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ABSTRACT

The need for more efficient illumination systems has led to the proliferation of
Solid-State Lighting (SSL) systems, which offer optimized power consumption.
SSL systems are comprised of LED devices which are intrinsically fast devices
and permit very fast light modulation. This, along with the congestion of the
radio frequency spectrum has paved the path for the emergence of Visible Light
Communication (VLC) systems. VLC uses free space to convey information by
using light modulation. Notwithstanding, as VLC systems proliferate and cost
competitiveness ensues, there are two important aspects to be considered.

State-of-the-art VLC implementations use power demanding PAs, and thus it is
important to investigate if regular, existent Switched-Mode Power Supply (SMPS)
circuits can be adapted for VLC use. A 28 W buck regulator was implemented
using a off-the-shelf LED Driver integrated circuit, using both series and parallel
dimming techniques. Results show that optical clock frequencies up to 500 kHz are
achievable without any major modification besides adequate component sizing.

The use of an LED as a sensor was investigated, in a short-range, low-data-rate
perspective. Results show successful communication in an LED-to-LED configu-
ration, with enhanced range when using LED strings as sensors. Besides, LEDs
present spectral selective sensitivity, which makes them good contenders for a
multi-colour LED-to-LED system, such as in the use of RGB displays and lamps.

Ultimately, the present work shows evidence that LEDs can be used as a
dual-purpose device, enabling not only illumination, but also bi-directional data
communication.

Keywords: LED, Visible Light Communication, Solid-state Lighting, Internet-of-
Things, IoT, Smart Lighting, Smart Grids, Low-Voltage Direct Current, Energy
Efficiency, LED as Sensor
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RESUMO

A procura por sistemas de iluminação cada vez mais eficientes levou à prolife-
ração de sistemas de iluminação com dispositivos de estado sólido (SSL), devido à
sua maior eficiência energética. O LED é um dispositivo integrante destes sistemas,
e sendo um dispositivo inerentemente rápido, permite a modulação de luz a altas
frequências. Esta característica, aliada ao recente congestionamento na banda de
RF levou ao aparecimento de sistemas de Comunicação digital com Luz Visível
(VLC). Estes sistemas usam o espaço como meio de transmissão de informação
através da modulação de luz.

Contudo, e antes de mais, é necessário averiguar se os circuitos de alimentação
para LED, baseados em topologias de fontes de alimentação comutadas (SMPS),
podem ser adaptados para uso em sistemas VLC. Neste trabalho documenta-se
a implementação de um regulador buck de 28 W usando um circuito integrado
comercial. Resultados experimentais mostram que o circuito permite frequências
de clock óptico até 500 kHz.

Adicionalmente, estuda-se também o comportamento de um LED enquanto
fotodíodo. Resultados experimentais mostram comunicação entre dois LEDs,
sendo que o alcance da mesma é reforçado caso se use uma montagem de múltiplos
LEDs em série. Os LEDs apresentam uma elevada selectividade no que diz respeito
à sua sensibilidade espectral, possibilitando o seu uso num sistema LED-LED em
que haja uma pluralidade de cores, tal qual se encontraria num ecrã ou numa
lâmpada RGB.

Em suma, este trabalho demonstra a possibilidade do uso de um LED enquanto
um dispositivo não só de iluminação, mas também de comunicação.

Palavras-chave: LED, Visible Light Communication, Internet-of-Things, IoT, Smart
Lighting, Low-Voltage Direct Current, Energy Efficiency, LED as Sensor
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1
INTRODUCTION

1.1 Background and Motivation

The ongoing search for greener technologies is crescent. With the demand for more
sustainable energy generation provided by renewable energy sources such as
solar and wind energy, the end-user energy consumption paradigm has changed.
Energy efficiency is now a part of our everyday vocabulary, and not only must
the energy source be as least intrusive as possible regarding our planet’s natural
resources, the end-user must also be able to seize this harvested energy as best as
he can.

Solid-State Lighting (SSL), using LED technology, and the concept of Smart
Lighting are part of this tendency. Illumination costs for buildings urbanized areas
are immense. The use of LED technology in such an important aspect of our daily
lives - illumination - allows for a significant increase in power efficiency, also
reducing long term costs such as maintenance, due to their long lifetime. The
concept of Smart Lighting adds to the former, with the possibility, from the user’s
standpoint, to adjust lighting not only to a specific use but to a specific time usage
profile.

The recent trend of Internet of Things (IoT) [1, 2] and Smart Grids [3, 4], together
with SSL and Smart Lighting, envisions the merge of sensor networks, smart
appliances, portable devices and illumination. In that regard comes Visible Light
Communication (VLC). The modulation of such a non-intrusive electromagnetic
radiation (in the visible spectrum), permits the de-congestion of other, mainly in
the radiowave spectrum. After all, VLC is merely taking advantage of such an
important hallmark of modern civilization that is artificial lighting and doubling
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION

its purpose, not only as a means of illumination, but also as a communication
means.

Motivation for this thesis branches on two aspects which, given the newness
of VLC, have not been much discussed in the literature. Firstly, the LED Driver.
The existent LED-based luminaires and LED lighting systems use driving circuitry
based on Switch Mode Power Supply (SMPS) topologies. These allow for very
high efficiencies, and in most cases are compatible with Smart Lighting systems,
enabling the dimming of light intensity [5]. Thus, the most direct approach to
VLC would be to use the existing circuits. However, the frequencies at which
these circuits operate are limited to the tens of kHz, enabling low data rates.
The state-of-the-art VLC systems use modulation frequencies up to MHz, and
require the use of high-speed Power Amplifiers (PA) [6, 7], which are current
demanding and go against the entire notions of energy efficiency in a joint illumi-
nation/communication system. Therefore, it is necessary to investigate whether
the current, off-the-shelf SMPS circuits can be applied to VLC systems, and if
so, what changes (if any) are required. A LED Driver based on an off-the-shelf
LT3763 (Linear Technologies) was designed and tested, using two different PWM
Dimming techniques.

Secondly, the VLC receiver. State-of-the-art VLC systems use either PIN or
Avalanche photodiodes, which offer increased sensibility and response over com-
mon photodiodes and phototransistors. However, they lack cost competitiveness,
especially if their spectral sensitivity lies in the visible range (as opposed to the IR
or UV range). It it thus necessary to find alternative, low-cost solutions. Exploring
the concept of electroluminescence on semiconductor devices, light sensitivity on
LEDs was investigated. As remarked by Mims [8, 9, 10], LEDs behave as spectral
selective photodiodes, and a similar technique was used by Dietz et al. [11]. LED
constraints, such as construction types and presence or absence of Electrostatic-
sensitive device (ESD) protection, as well as the behaviour of multiple LEDs (either
in series, or parallel) were studied and are thoroughly documented below.

1.2 Thesis Organization

This present thesis summarizes a first approach to a joint VLC and illumination
system, and exposes some essential considerations. Considering this framework,
the following thesis is organized in a total of 6 chapters, excluding this introductory
one.

Chapter 2 introduces basic concepts such as SSL and Light Generation, as well

2
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as a more in-depth analysis on VLC. Chapter 3 provides insight on the LED device
and its respective driver, as well as considerations about the use of both in VLC
systems.

Chapter 4 presents a thorough review on using and LED as a light sensor.
Circuit topologies, the effects of junction capacitance and physical constraints
on performance are detailed, along with experimental results that show LEDs’
response to light of different wavelengths. A SPICE model is also proposed to
assess LED discharge waveforms when used as sensors, in series or parallel.

Chapter 5 describes the proposed VLC system, which includes the LED Driver,
the LED String and a Micro-controller (µC) as its main blocks. The sizing of the
LED String and LED Driver are detailed in extent. Additionally, a developed
Simulink model is shown for the LED Driver. Finally, remaining building blocks
as well as their integration in Low-Voltage DC (LVDC) grids are documented.

Following, Chapter 6 shows details on the Driver’s circuit board layout, as
well as the obtained experimental results. Finally, a Low Data-Rate LED-to-LED
communication configuration is described. Symbol Width was reduced to t =

100 µs, improving raw data-rate reported by other systems in the literature. The
use of multiple LEDs in series is shown to enable communication ranges up to 90
cm.

Finally, Chapter 7 summarizes the conclusions obtained from the developed
work, and oversees further work.

Appendixes A and B illustrate details on compensation networks for Voltage-
Mode Control (VMC) regulators and the proposed driver’s final schematics. Ap-
pendix C lists the code of the LED-to-LED configuration.

1.3 Contributions

The development of this thesis allowed for a deeper understanding of VLC net-
works, LEDs, p-n junctions and their reverse-bias characteristics, as well as the
behaviour and working principle of DC-DC converters and its intricacies. Further-
more, it has allowed the author to develop his SMD soldering and PCB layout
skills, as well as the opportunity to participate in every stage of a prototype design
- from electrical simulation, to manufacture and experimental validation.

Chapter 4, 5 and 6, which comprise the LED-as-sensor study, system analysis
and its implementation originated a paper entitled Using an LED as a Sensor and
Visible Light Communication Device in a Smart Illumination System which has been
submitted to the IEEE Transactions on Industrial Electronics journal for review.
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2
SMART LIGHTING: A SYSTEM OVERVIEW

2.1 Artificial Lighting

The chronology of artificial lighting can be decomposed in three unique periods.
The first one being the discovery of fire itself. It gave Man not only light, but
shelter, security, and a means to cook. First torches, which consisted of a burn-
ing fibre cloth soaked in molten fat, date back 5× 105 years. Oil and gas lamps
make up the second period, which saw its decline to start around the end of
the XIX century. In fact, the first electrical and solid-state lighting devices were
documented throughout the XIX century, paving the way for the filament and
gas discharge lamps that would follow. Hence, the third period. With the advent
of electricity, incandescent lamps (Edison, Thomas and Swan, Joseph, ca. 1879)
and mercury vapour lamps (Hewitt, Peter ca. 1901) were realized, and for the
first time permitted light production without combustion, odour or smoke [12].
The XX century saw the birth of many other light sources, including low- and
high-pressure sodium vapour lamps (1919,1964), fluorescent tubes and compact
fluorescent lamps (1927,1997), but the main revolution is said to be the solid state
lighting device known as the LED. Some of these are depicted in Figure 2.1.
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CHAPTER 2. SMART LIGHTING: A SYSTEM OVERVIEW

Figure 2.1: Lamp examples (not at scale). From left to right: incandescent lamp,
sodium vapour lamp, CFL lamp, LED lamp.

2.1.1 Solid-state Lighting

SSL describes light production using semiconductor devices, mainly LEDs1. SSL
Lighting has a number of advantages over older technologies - such as incandes-
cent and fluorescent - mainly smaller footprint, higher luminous efficiency and
longer lifetime. Although gas discharge lamps generally have higher luminous
efficiencies, they have lower Colour Rendering Index (CRI) [13].

