

7. The method of claim 1, wherein the variable capacitor
is connected to the input line of the instrumentation ampli-
fier through the gate terminal.

8. The method of claim 1, wherein said values of the
second voltage signal are selected from the group of OV and
0.5V.

9. The method of claim 1, wherein the MOS transistor is
a pMOS transistor and is operated for first voltage signals
close to a ground rail satisfying a cut-off requirement.

10. The method of claim 1, wherein the MOS transistor is
an nMOS transistor and is operated for first voltage signals
close to a positive supply rail.
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