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MEMS Oscillators Offer Immunity to EMI
ABSTRACT

Electromagnetic interference (EMI) has always been a
big challenge for system designers in the semiconduc-
tor industry. This challenge is even bigger in today’s
system designs where the electronic components are
tightly packed and the processor speed and data rates
are higher than ever. The system clock is a major con-
tributor to EMI generation.

MEMS oscillators have become very popular and have
been steadily replacing crystal oscillators in applica-
tions that require clock generation. MEMS oscillators
offer significant advantages over crystals, one of which
is the flexibility in the way they can be programmed and
configured.

This application note focuses on how the programma-
bility of MEMS oscillators helps reduce EMI.

INTRODUCTION

The clock generator is a major contributor of EMI in a
system. The square-wave clock signal’s spectrum has
a fundamental frequency, as well as a high number of
odd harmonics, with lots of energy. The sharper the
clock, the more energetic the harmonics; and that gen-
erates higher EMI.

Traditional methods to mitigate EMI consist of a careful
layout, filtering, and shielding. All of these increase cost
and board space.

When generating a clock, MEMS oscillators have
become very popular and have been steadily replacing
crystal oscillators in many applications in consumer,
industrial, automotive, and partially in networking and
telecom. MEMS oscillators offer significant advantages
over crystals. 

One of these advantages is that MEMS oscillators are
flexible and programmable in many parameters. One of
these parameters is the output driving strength, which
is related to the rise and fall time of the clock signal.
Slower rise and fall times reduce the clock’s harmonic
energy and, therefore, mitigate EMI because the
energy radiated is related to the harmonics’ energy
content. Another programmable feature is the spread

spectrum; the clock frequency is modulated over time
and the peak spectral energy of the fundamental fre-
quency and its harmonics are reduced.

The following sections focus more in details about how
the MEMS oscillators’ programmability of rise and fall
time, as well as the spread spectrum capability, are
used to reduce and mitigate EMI.

Refer to AN2340, “Immunity of MEMS Oscillators to
Mechanical Stresses,” for other important advantages
of MEMS oscillators versus traditional crystals.

PROGRAMMABLE RISE/FALL TIME

Some Microchip MEMS oscillator families, such as the
DSC11xx and DSC2010, offer the possibility of pro-
gramming the CMOS output buffer’s drive strength,
which affects the rise and fall time of the output signal.
The DSC2010 offers three inputs (OS0, OS1, OS2)
that enable one of eight possible drive strengths. The
DSC1101 is factory-programmed to use the highest
drive strength, while the DSC1105 is programmed to
use the lowest.

High drive strength is beneficial when either the appli-
cation requires fast rise/fall times or when the device
needs to drive a significant capacitive load. It also helps
reduce the effect of power supply noise on the clock jit-
ter.

The lowest drive strength corresponds to the slowest
rise/fall time In Table 1. In this condition, the clock sig-
nal has the smoothest edges, the lowest harmonics
energy content, and therefore provides the highest EMI
reduction.

Figure 1 shows how the harmonics are attenuated
when the output buffer’s drive strength decreases.
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FIGURE 1: MEMS Oscillator Funda-
mental and Harmonics Levels for Eight Drive 
Strengths.

SPREAD SPECTRUM

Spread spectrum is a slow modulation over time of the
clock frequency. The PLL inside the MEMS oscillator is
modulated with a triangular wave at 33 kHz. With such
a slow modulation, the peak spectral energy of both the
fundamental frequency and all the harmonics is spread
over a wider frequency range. As such, energy is sig-
nificantly reduced, thus providing an EMI reduction.
The triangular wave is chosen because of its flat spec-
tral density

The Microchip MEMS oscillator family DSC63xx offers
several modulation options. The spreading is either
center or down with respect to the clock frequency.
Center spreading ranges from ±0.25% to ±2.5%, while
down spreading ranges from –0.25% to –3%.

If the clock frequency is 100 MHz and central spread-
ing with ±1% is chosen, the output clock will range from
99 MHz to 101 MHz. If down spreading with –2% is
chosen, the output clock will range from 98 MHz to
100 MHz.

Figure 2 and Figure 3 show a spectrum example of the
DSC6331 with a 33.333 MHz clock, modulated with a
central spread of ±1%.

FIGURE 2: DSC6331’s Spectrum at 
33.333 MHz with Modulation Turned Off.

FIGURE 3: DSC6331’s Spectrum at 
33.333 MHz with Modulation Turned On.