Whereas filament, vapour and fluorescent lamps are examples of both incandes-
cence and gas discharge, light emission in LEDs is due to a transversely different
physical phenomenon, called electroluminescence. The first known report of elec-
troluminescence, which marks the birth of the first LED, dates back to 1907, by
Henry Round. During experiments with current flow through silicon carbide (SiC),
Round noticed that a voltage potential of∼10 V caused the emission of a yellowish
light by the crystallite. Oleg Losev reported further detailed investigations (1927)
of this luminescence phenomenon, and noted that this light could be switched
on and off at significant speeds. By 1962, compound semiconductors such as the
Gallium nitride (GaN), Gallium phosphide (GaP) and the Gallium arsenide (GaAs)
were used in red, amber and green LED production. By the 1990s, heterojunction
applications with as Indium gallium phosphide (InGaP), Aluminium gallium
indium phosphide (AlInGaP) and Aluminium gallium indium nitride (AlInGaN)
revolutionized LED production, culminating in the production of a blue LED
which, by that time, was considered by many as impossible to manufacture. The
production of the blue LED is a fundamental cornerstone in semiconductor devices
- now that the missing wavelength (blue) had been achieved, white light creation
by LEDs was finally possible (Chapter 1) [12].

1LEDs can be produced using either inorganic or organic materials - the former are hence
called OLEDs (Organic LEDs). However, for the purposes of this thesis, attention will be focused
on the inorganic technology - simply LED.
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White Light Generation

White light is the electromagnetic radiation of all wavelengths that fall in the
visible region of the electromagnetic spectrum (380 - 700 nm). While incandescent
and gas discharge light sources emit over a broad wavelength spectrum, LEDs have
a very narrow emission band, and thus white light generation is achieved either (i)
by colour mixing or (ii) by fluorescence. White light production via colour mixing
can be achieved by using different coloured LEDs simultaneously (blue+yellow or
red+green+blue colour mixtures). White light production via fluorescence involves
the use of a phosphorous layer on top of a single blue LED 2. The phosphor layer
absorbs the most higher energy blue radiation, and emits a yellowish, lower energy
radiation. Both non-absorbed blue radiation and yellow radiation mix, producing
white light. Figure 2.2 shows the emission spectrum of a white LED (blue chip
with added phosphor). Note the spectral peaks at 440 and 550 nm, resultant from
blue chip and the blue+yellow colour mixing respectively.

The former method allows good control over the desired colour of the light
(or, specific to white light, colour temperature), although its CRI 3 and luminous
efficiency are mediocre. CRI can be improved by adding extra LEDs, such as
amber, or yellow. Additionally, associated circuitry is more complex. The latter
method is of very simple implementation and has significant improvements on
both luminous efficiency and CRI (70-90). It does, however, permit small colour
temperature variations (Chapter 15) [12].
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Figure 2.2: White LED Emission Spectrum, and Photopic Vision Curve (from [14]).

2The same concept is used in fluorescent lamps, where UV light excites internal phosphorous
coating

3Colour Rendering is a light source’s ability to reproduce the colours of the lit objects compar-
atively to an ideal light source. The CRI is its associated quantitative unit, and has a maximum
value of 100

7



CHAPTER 2. SMART LIGHTING: A SYSTEM OVERVIEW

2.1.2 Smart Lighting

Smart lighting is a design philosophy driven towards energy efficiency. It spans
from using high-efficiency lamps, to the use of daylight sensors, to automatic
occupancy sensing. Smart lighting fits in the concept of Building Automation, as
does IoT.

Controller
Power 

Supply/
Driver

Ambient Light 
Sensor

PWM 
Dimming

Dimmer

Switch

User input

Comm
IoT

Cloud

Figure 2.3: Typical Smart Lighting System.

Dimming is one of the basic functions of Smart Lighting. Dimming an AC load
such as an incandescent lamp is rather straightforward, accomplished by using
Triode for Alternating Current (TRIAC)s, or auto-transformers. Dimming fluo-
rescent lamps is somewhat complicated, as it requires ballast internal frequency
adjustment, before DC-AC conversion. LEDs, on the other hand, are very simple to
dim. As they are a constant-current load, dimming can be done simply by altering
their forward current. There is, however, one drawback to this method as forward
current altering leads to colour shifts in the emission wavelength. Therefore, an
alternative way can be put in practice, using LED’s inherent fast response. By
switching LEDs on and off, and controlling the on-time, dimming is achieved. In
reality, LED Dimming is very similar to TRIAC dimming of incandescent lamps
- dimming is achieved by controlling the time where the load is on - thus, by
adjusting the pulse’s width. However, given the LED’s fast response, switching
can be done at much higher frequencies.

Dimming under a Smart Lighting scheme can be achieved both ways: either by
manual user input, or by sensor network feedback. DALI and DMX512 are exam-
ples of existent standardized interfaces for lighting control [13]. A typical example
of Smart Lighting using sensor networks is to have light sensors scattered around
a workplace, measuring ambient light, which then feed this information back into
the main controller (Figure 2.3). Artificial light is then adjusted accordingly. As
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daylight changes throughout the day, so should the artificial lighting. Furthermore,
different rooms and areas may require a higher or a lower lighting level. An area
close to a window that has sufficient daylight penetration may not need as much
artificial lighting as a confined room within the interior of the building.

However, and in an IoT and Smart Lighting perspective, efficient lighting
through dimming is the not the only benefit LEDs can provide, as seen in the
following section.

2.2 Visible Light Communication

Light-based communication dates back to 1880 and Alexander Bell’s invention - the
Photophone - which allowed for the transmission of sound via light modulation.
Fiber-optic communication, for instance, also employs modulated visible light,
although through a physical means of transmission. VLC, however, explores data
communication using light in free space. With the proliferation of LEDs and LED
fixtures, and due to their susceptibility to current modulation at frequencies high
enough in order to guarantee meaningful data rates, without compromising their
main illumination function, VLC has seen increased interest [7]. In fact, VLC
builds on a previously proposed high-speed wireless digital communication using
infrared radiation [15].

VLC relies on visible electromagnetic radiation to convey information in free
space. The transmitter converts an electric signal into an optical signal, and the
receiver converts the optical power back into an electrical current (in a process
called Intensity Modulation/Direct Detection (IM/DD)), and its big challenge
is to accomplish this using incoherent, off-the-shelf devices [7, 16]. As stated
earlier, white light generation using LEDs results by phosphorescent or RGB LEDs.
Due to the slower response of the phosphorescent material, VLC modulation
bandwidth may be compromised. On the other hand, by using RGB LEDs, three
individual colour channels are formed, resulting in a higher system throughput,
notwithstanding the added system complexity.

VLC has many advantages over other communication systems. Firstly, the
available visible light bandwidth is vast - it spans from 380 to 700 nm, which
translates into a frequency bandwidth of roughly 360 THz4 (as seen in Figure 2.4).
Furthermore, given it is a visible means, available to all, it is not licensed.

4The visible light spectrum of 380-700 nm translates into a frequency range of 789-428 THz,
which is broader than the RF bandwidth by 1200 times.
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Figure 2.4: Electromagnetic spectrum and its respective regions.

Secondly, there is minimal susceptibility to Electromagnetic Interference (EMI)
with existing radio systems, permitting its use in sensitive areas, such as aircrafts,
and hospitals. Finally, its inability to transmit through opaque materials, such as
walls, permits VLC to be a high security communication system. VLC, however,
does not come without constraints - like all systems, it suffers from noise. Any
light source, including sunlight light, adjacent lamps, and monitors emit photons
which are collected by the receiver’s detector, and cannot be separated from the
VLC transmitter’s photons. Although constant intensity sources impose a DC
offset that can be easily filtered, spurious light is a completely different matter, and
filtering in both electrical and optical domains must be carried out. Additionally,
the optical characteristics of VLC systems cause the receiver’s Signal-to-noise
ratio (SNR) to be inherently dependent on propagation distance - or channel
length - which consequently limit its data-rate. VLC, is not, however a disruptive
technology, as is not aimed to replace existent RF communications. Instead, it
should be thought of as a complement to existing RF systems. Given its broad
bandwidth, and inability to transmit through walls it should provide a far higher
spatial density of communication rates, compared to RF, [7]. However, its ability
to transmit over long links is limited, contrarily to RF. It is the integration of VLC
with existing systems that will determine its success.

The potential for VLC is immense, and various VLC applications have surfaced.

• Li-Fi, VLC’s equivalent to Wi-Fi, this would allow Internet access to areas
where radio communication is forbidden, such as Hospitals, Chemical Plants,
or even aircrafts.

• Automotive Lighting for Vehicle Safety has been proposed in [17, 18], with
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V2I (Vehicle-to-Infrastructure) and V2V (Vehicle-to-Vehicle) applications.

• Indoor GPS - by data transmission via the building’s lighting system, indoor
GPS positioning is possible. By using low data-rates, and taking advantage
of cameras’ positions on portable devices (such as smartphones), indoor
positioning is possible at very low-costs, as both physical structures (the
building’s lighting system as a transmitter and the smartphones as the re-
ceiver) already co-exist [7, 19].

As of September 2011 the IEEE 802.15.7 Visible Light Communication Task
Group published the IEEE Standard for VLC, where both PHY and MAC layers
are defined. This standard supports high-data-rate visible light communication up
to 96Mb/s [20, 21]. Some important and inherent aspects of VLC are discussed
below.

2.2.1 Network Topologies

Three distinct device classes are considered for VLC, as shown in Table 2.1

Table 2.1: VLC Device Classification

Infrastructure Mobile Vehicle

Fixed Coordinator Yes No No
Power Supply Ample Limited Moderate
Form Factor Unconstrained Constrained Unconstrained
Light Source Intense Weak Intense

Physical mobility No Yes Yes
Range Short/long Short Long

Data rates High/low High Low

These three distinct devices classes may interact mutually via three different
topologies: peer-to-peer, star and broadcast. These are depicted in Figure 2.5.

IEEE Std 802.15.7-2011 IEEE STANDARD FOR SHORT-RANGE WIRELESS 

6 Copyright © 2011 IEEE. All rights reserved.

In the star topology, the communication is established between devices and a single central controller, called
the coordinator. In the peer-to-peer topology, one of the two devices in an association takes on the role of the
coordinator.

Each device or coordinator has a unique 64-bit address. When a device associates with a coordinator it is
allowed to be allocated a shortened 16-bit address. Either address is allowed to be used for communication
within the VPAN managed by the coordinator. The coordinator might often be mains powered, while the
devices will often be battery powered.

Each independent VPAN has an identifier, as defined in 5.2.1.3 and 5.2.1.5. This VPAN identifier allows
communication between devices within a network using short addresses. The mechanism by which VPAN
identifiers are chosen is outside the scope of this standard. 

The network formation is performed by the higher layer, which is not part of this standard. Apart from the
peer-to-peer and star topologies, IEEE 802.15.7 devices are also allowed to operate in a broadcast only
topology without being part of a network, i.e., without being associated to any device or having any devices
associated to them. A brief overview on how each supported topology may be formed is provided in 4.2.1,
4.2.2, and 4.2.3. 

