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SYSTEM AND METHOD TO DETECT
SYNCHRONOUS SWITCHING REGULATOR
LIGHT LOAD

RELATED PATENT APPLICATIONS

This application is related to U.S. patent application Ser.
No. 09/588,399 entitled High Efficiency Switching DC-DC
Regulator, filed on Jun. 2, 2000, by Ariel S. Bentolila and
Sisan Shen; and U.S. patent application Ser. No. 09/588,089
entitled A Method To Switch MOSFETs Using Recycled,
Parasitic Energy, filed on Jun. 2, 2000, by Ariel S. Bentolila
and Sisan Shen.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. Field of the Invention

This invention relates generally to switching DC-DC
regulators, and more particularly, to a technique of detecting
a light output loading condition of synchronous switching
regulators.

2. Description of the Prior Art

Systems and methods to sense light loading of synchro-
nous switching regulators are known. Known systems and
methods generally detect light load conditions by adding a
sense resistor in the conduction path, or by sensing a voltage
rise in the regulator’s output. A disadvantage of these
standard systems and methods is the necessity to add costly
components to detect light loads. Such known synchronous
switching regulator light load detection techniques ineffi-
ciently detect light loads by failing to recognize that assets
already employed in synchronous switching regulators can
also serve to detect a light loading operating point. In view
of the foregoing, a need exists in the synchronous switching
DC-DC regulator art for a system and method to detect light
load conditions by using assets already employed in the
switching regulator thereby eliminating the need for addi-
tional components such as sense resistors or other compo-
nents necessary to monitor a voltage rise in the regulator’s
output.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The present invention is directed to a buck and boost
synchronous switching DC-DC regulator light load detec-
tion technique that provides a mechanism to determine a
general light loading condition with out the necessity to add
high precision components or detection systems. The
present light load detection system includes a SWnode
connected comparator and a pulse detector for generating a
light load output signal LOW-IL. The light load condition is
characterized by the point where the switching losses domi-
nate over DC conduction losses and is sensed by positive-
going switch node voltages during the discontinuous oper-
ating phase of the switcher. Energy is supplied to the
switching node via an inductor. The output load current is
simply the average inductor current in which a constant
amplitude triangular, switching, current waveform rides
upon. Thus, the output load current directly shifts up and
down this offset, triangular inductor current waveform.
When the switching node voltage goes positive, for
example, the inductor is devoid of current and is charging in
the reverse direction. This crossover, or discontinuous oper-
ating point, is load dependent, as described above, and
occurs when the average output current minus half the
switching current goes negative. Thus, a desired range of
light load trigger points can be implemented by choosing the
inductor to accommodate a specified trip range over the
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2

supply voltage since the switching current amplitude, i.e.,
the above described triangular waveform, is a function of the
supply voltage, frequency, duty cycle, and passive
components, and is largely independent of loading. Known
techniques incur significant costs and energy loss by failing
to recognize that for most applications, light load detection
could be achieved with existing assets as prescribed by this
invention, instead of adding supplementary high precision
components and/or high cost detection systems.

According to one aspect of the present invention, light
load conditions for a buck and boost synchronous switching
DC-DC regulator are sensed by a positive going switch node
voltage during the discontinuous operating phase of the
switcher.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

Other aspects and features of the present invention and
many of the attendant advantages of the present invention
will be readily appreciated as the same become better
understood by reference to the following detailed descrip-
tion when considered in connection with the accompanying
drawings in which like reference numerals designate like
parts throughout the figures thereof and wherein:

FIG. 1 illustrates a system, including a SWnode con-
nected comparator and a pulse detector for generating a light
load output signal LOW-I according to one preferred
embodiment of the invention;

FIG. 2 is a waveform diagram that illustrates the syn-
chronous switching DC-DC regulator inductor current (I,,,;)
over two full switching cycles wherein the average of the
switching current, as indicated, is the output current (1) for
the system depicted in FIG. 1; and

FIG. 3 is a waveform diagram that depicts the onset of the
light load condition.

While the above-identified drawing figures set forth alter-
native embodiments, other embodiments of the present
invention are also contemplated, as noted in the discussion.
In all cases, this disclosure presents illustrated embodiments
of the present invention by way or representation and not
limitation. Numerous other modifications and embodiments
can be devised by those skilled in the art which fall within
the scope and spirit of the principles of this invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS

Regarding many practical systems, it is very useful to
know, even if only approximately, when a switching regu-
lator is not under significant loading. To detect such a light
loading condition, known systems and techniques generally
add inefficient and expensive current sensing components
such as resistors, comparators, precision OP-amps, extra IC
pins, and voltage references. In contrast, the present inven-
tors have recognized that the components necessary to
implement the present invention already exist in the system
that turns off the synchronous FET when in the discontinu-
ous switching mode. Thus, current systems add significant
cost and complexity to achieve high precision light load
detection, when inherent system components could be used
to provide lower precision, but sufficient, light loading
information at no substantial additional cost or complexity.