It is noticeable that the spread spectrum provides a
reduction of about 10 dB from the peak power. Such a
reduction may also be estimated by the following equa-
tion:

EQUATION 1:

TABLE 1: RISE/FALL TIMES FOR EIGHT 
DRIVE STRENGTHS (15PF 
LOAD)

Drive Strength Rise Time Fall Time

Code 111 (strongest) 1.46 ns 1.95 ns

Code 110 1.48 ns 1.97 ns

Code 101 1.58 ns 2.10 ns

Code 100 1.89 ns 2.35 ns

Code 011 2.04 ns 3.45 ns

Code 010 2.33 ns 3.58 ns

Code 001 2.68 ns 4.38 ns

Code 000 (weakest) 4.53 ns 5.30 ns
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EMIReduction 10 Log10 S fc RBW =

Where:

S Peak-to-peak spread percentage (1% in 
this example).

fc Carrier frequency (33.333 MHz in this 
example).

RBW Resolution bandwidth of the spectrum 
analyzer (30 kHz in this example).
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The theoretical calculation for this example equates to
10.45 dB, which is consistent with the measurement.

Similarly to the fundamental frequency, all the harmon-
ics are spread and attenuated in a similar fashion. 

FIGURE 4: DSC6331 with Spread Spec-
trum Disabled.

FIGURE 5: DSC6331 with Spread Spec-
trum Enabled, Center Spread ±2.5%.

Figure 6 shows how the DSC6331’s fundamental fre-
quency at 33.333 MHz and its odd harmonics are
attenuated when various types of modulations are
selected. For clarity, only the central spread options are
shown in Figure 6. However, down spread with a corre-
sponding percentage provides the same level of har-
monic attenuation (e.g., central spread of ±1% provides
the same harmonics attenuation of down spread with 
–2%).

FIGURE 6: DSC6331’s Harmonic Lev-
els with Various Spread Spectrum Options.

CONCLUSION

EMI is a serious challenge in modern electronic
designs and the clock generator is one of the main con-
tributors to EMI. MEMS oscillators are flexible and pro-
grammable. They offer two important programmable
features that help reduce and mitigate the EMI gener-
ated by the clock. The first feature is the programmable
rise/fall time. Slower rise/fall times reduce the energy
associated with each clock signal’s harmonic, which is
an indication of the energy radiated (EMI). The second
feature is a slow modulation of the clock frequency
called spread spectrum. This feature also produces a
significant reduction in the energy associated with the
clock harmonics.

These MEMS oscillators’ two programmable features
reduce EMI and reduce board cost and space by eas-
ing the EMI filtering and shielding design.
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Note the following details of the code protection feature on Microchip devices:

• Microchip products meet the specification contained in their particular Microchip Data Sheet.

• Microchip believes that its family of products is one of the most secure families of its kind on the market today, when used in the 
intended manner and under normal conditions.

• There are dishonest and possibly illegal methods used to breach the code protection feature. All of these methods, to our 
knowledge, require using the Microchip products in a manner outside the operating specifications contained in Microchip’s Data 
Sheets. Most likely, the person doing so is engaged in theft of intellectual property.

• Microchip is willing to work with the customer who is concerned about the integrity of their code.

• Neither Microchip nor any other semiconductor manufacturer can guarantee the security of their code. Code protection does not 
mean that we are guaranteeing the product as “unbreakable.”

Code protection is constantly evolving. We at Microchip are committed to continuously improving the code protection features of our
products. Attempts to break Microchip’s code protection feature may be a violation of the Digital Millennium Copyright Act. If such acts
allow unauthorized access to your software or other copyrighted work, you may have a right to sue for relief under that Act.
Information contained in this publication regarding device
applications and the like is provided only for your convenience
and may be superseded by updates. It is your responsibility to
ensure that your application meets with your specifications.
MICROCHIP MAKES NO REPRESENTATIONS OR
WARRANTIES OF ANY KIND WHETHER EXPRESS OR
IMPLIED, WRITTEN OR ORAL, STATUTORY OR
OTHERWISE, RELATED TO THE INFORMATION,
INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ITS CONDITION,
QUALITY, PERFORMANCE, MERCHANTABILITY OR
FITNESS FOR PURPOSE. Microchip disclaims all liability
arising from this information and its use. Use of Microchip
devices in life support and/or safety applications is entirely at
the buyer’s risk, and the buyer agrees to defend, indemnify and
hold harmless Microchip from any and all damages, claims,
suits, or expenses resulting from such use. No licenses are
conveyed, implicitly or otherwise, under any Microchip
intellectual property rights unless otherwise stated.
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