Table 1—Device classification

Infrastructure Mobile Vehicle

Fixed coordinator Yes No No

Power supply Ample Limited Moderate

Form factor Unconstrained Constrained Unconstrained

Light source Intense Weak Intense

Physical mobility No Yes Yes

Range Short/long Short Long

Data rates High/low High Low
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Figure 1—Supported MAC topologies

peer
-to-
peer

Figure 2.5: Supported MAC topologies.
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Peer-to-peer topology

In this topology, each device is capable of communicating with any other device
within its coverage area, and one of the peers acts as a coordinator [21].

Star topology

All star networks operate independently from all other nearby star networks
currently in operation, by choosing a VPAN identifier that is not currently used by
any other network within the coverage area. Once the VPAN identifier is chosen,
the coordinator allows other devices to join the network [21].

Broadcast topology

A device in a broadcast mode can transmit a signal to other devices without
forming a network - communication is uni-directional and the destination address
is not required [21].

2.2.2 PHY Layer Types

Three different PHY Layer types can coexist, although they do not interoperate.
Table 2.2 summarizes defined modulation schemes and data-rates for each layer
type.

• PHY I: this layer type is intended for outdoor use with low data rate ap-
plications. It uses both On-Off Keying (OOK) and Variable Pulse Position
Modulation (VPPM).

• PHY II: this layer type is intended for indoor usage with moderate data rate
applications. This mode uses both OOK and VPPM modulations.

• PHY III: this layer type is intended for applications using Colour Shift Keying
(CSK) that have multiple light sources and detectors with data rates in the
tens of Mb/s.

Spectrally speaking, PHY I occupies a different spectral regions than PHY II
and PHY III the modulation-domain spectrum (Figure 2.6), which permits PHY
I-PHY II and PHY I-PHY III coexistence if a Frequency Division Multiplexing
(FDM) mechanism is used. However, optical clock frequencies used for PHY II and
PHY III overlap, causing significant overlap in the frequency domain spectrum.
Due to the fact that PHY II devices may not all support multiple optical frequency
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Table 2.2: PHY Layer Types Summary

Layer Modulation RLL Code Optical Clock Rate Data Rate

PHY I OOK Manchester 200 kHz 11.67 - 100 kb/s
VPPM 4B6B 400 kHz 35.56 - 266.6 kb/s

PHY II VPPM 4B6B 3.75 - 7.5 MHz 1.25 - 5 MB/s
OOK 8B10B 15 - 120 MHz 6 - 96 Mb/s

PHY III 4 to 8-CSK - 12 MHz 12 - 18 Mb/s
4 to 16-CSK - 24 MHz 24 - 96 Mb/s

bands required for PHY III, there is need to include a PHY II device on all PHY III
devices to support PHY II-PHY III coexistence [21].

OPTICAL COMMUNICATION USING VISIBLE LIGHT IEEE Std 802.15.7-2011

Copyright © 2011 IEEE. All rights reserved. 9

standard for PHY III as well for VLC cell mobility. The PLME controls the PHY switch in order to select a
cell. The line going to the optical SAP from the PHY switch is a vector. The number of lines comprising the
optical SAP has the dimension of n � m, where ‘n’ is the number of cells and ‘m’ is the number of distinct
data streams from the PHY. The value of ‘m’ is three for PHY III.

4.4.1 PHY layer

The PHY layer supports multiple PHY types.

a) PHY I: This PHY type is intended for outdoor usage with low data rate applications. This mode uses
on-off keying (OOK) and variable pulse position modulation (VPPM) with data rates in the tens to
hundreds of kb/s, as defined in Table 73.

b) PHY II: This PHY type is intended for indoor usage with moderate data rate applications. This mode
uses OOK and VPPM with data rates in the tens of Mb/s, as defined in Table 74.

c) PHY III: This PHY type is intended for applications using color-shift keying (CSK) that have
multiple light sources and detectors. This mode uses CSK with data rates in the tens of Mb/s, as
defined in Table 75.

4.4.1.1 PHY frame structure

The MAC protocol data unit (MPDU) at the output of the MAC sublayer passes through the PHY layer and
becomes the PHY service data unit (PSDU) at the output of the PHY layer after being processed via the
various PHY blocks such as channel coding and line coding. The PSDU is prefixed with a synchronization
header (SHR), containing the preamble sequence field; and a PHY header (PHR), which, among other
things, contains the length of the PSDU in octets. The preamble sequence enables the receiver to achieve
synchronization. The SHR, PHR, and PSDU together form the PHY frame or PHY layer data unit (PPDU).
The format of the PHY frame is shown in Figure 118.

4.4.1.2 Interoperability and coexistence between PHY types

The PHY types coexist but do not interoperate. PHY I and PHY II occupy different spectral regions in the
modulation-domain spectrum, which enables frequency division multiplexing (FDM) as a coexistence
mechanism, as shown in Figure 4. PHY I and PHY III also occupy different spectral regions in the
modulation-domain spectrum, with different data rates and different optical rate support, providing
coexistence. However, the optical clock frequencies used for PHY II and PHY III overlap, causing
significant overlap in the frequency domain spectrum. In addition, not all devices support multiple optical
frequency bands needed for PHY III. Hence, all PHY III devices use a PHY II device for device discovery to
support coexistence with PHY II.

modulation domain 
spectrum

PHY I PHY II, III

ambient light 
interference

modulation 
frequency

amplitude

Figure 4—FDM separation of the PHY types in the modulation domain

-

Figure 2.6: FDM separation of the PHY types in the modulation domain (from
[21]).

2.2.3 Dimming and VLC Coexistence

Dimming capabilities poses a great challenge in VLC link. During idle of Rx peri-
ods, flicker-free visibility has to be maintained and adjoining both communication
and illumination while still permitting light dimming is a crucial aspect in VLC.
Flicker refers to light brightness fluctuations, which can have negative physiologi-
cal impact on humans. Human eye response to light flickering is closely related to
Flicker Fusion Threshold, and changes in brightness in VLC links must fall below
the Maximum Flickering Time Period (MFTP) [20].

Flicker Fusion Threshold

The Flicker Fusion Threshold (Flicker Fusion Frequency or Flicker Fusion Rate)
is a psychophysics vision phenomenon, which defines the frequency beyond a
periodic light stimulus appears steady to a given observer [22]. The determination
of this threshold is dependent on distinct parameters, such as the frequency and
amplitude of the modulation, the average intensity, the wavelength bandwidth,
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previous exposure to dark, and specific aspects to the observer, such as the position,
age and fatigue of the viewer. It is mostly a statistical threshold rather than an
absolute one. This phenomenon is of critical importance in any application that
uses light, such as video or display applications, or illumination applications, such
as luminaries and luminous billboards.

One of the challenges in not only in light communication, but in all illumination
systems, is mitigating any flicker that could cause negative physiological changes
in humans. More than causing epileptic responses on humans, there is evidence
that flicker may cause eyestrain and headaches [23, 24]. Although there is no
general consensus in literature, a frequency greater than 200Hz (MFTP < 5ms) is
generally considered to be safe for observers [23, 24].

Light Perception in Humans

One other aspect that cannot be despised is how the Human Eye perceives and re-
sponds to various light levels. In fact, on how all human senses respond to various
stimulus - vision, audition, gustation, olfaction and tactition. The Weber-Fechner
law describes that the relationship a stimulus and its perception is logarithmic,
and is given by Equation (2.1) and depicted in Figure 2.7.

Perceived light (%) = 100×
√

Measured light (%)
100

(2.1)

For a light source that is dimmed down to 10%, the human eye perceives it as
being dimmed down to only 32%. Thus, light sources need to be dimmed over a
very large range, to provide linear luminous reduction perception to the human
eye. While this is important in ordinary LED luminaires, it also poses a challenge in
VLC links, where communication must be provided regardless of light dimming.
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Figure 2.7: Human Light Perception according to Weber-Fechner’s law.
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The different modulation schemes used in the various PHY layer types have dif-
ferent trade-offs between data rates and dimming ranges. OOK provides variable
dimming range and thus variable data rate by inserting compensation times, while
VPPM provides variable dimming range while maintaining data rate constant by
adjusting pulse width [20].

2.2.3.1 OOK Modulation and Dimming Method

OOK modulation is the simplest modulation scheme for VLC - LEDs are pulsed on
and off depending on the data bit being 1 or 0. It uses Manchester Coding to ensure
equal periods of positive and negative (null) pulses, providing a DC balanced
code. Dimming when using OOK modulation is achieved by redefining the on
and/or off levels or by adding "compensation" times in the data structure, since
Manchester Coding has an inherent 50% duty-cycle. While first method provides
constant-rate as light is dimmed, it may cause color shift due to the change in LED
current, which is to be avoided. The latter method will imply reduced data rate
albeit with constant range. An example of the OOK dimming structure is shown
in Figure 2.8 [20, 21].

OPTICAL COMMUNICATION USING VISIBLE LIGHT IEEE Std 802.15.7-2011
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a) Information is provided by the color coordinates: CSK channels are defined by mixed colors that are
allocated in the color coordinate plane; therefore, the connectivity is facilitated by the color coding.

b) Total average power is constant: The total average power of all CSK light sources is constant; there-
fore, the envelope of the sum of all light signals is constant.

c) Variable bit rate: CSK enables variable bit rate due to higher order modulation support; that is, the
raw bit rate equals the optical clock rate times the bits per CSK symbol.

CSK dimming employs amplitude dimming and controls the brightness by changing the current driving the
light source. However, a color shift of the light source may arise from improper control of driving current for
amplitude dimming. For a given dimmer setting, the average optical power from the light sources is
constant. This implies that the center color of the color constellation is constant.

4.4.3.1.4 OOK dimming

Since OOK modulation is always sent with a symmetric Manchester symbol, compensation time may need
to be inserted into the data frame to adjust the average intensity of the perceived source. The structure for the
OOK dimming frame is as shown in Figure 7. This process breaks the frame into subframes and each
subframe can be preceded by a resync field that aids in readjusting the data clock after the compensation
time. The data frame is fragmented into subframes of the appropriate length after the FCS has been
calculated and the forward error correction (FEC) has been applied. An example of OOK dimming to
increase brightness by adding compensation symbols is as shown in Figure 8. 

compensation
symbols

resync field
i.e. 1010 pattern data subframePHY

headerpreamble

frame length

dimmed 
OOK

extension

Figure 7—OOK dimming structure
Figure 2.8: OOK dimming structure (from [21]).