Looking now at FIG. 1, a synchronous switching DC-DC
regulator system 100, includes a switch node connected
comparator 122 and a pulse detector 124, to generate the
precursor light load output signal for LOW-I 106, according
to one preferred embodiment of the invention to provide an
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efficient and practical method to determine when the switch-
ing DC-DC regulator is under a light loading condition. This
light loading condition can be characterized by the point
where the switching losses dominate over DC conduction
losses. However, for the purposes of this invention, ‘light
load’ is defined as a range of operating points near, as known
by those skilled in the art, but not necessarily equal to, the
ideal point where the switching losses dominate over DC
conduction losses. FIG. 1 illustrates one practical imple-
mentation of the present invention that provides for light
loading detection. The RSTB signal 110 sets initial condition
(Low_1I 106=“0") when RESETB starts out low. Upon
detecting a positive going zero crossing voltage at the switch
node 108, a short active high pulse will be generated at node
ZERO CROS 112. If there is no zero crossing event for two
consecutive CLK__IN 114 cycles, LOW__I 106 will be reset
to Low. The rising edge delay block 116 and the AND gate
118 are introduced so that any “kick-back” glitch when
N__ DRV 120 changes from low to high is suppressed when
N_DRV 120 is set high.

The present inventors have importantly noted that only
positive-going voltages during the off-time, or discharge,
phase give easily detected loading information since the
inductor 130 starts charging in the opposite direction after it
runs out of energy and, hence, just entering discontinuous
mode. Otherwise, the node 108 is either fully on, or an RDS
drop above or below ground for the boost and buck respec-
tively. Standard methods commonly measure output loading
by a voltage drop as a current draws across a resistance. The
present invention, however, implements an indirect method
that is not the analog of load sensing, but instead is an
indirect approximate way for the inductor 130 to indicate
when loading is below some threshold by means of a zero
crossing detection, instead of requiring a costly op-amp and
systems to precisely trigger on the very small I*R drop.
Importantly, the inductor 130 has a certain peak-to-peak
switching current, where when the lower peak (current) goes
below zero, a positive voltage develops at the switch node
108; and this event is directly proportional to loading.
Measuring negative going zero-crossing SWnode 108 volt-
ages would require much more complex, and precise analog
circuits, and would not be very reliable since the RDSon of
the FET 126, 128 varies widely with temperature (T), as
contrasted with the present positive going zero-crossing
event, which is largely insensitive to T.

In this way, light load conditions are sensed by positive
going switch node 108 voltages during the discontinuous
operating phase of the switcher. Transistors 126, 128 are
configured to form a charge-recycled totem-pole, binary
push-pull MOSFET output stage switch having a common
switch node 108 having energy storage elements such as an
inductor 130 connected thereto.

FIG. 2 is a waveform diagram 200 that illustrates syn-
chronous switching DC-DC regulator switch node inductor
current (I,,,) 202 over two full switching cycles wherein the
average of the switching current 202, as indicated, is the
output current (I)) 204 for the system 100 depicted in FIG.
1. Energy is supplied to the switching node 108 via an
inductor 130 with resultant current waveforms as indicated
in FIG. 2. The output load current 204 is simply the average
inductor current, marked by the I, line. The constant ampli-
tude triangular current 202 waveform shifts up and down
directly with the output load current, I, 204. Thus, when the
switching node 108 voltage goes positive, for example, the
inductor 130 is devoid of current and is charging in the
reverse direction.

This crossover, or discontinuous operating, point is load
dependent and occurs when the average output current I,
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204 minus half the switching current I, 202 goes negative;
or light load is when I _-0.5* I 202 is less than or equal
to zero.

FIG. 3 illustrates the onset of the discontinuous mode of
operation discussed above with reference to FIGS. 1 and 2.
The switching current I 202 is a function of supply voltage
132, frequency, duty cycle, and passive components, and is
largely independent of loading. Thus, a desired range of
light load trigger points, near the above described ideal
point, can be reliably implemented by choosing the inductor
130 to accommodate a specified trip range over the supply
voltage V,, 132. Those experienced in the art of switching
regulator design can select these parameters to ensure the
requisite system specifications are met for worst ease oper-
ating conditions.

In summary explanation of the above, the present syn-
chronous switching DC-DC switching regulator, light load
detection technique provides a mechanism to determine a
general light loading condition without requiring additional
components beyond that necessary to formulate a conven-
tional synchronous switching DC-DC switching regulator.
Known switching DC-DC regulator structures incur signifi-
cant costs and energy loss by failing to recognize that for
most applications, light load detection could be achieved
with existing assets as prescribed by this invention, instead
of adding supplemental higher precision, and high cost
detection systems.