2.2.3.2 VPPM Modulation and Dimming Method

VPPM Modulation improves on Pulse Position Modulation (PPM) by changing
the duty-cycle of each encoded symbol, whose distinction is done by their pulse
position. By changing each symbol’s duty-cycle, light dimming is achieved without
any color-shift risk, as per Figure 2.9. VPPM is inherently flicker-free due to the fact
that average brightness is equal on both 0 and 1 bits. Light intensity for preamble
and header can be adjusted by inserting compensation symbols. 4B6B RLL coding
is used with VPPM, which allows for a DC balanced code [20, 21].
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4.4.3.2 Flicker mitigation

Flicker is defined as the fluctuation of the brightness of light that can cause noticeable physiological changes
in humans. This standard strives for the mitigation of flicker that may be caused due to modulation of the
light sources for communication. The maximum flickering time period (MFTP) is defined as the maximum
time period over which the light intensity can be changing, but for which the resulting flicker is not
perceivable by the human eye (Berman, et al. [B13]). To avoid flicker, the brightness changes over periods
longer than MFTP must be avoided.

Figure 9—Schematic mechanism for VPPM dimming

Figure 10—Example of VPPM dimming

Figure 2.9: Schematic mechanism for VPPM dimming (from [21]).

2.2.3.3 CSK Modulation and Dimming Method

CSK Modulation employs amplitude dimming and controls the brightness by
changing the current that drives the LEDs. Therefore, a colour shift of the light
source may arise [20, 21].

2.2.3.4 VLC extended to OFDM

In addition to the Single-Carrier Modulation (SCM) techniques described above,
Multiple-Subcarrier Modulation (MSM) has been proposed in [25] by use of Or-
thogonal Frequency Division Multiplexing (OFDM). Using OFDM avoids inter-
symbol interference that arrives with increase of transmission rates, when using
SCM. However, conventional OFDM signals (bipolar and complex-valued) are
not compatible with IM/DD systems (which, in their turn use real and unipolar
values) - therefore, OFDM need to be transformed. Tsonev et al [25] propose four
OFDM modulation techniques, compatible with IM/DD, including direct-current-
biased optical OFDM (DCO-OFDM), asymmetrically clipped optical OFDM (ACO-
OFDM), pulse-amplitude-modulated discrete multitone modulation (PAM-DMT)
and unipolar orthogonal frequency division multiplexing (U-OFDM). Reported
highest data-rates for VLC are 500Mb/s and 3.4Gb/s using OFDM modulation
with single white LEDs and RGB LEDs respectively, [26, 27]. Also, extra modula-
tion dimming techniques for VLC have been proposed [28].
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THE LIGHT EMITTING DIODE AND CIRCUIT

DRIVERS

The 20th Century watched the rise and decline of thermionic electronic devices,
which were surpassed by solid-state electronics. A similar process is occurring
with optoelectronics. In fact, the incandescent bulb was once the lighting standard
but it has been slowly replaced by the more efficient halogen and fluorescent
bulbs, and more recently by the solid-state equivalent: the LED, the cornerstone
of SSL. The first visible spectrum red LED was developed by Nick Holonyak Jr.
in 1962, and it made its industry debut in 1968, by Monsanto Company. It has
seen great development in the last 25 years, with the advances in blue emission
LED manufacturing and it allowed for the creation of white light, and consequent
proliferation in both illumination and display technologies, [12, 29].

3.1 The Light Emitting Diode

A p-n junction is formed between two adjacent, distinctly semiconductor doped
regions (p-type and n-type). The concentration gradient caused by the excess of
electron in the n-type region, causes electrons to re-arrange themselves and diffuse
from the n-type region to the p-type region. This diffusion carrier movement
generates an electric field E, and an equilibrium is reached when it equals the
concentration gradient. The region over which the electric field extends is called
depletion region, and the built in voltage Vdi f f is the integration of electric field
E over the depletion region, as seen in Figure 3.1, [30]. Equating the integral of
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CHAPTER 3. THE LIGHT EMITTING DIODE AND CIRCUIT DRIVERS

the electric field to the difference between Fermi levels on the depletion region
boundaries (Xn and Xp), the built in voltage (diffusion voltage) Vdi f f is computed
by Equation (3.1) [30, 31].

Vdi f f =
∫ Xn

Xp
E(x)dx = (EFn − EFp)

1
e
=

kBT
e

ln
(

NAND

ni2

)
, (3.1)

where NA and ND are the carrier concentration for acceptors and donors,
respectively, kB is the Boltzmann constant, T is the room temperature, and ni2

is the number of electrons excited from the valence to the conduction band. For
NA = 1 × 1016 · cm−3 and ND = 2 × 1016 · cm−3, diffusion voltage results in
Vdi f f = 711 mV.

heavily to a value around 1025 to 1027 carriers/m3.2 Also, note that the metal contacts to the diode (in this case, alumi-

num) are connected to heavily doped regions, otherwise a  would form. (Schottky diodes are dis-

cussed on page 13.) Thus, in order not to make a Schottky diode, the connection to the n region is actually made

via the n+ region.

In the p+ side, a large number of free positive carriers

are available, whereas in the n side, many free negative

carriers are available. The holes in the p+ side will tend to

disperse or diffuse into the n side, whereas the free elec-

trons in the n side will tend to diffuse to the p+ side. This

process is very similar to two gases randomly diffusing

together. This diffusion lowers the concentration of free

carriers in the region between the two sides. As the two

types of carriers diffuse together, they recombine. Every

electron that diffuses from the n side to the p side leaves

behind a  positive charge close to the transition

region. Similarly, every hole that diffuses from the p side

leaves behind a bound electron near the transition region.

The end result is shown in Fig. 1.2. This diffusion of free

carriers creates a  at the junction of the

two sides where no free carriers exist, and which has a net

negative charge on the p+ side and a net positive charge on

the n side. The total amount of exposed or bound charge

on the two sides of the junction must be equal for charge

neutrality. This requirement causes the depletion region to

extend farther into the more lightly doped n side than into

the p+ side.

As these bound charges are exposed, an electric field develops going from the n side to the p+ side. This elec-

tric field gives rise to a potential difference between the n and p+ sides, called the built-in voltage of the junction.

It opposes the diffusion of free carriers until there is no net movement of charge under open-circuit and steady-

state conditions. The built-in voltage of an open-circuit pn junction is [Sze 1981]

(1.6)

2. For reference, there are roughly  atoms/m3 in pure crystalline silicon.
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Figure 3.1: Simplified model of a p-n juction (from [31]).

Light emission from a p-n junction is an optical and electrical phenomenon
called Electroluminescence, which describes the emission of light by a material when
subject to an electrical current or electric field. Electroluminescence is fundamentally
different from Incandescence, as it can occur at room temperature. Incandescence
describes the emission of electromagnetic radiation by a material which is heated
to high enough temperature, [29].

When an LED is forward-biased the imposed electric field causes electrons
on the n side to move towards the p side, and fill the existent holes therein. The
electron jump between the two distinctly doped materials occurs in the junction
between the two - depletion region. As the electrons jump from the n-type region
to the p-side region and adjoin with holes, they fall into a lower energy level (from
conduction band EC to the valence band EV) and most excess energy is emitted in
form of a photon - thus, light emission (as per Figure 3.2b). This energy bandgap eV
defines the emission wavelength. The higher it is, the higher the photon energy,
and thus the lower the wavelength λ. The relationship between a photon’s energy
and its wavelength can be extracted from Planck’s Quantum Hypothesis [32], by
Equation (3.2))

E = hν = h
c
λ

. (3.2)
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A photon’s energy is inversely proportional to its wavelength.

Thus, photons from a blue light source (∼475 nm) are in higher energy levels
than those from a red light source (∼650 nm). In reality, LED’s emission is confined
to a narrow band rather than a wavelength (quasi-monochromatic emission).

Figure 3.2 shows the bandgap differences between an LED in both off and on
states (no bias and forward bias, respectively). When forward-biased, the holes
and electrons on both p and n sides respectively are pushed toward the junction,
thus reducing the depletion region width. As forward-bias voltage increases, this
region becomes thin enough that the existent built in electric field can no longer
counteract carrier motion, thus reducing electrical resistance. Additionally, Figure
3.2b illustrates the Electroluminescence phenomenon, [12].
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(b) Forward Bias

Figure 3.2: LED’s bandgap energy levels (adapted from [33]).

3.2 LED Drivers

The most efficient way to drive an LED string is by means of an LED Driver
- essentially a SMPS, optimized for LED use, [34]. These are the power supply
for an LED System, much like a ballast is to a fluorescent lighting system. They
allow the use of LEDs in a constant I/V bias point, which in turn allows for
constant thermal dissipation as well as constant luminous intensity. LED Drivers
can operate either in a constant voltage or a constant current mode. They can easily
enable the dimming of a given LED string via Pulse Width Modulation (PWM),
by modulating the delivered current. By altering the duty-cycle of the signal that
drives the LED string - that is, by altering the pulse’s width, as D = tON/tSW -
LEDs are always operated at the same I/V bias point, resulting in no colour shift.
Figure 3.3 shows a typical PWM waveform.
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tON tOFF

tSW=1/fSW
t

V

Figure 3.3: Typical PWM Signal.

3.2.1 Buck vs. Boost

Buck or Boost topologies are amongst the most popular SMPS topologies used in
LED based circuits for SSL. A Buck Driver regulates a higher source voltage into a
lower output voltage level - Vo < Vs. Contrarily, a Boost driver regulates a lower
source voltage into a higher (hence, boosted) output voltage - Vo > Vs.

Synchronous Buck and Boost Topologies are shown in Figure 3.4, respectively.
These include a PWM generator, switching transistors, output LC filter and load.

Cout

L

Load

Vin

Vout
PWM

(a) Buck Driver

Cout Load

LVin
Vout

PWM

(b) Boost Driver

Figure 3.4: Simplified schematics of buck and boost topologies.

IL =
1
L

∫
VL ⇔

dI
dt

=
VL

L
(3.3)

Equation (3.3) exposes the voltage and current in the inductor L, whilst Table 3.1
breaks down the inductor current expressions for both Buck and Boost topologies
(respectively), on both switching states [35, 36]. Rearranging these, considering
steady-state operation where stored energy in inductor is constant over switching
cycles 1, it can be demonstrated that the relationship between Vin and Vout is solely
dependent on duty-cycle D, and not on switching frequency fsw.

1 dI
dt tON + dI

dt tOFF = 0
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Table 3.1: Inductor Current expressions during both operation states and duty-
cycle D values for Buck and Boost topologies

Buck Boost

during tON
dI
dt

=
Vin −Vout

L
dI
dt

=
Vin

L

during tOFF
dI
dt

=
−Vout

L
dI
dt

=
Vin −Vout

L

duty-cycle D
Vout

Vin
1− Vin

Vout

This allows the switching regulators to operate at fixed switching frequencies
which is desirable for EMI limit regulations [37]. LED Drivers have historically
shifted from Constant-Voltage to Constant-Current power sources. [38]. Although
the ultimate goal is to regulate both current and voltage, LEDs are in fact current
devices, given their luminous output and current linearity as Figure 3.5a demon-
strates. Additionally, Figure 3.5b supports the idea of a constant-voltage output,
as small voltage variations result in large current fluctuations, and thus in large
illuminance alterations.
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Figure 3.5: OSRAM LUW-W5AM Optical and Electrical characteristic curves (from
[14]).
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3.2.2 Feedback Loop

A very important aspect in any SMPS LED Driver design is feedback regulation.
By designing the regulator with a negative feedback loop, it will allow for proper
voltage and/or current control, guaranteeing good response to load variations
and proper line disturbance rejection.

Cout

L

Load

Vref

+

Σ 

PWM Comparator Switch LC Filter + Load

Vc

Reference Summing and Error Amp

Vin

Vout

Vramp
Vout 

Figure 3.6: Buck Regulator with Voltage-Mode Control.

Figure 3.6 shows a Buck switching regulator with Voltage-Mode Control (VMC).
In the core of this control loop is the PWM Comparator, which produces a pulse-train
that drives the switching transistors. This pulse train is obtained by comparing
a control voltage to a fixed voltage sawtooth signal. Since the control voltage is
proportional to the output voltage, so is the pulse-train that drives the transistors.
A voltage drop on the output will cause a lower control voltage, which will
consequently generate a pulse signal with increased duty cycle - thus causing
the output voltage to rise, and compensate the previous drop. Historically, this
was the first control feedback method to appear for the switching regulators
which gathered increasing interest in the mid-1970s, [37]. Another control method,
denominated Current-Mode Control (CMC) built upon the VMC loop. One of
the problems of VMC technique lies in the fact that it is permeable to power
line disturbances. The PWM comparator does not detect a sudden change in Vin

directly and consequently any changes to the control loop will occur with a certain
lag, after some switching cycles, when the output error causes a shift in control
voltage. Inherently, there is some ringing associated with this control method, as
duty-cycle is repeatedly altered around a settling value.
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Contrarily, the CMC loop has inherently good line rejection, which was one
of the reasons for its popularity. The CMC employs a fast current control loop
along with the slower voltage control loop. What this does is that it allows for
the inductor current to be continuously sensed, which consequently permits
instantaneous action on the output current, should it exceed a defined value, [35,
37, 39, 40, 41].

A good stability criterion applied to switching regulators is a phase-margin of
at least 45o, up to a maximum of 75o. [42, 43, 44]. A more detailed analysis of both
control methods for a Buck converter and compensator networks are present in
the following sections.

3.2.2.1 Voltage-Mode Control

By analysing Figure 3.6, one can identify basic system blocks - the PWM Compara-
tor, the Switch and the LC Filter form the Buck Regulator’s installation - G(s) -,
whereas the voltage divider, reference and error blocks form the feedback loop
H(s). The G(s) is formed by two essential blocks - the PWM Comparator/Switch
and the LC filter. The duty-cycle (D) of the pulsed signal that drives the switch
equals the ratio of the control voltage Vc with the fixed amplitude of the sawtooth
wave Vramp - Figure 3.7 shows this. The PWM Comparator and Switch blocks’ gain
can be easily derived - it is the ratio of the change of Vout

′ with respect to the
change of Vc, as described in Equation (3.4), [35, 37, 41, 45].

Vc

Vramp

D

Figure 3.7: PWM Comparator.

D =
Vc

Vramp

Vout = D×Vin

GainDC =
δVout

δVc
=

Vin

Vramp

(3.4)

The LC filter’s frequency response is depicted in Equation (3.5) and the result-
ing G(s) transfer function is shown in Equation (3.6) and depicted in Figure 3.8,
for L = 100 µH, C = 100 µF and RESR = 100 mΩ.
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F(s) =
sCRESR + 1

s2LC + SCRESR + 1
(3.5)

G(s) = GainDC · F(s) =
Vin

Vramp
· sCRESR + 1

s2LC + SCRESR + 1
(3.6)
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Figure 3.8: VMC G(s) Bode Plot.

ωz =
1

RESRC

ωp1 =ωp2 =
1√
LC

(3.7)

From the G(s) bode plot in Figure 3.8, it is possible to detect a LC double-pole
(ωp1,2 of Equation (3.7)), which causes severe gain peaking, as well as a sudden
180o phase shift that can lead to instability. Additionally, a zero is produced by the
capacitor’s Equivalent Series Resistance (ESR), although it is easily compensated
(ωz of Equation (3.7)). A capacitor with low ESR value ensures this zero is shifted
to a high enough frequency that it becomes irrelevant. The DC Gain varies with
input voltage, as stated before, and thus loop response changes with Vin, causing
the crossover frequency to equally shift, [37].

3.2.2.2 Current-Mode Control

In CMC, output current is sensed and its peak or average value is compared
to a reference current level, which produces an error voltage that, in turn feeds
into the PWM comparator. Effectively, a voltage-controlled current source has
been created - a control voltage Vc2 controls the switch current, and therefore the
inductor current IL (that, by being in series with the inductor produces no phase
shift). What this does is that the system effectively becomes a first-order system,
as opposed to VMC, because the inductor drops out of the equation, [46, 47, 48].
This will prove to be very useful, as seen below. From Figure 3.9, one can derive
the G(s) and H(s) blocks. The PWM Comparator, Switch and ideal current source
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(ie, the inductor), as well as parallel RC network form the G(s) installation, while
the error amplifier and comparators form the H(s) feedback loop. Note the extra
feedback loop, inexistent in VMC.

Vramp

Cout

L

Load

Vref

+

Σ 

Vin

Vout

IL

Current Loop

Voltage Loop

Vc2

Vc1

Figure 3.9: Buck Regulator with Current-Mode Control.

The G(s) transfer function is unequivocal once the voltage-controlled current
source extrapolation is accomplished - one may decompose G(s) into two main
blocks - the voltage-controlled current source, which has an inherent transconduc-
tance value (gm) and the parallel output capacitor and load - these are depicted in
Figure 3.10 and Equations (3.8), [37, 49, 50].

Vout
gm

H(s)

Vc IL

Figure 3.10: CMC’s simplified
block diagram.

Vo

IL
= RLOAD ·

sCRESR + 1
sC(RESR + RLOAD) + 1

G(s) =
RLOAD

gm
· sCRESR + 1

sC(RESR + RLOAD) + 1

(3.8)

The characteristic CMC G(s) Bode plot is shown in Figure 3.11, for L = 100 µH,
C = 100 µF, RESR = 100 mΩ and RLOAD = 1 Ω. Contrarily to the VMC case, it
is a first-order system. It features one single pole and one single zero. The zero
is produced by the capacitor’s ESR, and provided that it is low enough, it poses
no inconvenience - this is the reason why, generally, CMC is exempt of phase
compensation (although not exempt of any type of compensation). The single-pole
is inversely proportional to the load’s impedance and due to the fact that DC
Gain is proportional to the load’s impedance, crossover frequency fc is unchanged,
regardless of load. Additionally, due to the fact that DC Gain does not alter itself
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respectively to input voltage Vin, CMC is quite impermeable to line disturbances,
[37].
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Figure 3.11: CMC G(s) Bode Plot.

ωz =
1

RESRC

ωp1 =
1

(RLOAD + RESR)C

(3.9)

3.2.2.3 Compensation Networks

Compensation Networks must be used to ensure dynamic response while main-
taining stability. They form the feedback loop H(s). Three main compensation
types are normally used in VMC regulators. Type I uses an integrator - it has a
single pole at the origin, thus providing a -1 gain slope and constant phase at
270o. Type II is a proportional and integrator amplifier, featuring two poles (one at
the origin) and a zero. It provides a 90o phase boost between the zero and pole
spread. Finally, Type III compensator circuits allow for a more prominent phase
boost, by employing two double-zeros and double-poles, [42]. Figures A.1 to A.3
in Appendix A depict both circuitry and bode plots for each compensator.

For CMC switching regulators, there is little need, in general, for any kind of
phase compensation, due to their first-order characteristics. However, a different
kind of compensator must be considered for peak-current mode control regulators
when using duty-cycles higher than 50%. Figure 3.12 depicts both stable IL (solid
line) and perturbed IL + ∆ (dashed line) inductor current waveforms over time.
m1 and m2 correspond to the inductor slopes in the ON and OFF periods, as per
Table 3.1. Ve is the peak current reference. In the ON period, inductor current
increases with slope m1 and as it intersects the Ve reference, switching stops and
inductor decays with slope m2. This is repeated over the following switching cycles
(which are marked by tSW1, tSW2, etc). For a small ∆I0 perturbation on the first
switching instant, it is perceivable that this perturbation is multiplied concurrently
with subsequent switching instants (∆I1 on tSW1 and ∆I2 on tSW2) for D>0.5 [46,
51, 52].

26



3.2. LED DRIVERS
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Figure 3.12: Inductor Current Perturbations in CMC for duty-cycle D lower and
higher than 0.5 (adapted from [51]).

The perturbation causes a series of changes in inductor current in the form of a
geometric progression whose common ratio is given by Equation (3.10):

rp =
∆In

∆In−1
=

(
D

D− 1

)n
. (3.10)

Figure 3.14 illustrates how this term diverges as switching periods n → ∞ for
D > 0.5. The use of duty factors higher than 50% will lead to a ringing response
of the inductor current at half the switching frequency (0.5 fsw)- this is commonly
described as Subharmonic Ringing or Subharmonic Instability. In turn, this ringing
response can lead the voltage feedback to break into 0.5 fsw oscillation, due to its
slower response, further aggravating the system’s overall stability and response.
To overcome this, an additional slope compensator must be added to CMC’s
feedback loop, as per Figure 3.13. This reverse slope adds to the control signal, and
allows the transistors to turn off earlier, in cases of D>0.5, [46, 51].
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D=0.3

D=0.4
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Figure 3.13: Addition of Slope Compen-
sation to the Control Signal (from [51]).

Figure 3.14: Evolution of Inductor
Current Perturbation as n→ ∞.
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3.2.3 PWM Dimming

Three different PWM dimming schemes can be identified in the literature. En-
able dimming is commonly used in simpler SMPS circuits, which feature an En-
able/Shutdown pin. By applying a PWM signal, the entire converter is switched
on and off, thus turning its load on and off. However, this scheme is inherently
slow, as the converter’s delay and rise times compromise dimming frequency and
promote significant LED colour shift, [53, 54]. On the other hand, Series Dimming is
achieved by switching a transistor in series with the load. Output voltage remains
constant due to the stored energy in the output capacitor. This switching scheme
allows for the current load to be turned off immediately - however, depending
on the the control feedback method, this extreme unloading may drive the error
amplifier in the feedback loop into oscillation, given that the feedback loop is
indeed disconnected. [53, 54] Finally, Parallel (or Shunt) Dimming [55] is achieved
by switching a transistor in parallel with the load, shunting it. Output capacitor is
minimized and load current equals inductor current. In fact, the use of this method
turns an LED Driver into a current source. Ideally, its output impedance would
be infinite, allowing for a very fast output voltage slew. Using a large inductance
value results in low current ripple and thus low load ripple. This scheme permits
the highest PWM frequencies, given that the converter is kept working, and there-
fore turn-on and delay times are non-existent. On the other hand, this method is
less efficient, as inductor current is shunt to ground when the load is turned off.
This method requires a very fast control loops, and hysteretic controllers are often
better suited, [53, 54, 55, 56]. Figure 3.15 depicts all three methods.