This invention has been described in considerable detail
in order to provide those skilled in switching converter and
switching regulator design with the information needed to
apply the novel principles and construct and use such
specialized components as are required. In view of the
foregoing descriptions, it should be apparent that the present
invention represents a significant departure from the prior art
in construction and operation. However, while particular
embodiments of the present invention have been described
herein in detail, it is to be understood that various alterations,
modifications and substitutions can be made therein without
departing in any way from the spirit and scope of the present
invention, as defined in the claims which follow. For
example, while particular embodiments have been described
herein above with reference to use of an inductor as an
energy storage element, other storage elements such as the
output parasitic capacitance through each respective output
FET 126, 128 can also be utilized to provide at least a
portion of the requisite energy under certain operating
conditions. Further, the present invention can just as easily
be implemented without requiring any particular pulse
detector or switching regulator architecture, such as current
mode.

What is claimed is:

1. A switching regulator light load detection system
comprising:

a MOSFET synchronous DC-DC switching regulator
system having at least one NMOS FET and at least one
PMOS FET connected in binary push-pull configura-
tion and further having a common switch node;

an inductor connected to the common switch node; and

a positive going zero-crossing voltage detector connected
to the common switch node.

2. The switching regulator light load detection system
according to claim 1 wherein the positive going zero-
crossing detector comprises a voltage comparator config-
ured to detect a zero-crossing voltage and generate a signal
therefrom.

3. The switching regulator system according to claim 2
further comprising a signal detection system configured to
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generate a switching regulator output, light loading operat-
ing point in response to the signal generated by the voltage
comparator.

4. The switching regulator system according to claim 1
further comprising a signal detection system configured to
generate a switching regulator output, light loading operat-
ing point indicator in response to the switch node voltage.

5. A switching regulator light load detection system
comprising:

a MOSFET synchronous DC-DC switching regulator
system having at least one NMOS FET and at least one
PMOS FET connected in binary push-pull configura-
tion and further having a common switch node;

an energy storage device connected to the common switch
node; and

means for detecting a zero-crossing switch node voltage
and generating a switching regulator output, light load-
ing operating point in response therefrom.

6. The switching regulator light load detection system
according to claim 5 wherein the energy storage device is an
inductor.

7. The switching regulator light load detection system
according to claim 6 wherein the inductor is configured to
accommodate a predetermined current induced trip range
associated with the switching regulator output, light loading
operating point.

8. A method of detecting a switching regulator light load
condition, the method comprising the steps oft:

a) providing a switching regulator light load detection

system comprising:

a MOSFET synchronous DC-DC switching regulator
system having at least one NMOS FET and at least one
PMOS FET connected in binary push-pull configura-
tion and further having a common switch node;

an inductor connected to the common switch node;

a positive going zero-crossing voltage detector connected
to the common switch node; and

a pulse detector connected to the positive going zero-
crossing voltage detector;

b) detecting a change in common switch node voltage;
and

¢) generating a switching regulator control output signal,
light loading operating point indicator when a positive
going switch node voltage crosses zero volts.
9. A method of detecting a switching regulator light load
condition, the method comprising the steps of:
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a) providing a switching regulator light load detection
system comprising:

a MOSFET synchronous DC-DC switching regulator
system having at least one NMOS FET and at least
one PMOS FET connected in binary push-pull con-
figuration and further having a common switch node;

an inductor connected to the common switch node; and

a pulse detector connected to this common switch node,
the pulse detector configured to detect a switch node
current;

b) detecting a change in common switch node current
during operation of the switching regulator; and

¢) generating a switching regulator control output, light
loading operating point indication when an average
output current associated with an output load current
minus half a switching current associated with a peak-
to-peak switching current becomes no less than zero
during a discontinuous operating phase of the switch-
ing regulator.

10. A switching regulator light load detection system

comprising:

a MOSFET synchronous DC-DC switching regulator
system having at least one NMOS FET and at least one
PMOS FET connected in binary push-pull configura-
tion and further having a common switch node;

a voltage comparator connected to the common switch
node and configured to detect a zero-crossing voltage at
the common switch node and generate a signal there-
from;

a signal detection system configured to generate a switch-
ing regulator output, light loading operating point indi-
cator in response to the signal generated by the voltage
comparator; and

an inductor connected to the common switch node,
wherein the inductor is configured to accommodate a
predetermined load detection trip range associated with
the switching regulator output, light loading operating
point.

11. The switching regulator light load detection system
according to claim 10 further comprising a signal delay
system connected to the NMOS FET and configured to
prevent a “kick-back” glitch from being introduced into the
signal generated by the voltage comparator.

#* #* * * *
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