Driver

ENPWM

(a) Enable Dimming

PWM
Driver

(b) Series Dimming

PWMDriver

(c) Parallel Dimming

Figure 3.15: Various Dimming Methods.
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3.3 Constraints from LEDs and LED Drivers in VLC

applications

The prime difference between an ordinary LED and a VLC-capable LED luminaire
resides in the frequency at which the LEDs are modulated. LEDs bandwidth
extend to hundreds of MHz, as typical rise times fall in the range of 1 to 50 ns [57].
Reported bandwidth of LEDs is 20 MHz in [6], although the phosphor coating on
White LEDs limits it significantly. If VLC using White LEDs is intended, a blue
filter can be used on the receiver’s side, isolating the blue light component, which
does not suffer from phosphor lag. Alternatively, RGB LEDs are good contenders
for VLC applications - white light can still be achieved by colour mixing, and each
of the LEDs represents a 20 MHz bandwidth channel, due to the lack of phosphor
coating [6].

The concept of LED modulation frequency, regarding LED Drivers can corre-
late with internal switching frequency, although these are normally transversely
different variables. The internal switching frequency sets the operating frequency
for all internal circuitry, and it is the frequency at which the inductor is charged
and discharged. LED modulation frequency, on the other hand, describes the
frequency at which LEDs are turned on and off. On an ordinary LED driver, an
external PWM signal drives the LED string and changing its duty-cycle alters the
perceivable light output - hence, dimming. In fact, this PWM dimming frequency
can be thought of as a load transient - the LED string is switched in and out, cor-
responding to a transient from zero to full load. Whereas in normal applications
PWM frequencies are under 10 kHz, they can reach 50 times higher values for
VLC. Recalling Table 2.2 in Chapter 2, optical clock rates for VLC can reach the
120 MHz, but an optical clock rate of 500 kHz should guarantee correct operation
for lower data-rate layers (PHY I). While it is desirable that switching regulators
respond quickly to load and line perturbations, higher load perturbations such as
high-frequency dimming for VLC must be transparent to the switching regulator.
In fact, a typical loop bandwidth is 10-30% of the internal switching frequency,
which is very low compared to the high-frequency PWM dimming necessary
for VLC. This means that any high-frequency voltage perturbations caused by
high-frequency PWM dimming are ignored by the control loop. Contrarily to [6],
and supporting Modepalli et al [56], the author suggests that high-frequency load
disturbances (via series or parallel dimming) should be rejected by the control
loop.

29



CHAPTER 3. THE LIGHT EMITTING DIODE AND CIRCUIT DRIVERS

Although boost regulators are finding increasing use due to low-voltage,
portable devices, or even due to the sheer increase in the number of LEDs for
certain applications, buck regulators are often preferred due to their versatility and
ease of design. These normally offer a myriad of control loop methods, whereas
boost regulators are almost exclusively restricted to peak-current mode control.
Besides, the boost converter has a discontinuous output current, and requires
an output capacitor to keep output voltage, which by itself impedes the use of
parallel dimming. On the other hand, regarding buck regulators, the inductor is
always connected to the load. This gives buck converters an advantage over boost
converters in both transient response and PWM dimming ratio, [54, 58].
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THE LED AS A LIGHT SENSOR

4.1 Light Sensors - Historic Background

The first electronic light sensors dates back to the 1940s with the Phototube, which
was a light-sensitive vacuum tube, and the Photomultiplier, which used multiple
electrodes - dynodes - at stepped potentials, to multiply the incoming electrons
from the photocathode. The latter is still used today, mostly in scientific research.
When it comes to solid-state components, the obvious choice relies on photodiodes
and phototransistors, but the first mention of the use of LEDs as light sensors dates
back to 1970’s by Forrest W. Mims, [8, 9, 10]. Whilst working with photodiodes,
Mims observed that certain photodiodes could emit near-infrared radiation, which
could then be detected by similar photodiodes. Mims then explored this concept
using LEDs, and by 1980 he demonstrated that LEDs could be used as two-way
devices. Mims concluded that the spectral sensitivity of the LED was related to its
emission spectrum, and more than demonstrating LEDs as light sensors, Mims
demonstrated their use as narrow band light sensors, and employed them in Sun
Photometer circuits [8, 9, 10]. While, theoretically, this concept is valid for all types
of LEDs, phosphor coated LEDs - like the ones used to produce white light - do
not make good light sensors, given, in fact, to said coating.

4.2 Principle of Operation

The principle of operation of an LED as a light sensor is very much the same as of
a photodiode, and is based on the Photoelectric effect.
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As photons reach a p-n junction, they generate free electron-hole pairs. Incident
energy excites electrons to the conduction band, and due to the existing intrinsic
electric field, these free pairs are swept by drift. Thus, electrons move towards
the n-side (cathode), and holes move towards the p-side (anode). A current is
created, and it is proportional to the incident light, or radiation power. To enhance
this created current, an external reverse bias voltage can be applied. This adds to
the existing voltage caused by the intrinsic electric field, and results in a wider
depletion region, [30, 57, 59]. Since the depletion region is widened, so is the
electric field therein, and thus the probability of the generated free carriers being
transported increases. Figure 4.1 shows the energy bandgap diagram of a reverse-
biased p-n junction, as well as electron excitation and carrier transport.

depletion 
region

EC

EV

+

-

p n

hν 

W+Δ 

eV

E

Figure 4.1: Photoelectric effect on a reverse-biased p-n junction.

Different reverse bias voltages result in different depletion region widths,
which in turn result in different junction capacitances. Equations 4.1 and 4.2
describe the relationship between reverse bias Vbias, junction capacitance Cj and
depletion region width Wd:

Wd =

√
2 εSi ε0

e
(
Vbias + Vdi f f

) ( 1
NA

+
1

ND

)
, (4.1)

Cj =
εSi ε0 A

Wd
⇔ Cj =

εSi ε0 A√
2 εSi ε0

e
(
Vbias + Vdi f f

) ( 1
NA

+ 1
ND

) , (4.2)

where ε0 = 8.854 × 10−14 F/cm is the permittivity of free space, εSi is the
silicon dielectric constant, e is the elementary charge, NA and ND are carrier
concentrations for acceptors and donors and Vdi f f is the inbuilt voltage. Figures 4.2
and 4.3 depict the equations - they show the relationship between reverse voltage
Vbias and depletion region width Wd and between reverse bias Vbias and junction
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capacitance Cj respectively, for ε0 = 8.854× 10−14 F/cm, NA = 1× 1016 · cm−3 and
ND = 2× 1016 · cm−3 and e = 1.602× 10−19, [59]. It is safe to assume that applying
a reverse bias voltage will increase the system speed. By applying a reverse voltage,
the depletion region is widened which leads to a decrease in junction capacitance.
Figure 4.3 shows the relationship between depletion region width and Vbias -
the reverse bias voltage. As Vbias increases, so does the depletion width. Besides
depending on technology values, such as the silicon dielectric constant εSi and
silicon resistivity ρ, it also depends on LED/photodiode specifications, such as
the Active Area A [12, 29]
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Figure 4.4 shows the equivalent circuit for a reverse-biased photodiode and
a forward-biased diode. Depending on how the diode is biased, different ca-
pacitances are associated to the diode’s equivalent circuit. While the junction
capacitance Cj is dominant in reverse-biased junctions, the diffusion capacitance
Cd is most prominent in forward-biased diodes.

Junction Capacitance occurs due to the widening of the depletion region - holes
and electrons from both p and n sides are pulled away from the junction, as it is
reverse-biased. The junction resembles, in fact, a parallel plate capacitor.

On the other hand, Diffusion Capacitance relates with charge changes, depen-
dent of the applied voltage. When forward-biased, the minority carrier distribution
outside the depletion region increases dramatically, as they are injected into the
quasi-neutral regions (⇒ ∆np > 0, ∆pn > 0). In order to preserve quasi-neutrality,
majority carrier density increases by the same amount. Minority carriers diffuse
in the quasi-neutral regions, recombining with majority carriers - this leads to an
additional capacitance called Diffusion Capacitance. This capacitance is calculated
by computing the change in charge with voltage, i.e C = ∆Q

∆V , [60, 61].
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Figure 4.4: Diode equivalent circuits.

4.3 Physical Constraints

4.3.1 Package colour

When referring to operating an LED as a sensor, it is important not to understate
its package. Some coloured LEDs are packaged in a tinted package, of the same
colour as their emitting wavelength. This has implications in the use of the LED
as a bi-directional port. As an emitter, the coloured tinted package is desirable
- it focuses the emission spectrum and broadens the emission angle for better
visibility, even if the illuminance is somewhat reduced. A red epoxy case on a red
LED means that it will reflect light one perceives as red (wavelength from 620 to
740 nm). As a sensor it is not desirable, exactly for the same reason - any red light
shone into it will be reflected, and not absorbed. Photons are therefore impeded
from reaching the p-n junction, or at least not as easily, were the lenses transparent.
So theoretically, a red LED in a diffused package should not detect red light.

400 500 600 700 800

Wavelength (nm)

Figure 4.5: Red LED and package emission spectra.

One factor that should be taken into account is of course the superposition of
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the chip’s emission spectrum with the wavelength correspondent to the package’s
colour. Figure 4.5 illustrates this. The grey area represents the colour hue of the
tinted lens, whereas the white area represents the emission spectrum of a red LED.
From the standpoint of a reception device, all light shone into the device that falls
into the grey area is reflected (and therefore does not reach the LED chip), whereas
other colours such as dark red and orange may, because they are not reflected
by the coloured package. It should be noted that light sensing is not limited to
allowing said radiation to reach the LED chip. In other words, taking the above
example, it should not be granted that a red LED with those characteristics should
detect dark red and orange. Emission and Sensitivity Spectra are different concepts
altogether. The idea that should be retained is that any coloured lens will affect the
light sensitivity of an LED. The same happens with white LEDs, which contain a
phosphor coating, that affects photon reach to the p-n junction. The LED package’s
type and colour assumes the same importance as the light input window shape
and size of a photodiode, when using the LED as a light sensor.

4.3.2 LED Chip Area

Wire bond

Molded 
epoxy lens LED chip

mounted in
reector cavity

Epoxy case

Anode lead

Cathode lead

(a) Through-hole

ESD Diode

Anode

Cathode

Wire bond

Chip

Heat sink

Package

(b) SMD

Figure 4.6: Different LED Construction types (adapted from [12, 62]).

The photosensitive area is a key property for a photodiode. LEDs, though not
specifically built to be responsive to light, also abide to the same rules - the larger
the photosensitive area, the higher the generated photocurrent. More photons
will reach the photosensitive area, and larger beams can be utilized. Due to LEDs
typical morphologies, which are not designed to be used as light sensors, it is
important to choose LEDs that have an as flat and as exposed junction as possible.
In fact, it is safe to say that the most common 3 mm and 5 mm through-hole LEDs
do not serve as good light sensors - one of the reasons for that is indeed their
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construction and their chip area. Through hole LEDs have chip areas of around
0.1 mm2, which can be underwhelming when compared to typical photodiodes.
On the other hand, with the proliferation of LED displays and luminaries, flatter
LEDs like the majority of Surface-mounted device (SMD) LEDs available today,
feature much larger chip areas, ten times larger (1 mm2) than those in through-hole
LEDs. On the other hand, the larger the chip area (analogue for photosensitive
area in photodiodes), the higher the junctions capacitance Cj. Therefore larger
LEDs, while more sensitive, may prove to be slower. Figure 4.6 depicts both 5 mm
and SMD LED constructions.

4.3.3 ESD Device

Construction-wise through-hole and SMD LEDs differ in many aspects, but a
crucial one is the presence of an ESD protecting device in SMD LEDs, such as
shown in Figure 4.6b.

There is lack of information on LED’s datasheet regarding its ESD protective
device, other than it is connected in parallel with the LED chip and that the ESD
withstand voltage is 8kV.

A

C

(a) Diode

A

C

(b) Zener Diode

A

C

(c) TVS Diode

Figure 4.7: Various types of ESD devices configurations, parallel with the LED.

Figure 4.7 shows some of the possible ESD configurations, in parallel with the
LED - single, Zener and TVS (Transient Voltage Suppression) diodes in Figures
4.7a, 4.7b and 4.7c respectively.

When the LED is forward biased, the ESD devices are transparent - they do not
alter the LEDs functionality, because they themselves are reverse biased. However,
when the LED is used as a light sensor, the ESD devices are forward biased. Their
implication in the use of LEDs as light sensors is further investigated below.
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4.4 Circuit topologies for ’LED-as-sensor’

There are two main modes or topologies in which photodiodes and/or LEDs
can be used. These are the photoconductive and photovoltaic modes. The main
difference in these modes relies in the use or not use of a reverse bias voltage.

4.4.1 Photovoltaic Mode

In photovoltaic mode, the diode is operated in unbiased fashion (Vbias = 0V). The
lack of an external reverse voltage will yield a shorter depletion region Wd, and
thus a higher junction capacitance Cj. This results in a higher diode time constant,
and therefore in a slower response.

Besides the system’s response, two other factors differ between these two
modes - dark current value (Idark) and linearity. Idark can be investigated using the
simplistic equivalent circuit of a reverse-biased diode in Figure 4.4a.

Cj is function of Vbias, whereas Igl is the photon-generated current. Rdark rep-
resents the shunt resistance of the diode. Ideally, this would be infinite, but real
values are in the 10-1000 MΩ range. This represents the noise or dark current Idark -
current that flows even in dark environments. By applying a voltage on both diode
terminals, a current is forced through the resistor, independently of the incident
light (Igl). If the diode is operated in photoconductive mode, Idark is never null,
consequent of the reverse bias voltage. On the other hand, by operating the diode
in the photovoltaic mode Idark is null.

The reverse bias voltage also defines the upper current saturation limit - i.e., the
upper linearity limit. Observing Figure 4.8, one can see six different photodiode
operating points, grouped in two states. While both share the same load impedance
(same line slope), abc represents the photodiode’s operation in photoconductive
mode, and de f represents the photovoltaic mode. Comparing operating point
pairs, for the same illuminance levels - ad, be and cf, one can see larger differences
between these two points, as illuminance increases. While the current increases
linearly with illuminance in the photoconductive mode, in photovoltaic mode it
does not - as illuminance increases, current appears to saturate. This is more visible
in Figure 4.9. As Vbias is increased, the saturation current is ’pushed’ upwards -
one can say that linearity is higher with higher Vbias, as the linear operating zone
is ’stretched’.
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Figure 4.8: Photodiode IV curve
(adapted from [63]).

Figure 4.9: Photodiode Linearity
(adapted from [63]).

4.4.2 Photoconductive Mode

In this mode, an external reverse voltage is applied to the diode. As confirmed
by Figures 4.2 and 4.3, the depletion region Wd is widened, thus reducing the
junction’s capacitance Cj - the device’s response speed is therefore increased.
However, due to the device’s enhanced sensitivity, by using a reverse voltage, the
dark current is also increased.

4.4.3 Charge/Discharge Mode

An alternative mode was proposed in [11]. Dietz et al. proposed the use of the
capacitive properties of the reverse biased p-n junction as a means to sense inci-
dent light. By reverse biasing the LED, the junction capacitance is charged - the
time it takes to discharge depends on the current created by incident light. The
higher the illuminance the faster Cj is discharged. The remaining voltage on the
capacitor after a measuring period dictates how much light has been sensed. A
low remaining voltage means that the capacitance was discharged completely or
almost completely, whereas a higher remaining voltage indicates that not enough
photocurrent has been generated to discharge the capacitance. This method gains
special importance when using a modern µC, as it does not require extra circuitry
- two existing I/O pins on a µC are sufficient.
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This method can be divided into two stages:

• Charging stage (Figure 4.10a): one of the I/O pins is set to HIGH logic level,
while the other one is set to a LOW logic level, 5V and 0V respectively. In
this stage Cj is charged up.

• Discharging stage (Figure 4.10b): the HIGH pin is then set to an INPUT pin
for an ADC. Incident light thus discharges Cj and the remaining voltage can
be monitored by the microcontroller’s input pin.

It should be noted that the I/O pin impedance is altered, as the pin is changed
from an OUTPUT pin to an INPUT pin. Whereas the pins impedance is very low
in OUTPUT mode, it is much higher in INPUT mode. Furthermore, the junction
capacitance’s value - Cj - is not constant. As it is discharged by effect of the incident
light and as the voltage at its terminals decreases, Cj value increases, as seen in
Figure 4.3. Thus, the junction capacitance should indeed be referred to as Cj(t), as
it is variable - however, for simplicity reasons it is referred to as simply Cj.

µC

V+

GND

Cj

(a) Charging Cj Capacitance

µC

IN

GND

Cj Igl

(b) Incident Light discharging Cj

Figure 4.10: Charge/Discharge Mode stages.

Dietz et al. ([11]) also improved on the idea of using the LED as a bidirectional
interface. By using a time-slot scheme it is possible, provided that the frequency is
high enough, to alternate between the receiving state and the emission state while
keeping the LED apparent state as "on". Figure 4.11 illustrates this. In the state
represented by Figure 4.11a the LED is used as an emitter. States represented by
Figures 4.11b and 4.11c show the LED used as a sensor, in a Charge/Discharge
Mode. Shifting between these states rapidly enough gives the impression that the
LED is always on (i.e., emitting), while in fact, it is not. The speed at which the
LED goes through the emitting and sensing states is closely related to humans
maximum flicker-fusion frequency, as previously discussed.
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Figure 4.11: LED as a Bidirectional device.

4.5 ’LED-as-sensor’ experiment

Based on the work of Dietz et al. [11], colour LEDs were experimented as light
sensors, using the ’Charge/Discharge’ topology described above. This method
takes advantage of not requiring any extra circuitry, such as transimpedance
amplifiers for I/V conversion.

4.5.1 SPICE Simulation

SPICE tools can, in fact, be effectively used to simulate and prove both the capaci-
tive nature of the reverse-biased LED, but also their sensitivity to external light,
resorting to a model approximation. Although external, physical constraints, as
those pointed out in Section 4.3, aren’t modelled, the LEDs electrical behaviour can
be studied. The LED model used for SPICE simulation referred to the Lumileds
LXHL-BW02.

The capacitive character of a reverse-biased LED can be demonstrated with a
direct comparison with a capacitor. Comparing an ordinary RC network (low-pass
filter) with a reverse biased LED, in an AC analysis, one can find the equivalent
capacitance value specific to that bias value. By using a DC voltage source with
a comparatively small AC component it is possible to use the LED in the same
operating point, keeping Cj’s variation to a minimum. Figure 4.12 and 4.13 show
the simulated circuit and simulation results. Through intensive simulations, it was
found that a capacitance of 500 pF accurately models that of the reverse-biased
LED, and allows for the superimposition of both frequency responses.
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100k  
LED

VDC=5 V
Vac=50 mV

(a)

100k  
500pF

VDC=5 V
Vac=50 mV

(b)

Figure 4.12: Simulated Circuits for Reverse Biased LED (a) and Capacitor (b)
comparison.
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Figure 4.13: Simulation results for Reverse Biased LED and Capacitor Low Pass
Filter.

An alternative, more exact method for the capacitance calculation of a reverse-
biased diode can be performed, based on the purely imaginary current behaviour
of capacitive loads. Referring to Figure 4.14, one can approximate the LED as a
purely capacitive load.

LED
VDC=0.1 V – 10 V

Vac=50 mV

Figure 4.14: LEDs’ ESD device when used as light sensor.

When examining a load under an AC stimulus, its impedance can be repre-
sented by a complex number - the real part represents the resistive character of
the load (resistance), whereas the imaginary part (reactance) is frequency depen-
dent and constitutes the reactive component of said load. A purely capacitive or
inductive load (like a reverse-biased LED) has a purely imaginary impedance com-
ponent (Equation (4.3)). A capacitor’s reactance can be written as in Equation (4.4)
- it depends on the capacitor’s value and on the frequency of the AC stimulus,
ω = 2× π × f . Equation (4.6) demonstrates that the imaginary part of the current

41



CHAPTER 4. THE LED AS A LIGHT SENSOR

divided (Im(I)) by the voltage V times frequency ω equals the equivalent capaci-
tance of the reverse-biased voltage. Setting frequency f as f = 0.5/π, permits the
simplification C = Im(I)× 1

V , as also suggested in Equation (4.5)

Z = R + jX R→0
= jX (4.3)

X = Xc = −
1

ωC
(4.4)

Xc = −
1

2× π × f × C
f→0.5π
= − 1

C
(4.5)

Z =
V
I
⇔ jXc =

V
I
⇔ −j

1
ωC

=
V
I
⇔ 1

jωC
=

V
I
⇔

jωC = I × 1
V
⇔ jωC = jIm(I)× 1

V
⇔ (4.6)

C = Im(I)× 1
ωV

= Im(I)× 1
V

By sweeping the DC component of the AC voltage source, it is possible to plot
the VBIAS against Cj, as per Figure 4.15. The matching capacitance value for a n=1
LED string with VBIAS = 5 V is Cj = 481.7 pF, which supports the approximated
aforementioned value of 500 pF.
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Figure 4.15: VBIAS vs Cj plot obtained
from SPICE simulation.

Figure 4.16: VBIAS vs Cj plot obtained
from SPICE simulation, for LED, ESD
Device and Equivalent Capacitance.

Adding a parallel ESD device, it is possible to investigate its influence on the
LED’s operation as a light sensor (reverse-biased). Specifically, it is important to
look into how its addition to the circuit affects the overall equivalent capacitive
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load. Diffusion Capacitance Cd is associated to a forward-biased diode, which
happens to be the ESD device itself. Performing the same analysis as above, one can
measure Cd against a DC sweep. Given that the reverse-biased diode’s Cj and the
forward-biased diode’s Cd are in fact in parallel, the equivalent capacitance results
in the sum of these two capacitances, Figure 4.16. The equivalent capacitance of
the LED package is higher, when compared to the single LED chip capacitance (Cj),
due to the fact that it also includes the ESD diode capacitance (Cd). At VBIAS = 5
V, the equivalent capacitance almost doubles the single LED chip capacitance.
However, at lower voltages, a large capacitance peak can be detected, roughly
centered at the diode’s threshold voltage - thus VBIAS = Vt(ESD).

SPICE software can also serve as a means to simulate the ’LED-as-sensor’
experiment altogether. In fact, it proves as an effective tool in investigating the
influence of the parallel ESD diode, as well as the response of multiple LEDs
in series and/or parallel, which may not be possible in the experiment setup.
Figure 4.17 shows the simulated circuit for charge and discharge states with and
without the parallel ESD device in 4.17a and 4.17b respectively. Note that the
series resistor’s value is set accordingly to the state, modelling the input and
output impedances of the µC’s pins. - in charge state, the output impedance is
low (R→1 Ω), whereas the input impedance in the discharge mode is very high
(R→1 MΩ).

V=5v
t=10µs

R 1  
LED

V=0v
t=490µs

R 1M  
LED

Igl

Igl

(a) Charge and Discharge states without
ESD

V=5v
t=10µs

R 1  
LED

V=0v
t=490µs

R 1M  
LED

DESD

DESD

Igl

Igl

(b) Charge and Discharge states with ESD

Figure 4.17: Schematic of the used circuits for SPICE simulation.

The incident light is modelled by the parallel current source Igl, with a symbol
period of t = 500 µs and duty-cycle of 50%. In both waveforms an increased
discharge in the first and third periods is clearly visible. The dotted line - which
represents the charge/discharge curve for the LED without ESD device - is very
resemblant to the obtained waveform from the experiment, as is also the solid line.
One can clearly distinguish both waveforms, either by their amplitude or by the
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discharge curves. The dotted line is larger in amplitude and its discharge curve is
very much alike the exponential curve one would obtain from an RC circuit.

The solid line, on the other hand, is smaller in amplitude, because of the limiting
effect of the forward biased diode. The discharge curve is also very different. It
is very steep as it begins to discharge, but not so much as time passes by. Even
though the presence of an ESD device increases the equivalent capacitance of
the LED (refer to Figure 4.16), it does not interfere with the discharge curve as
much as one would think it should. This can be explained by the variable current
source/sink characteristics of a diode (see Figure 4.26). At higher voltages, it
sinks more current, draining the capacitors charge (i.e., discharging the LED’s
capacitance) - as the voltage drops this current sink effect is lessened.
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Figure 4.18: Waveforms obtained by SPICE simulation using setup in Figure 4.17.

4.5.2 Physical implementation

Two LEDs were used at the same time in each experiment. One served as the
transmitter, the other one as the receiver - these will be referred to as Tx and Rx,
respectively, henceforth. The chosen micro-controller was the Atmel ATMEGA3281

- the built-in ADC was used. No current limiting resistor was used, as the I/O pins
are current limited. Figure 4.19 illustrates the used setup for the experience.

Contrarily to [11], where Dietz et al. used exclusively digital I/O pins for both
anode and cathode, a digital pin on the anode and an analog pin on the cathode
were used in this setup. The method utilized by Dietz et al. relied on the time
necessary for the LED’s capacitance to discharge to the digital pin’s input threshold

1Both Tx and Rx microcontrollers were synchronized using an external signal generator
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USB µC

A1

D1

PC
Oscilloscope

Figure 4.19: Experiment setup.

- the voltage threshold between the logic levels of 0 and 1. If it discharged quickly,
that meant that light was sensed - if it did not discharge as quickly, no light was
sensed. Obviously this method, though simple and definitely usable, ignored all
other light conditions, between ON and OFF. By using and analog I/O pin on
the cathode, one can use the µC’s inboard ADC, and add flexibility to the system.
A couple of different algorithms could be used. One could establish a certain
threshold within the ADC’s range and compare that value with the current value
on the cathode. Changing the threshold value could change the interpretation of
the light/no light distinction. Lower thresholds could be useful in the event that
dim/no light distinction is needed. Because the discharge is exponential, and all
discharge curves have the same initial voltage, two very similar discharge curves
(such as in the case of no light/dim light) will become more distinct as more times
passes by. This does, obviously, slow down the system. One disadvantage of the
system’s slow speed is the fact that it may become more sensitive to ambient light.
Higher threshold levels are useful when comparing bright light/no light, as the
exponential curves become distinct of each other much more quickly - the system
is thus quicker. Another way of using this mode may be by having it be periodic.
That is, by charging and discharging the LED periodically (at a fixed frequency).
This method has some benefits compared to the earlier algorithm. Because it is
periodic, it is also predictable. A single ADC measure can be performed just before
it is charged back up again. Larger measured values mean lower light levels -
incident light did not discharge the LED’s capacitance. Lower values mean that
the incident light is higher, and the LED’s capacitance has been discharged. One is
not limited to two states (light/no light) - in fact, one is only limited to the ADC’s
resolution. Theoretically, for a 10 bit ADC there should be 1024 detectable light
levels.

Three LED types were used: 3 mm and 5 mm through hole and 1 mm2 surface
mount. Table 4.1 describes both the micro-controller and LED specifications. Both
LEDs Rx and Tx were aligned with each other, mounted on two different sides
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Table 4.1: Experiment system specifications.

Microcontroller Atmel ATMEGA328P

Microcontroller clock 16 MHz

ADC Resolution 10 bit

ADC Clock 1 MHz

V+ 5 V

3mm LED
Red Vishay TLUR44K1L2 630 nm

Green Vishay TLHG44K1L2 567 nm
Blue Vishay TLHB44K2M1 466 nm

5mm LED
Red – –

Green – –
Blue – –

SMD LED
Red OSRAM LH-W5AM 640 nm

Green OSRAM LT-W5AM 528 nm
Blue OSRAM LD-W5AM 455 nm

of an enclosed 9x9 cm square box. For LEDs of the same type, the two opposite
sides were used (Figure 4.20a). The horizontal alignment error from one another
was under ± 2o. All the LEDs were from the same manufacturer and from the
same model, whenever possible, to keep features such as chip size, angle of half
intensity and luminous intensity as similar as possible from LED to LED. The
through hole 3mm LEDs feature a tinted package, coloured same as their emission.
On the other hand, the 5mm and the SMD LEDs have a clear silicon package.
Figure 4.20 depicts the experiment LED assembly.

(a) Enclosed box setup for LED-to-
LED experiment

Rx

9 cm

Tx

(b) Cross-section of enclosed box
setup

Figure 4.20: Physical Assembly of the LED-as-sensor experiment.

The Tx LED was pulsed with a square wave, at a frequency of 500 Hz with 50%
duty-cycle. The Rx LED worked solely as a receiver using the Charge/Discharge
mode, in a periodic fashion. Every 500 µs the LED was reverse biased (note that the
LED was kept in reverse bias operation for 10 µs prior to discharge), then allowed
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to discharge. This meant that, when synchronized, the Rx discharge curve would
indicate "light-seen" for two consecutive measuring periods and "light-not-seen"
for another two consecutive measuring periods.

4.5.3 Experiment Results

4.5.3.1 3 mm LEDs

Figure 4.21 shows Rx-Tx tests for Red-Red LEDs.

HH
HHHHRx

Tx R G B

R – – –
G – – –
B – – –

Figure 4.21: Rx (Top) and Tx (Bottom)
3 mm LED Red-to-Red Waveforms.

Table 4.2: 3 mm Rx-Tx experiment
results.

The Rx LED is depicted by the top waveform, whereas the bottom waveform
represents the Tx LED. One can clearly see the discharge curve of the Rx LED.
However, for these LEDs, it is clear that the incident light does not alter in any
way the discharge curve, as there is no difference in the remaining voltage on the
junction capacitor after a discharge period in both light and dark states. This is
consistent for all the three coloured LEDs, both as emitters and sensors. Table 4.2
summarizes the obtained results for the 3mm LED experiment. There is no light
detection in any of the 9 possible LED combinations.

4.5.3.2 5mm LEDs

The 5 mm LEDs, on the other hand, presented better results, particularly in the
Red-Red, Green-Blue and Blue-Blue Rx-Tx pairs, which had clear distinction between
light and dark states. Other combinations did not show relevant light detection.
Figure 4.22 shows Rx-Tx results for Green-Blue, and table 4.3 summarizes the
obtained results.
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HHH
HHHRx

Tx R G B

R
√

– –
G – –

√

B – –
√

Figure 4.22: Rx (Top) and Tx (Bot-
tom) 5 mm LED Green-to-Blue Wave-
forms.

Table 4.3: 5 mm Rx-Tx experiment
results.

4.5.3.3 SMD LEDs

The SMD LEDs, much like the 5mm LEDs proved to be better light detectors than
the 3mm LEDs as well. Figure 4.23 shows Rx-Tx results for the Red-Green LED
pair, and table 4.4 summarizes the obtained results.

HH
HHHHRx

Tx R G B

R
√ √

–
G – –

√

B – – –

Figure 4.23: Rx (Top) and Tx (Bottom)
SMD LED Red-to-Green Waveforms.

Table 4.4: SMD Rx-Tx experiment re-
sults.
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4.5.4 Results Interpretation

None of the experiment results show any light sensing by the 3mm LEDs. On
the other hand, there is clear distinction of Rx waveforms when exposed to light
in the Red-Red, Green-Blue and Blue-Blue 5mm Rx-Tx LED pairs. Likewise, for
the Red-Red, Red-Green and Green-Blue SMD LED pairs. The package colour
differences between the 3mm and 5mm LEDs is a major influence on their light
sensitivity, given that both these share the same approximate chip size (0.1 mm2).
They have, however, different package sizes, and thus the exposed package area is
not the same, which means that number of photons to reach the p-n junction on
the 3mm can be lower than those on the 5mm. Note that the SMD LED’s results
show good light sensitivity, on a par with the 5mm LEDs. Again, package colour
has great influence - both of these have a transparent silicon dome. Additionally,
the exposed p-n area is much larger than the one found in both the 3mm and 5mm
LEDs, which can explain the frankly good sensitivity.
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Figure 4.24: Approximated Emission and Sensitivity Spectra.

One aspect that can be collected from Tables 4.2 to 4.4 is the fact that the light
sensitivity demonstrated by the Rx LEDs is more apparent when the Tx emission
wavelength is equal or larger than that of the Rx pair. Take, for instance, the case
in Table 4.4, referring to the SMD-SMD results. While the Red Rx LED is sensitive
to both Red and Green light, the Green Rx LED is sensitive only to Blue light -
the Rx LEDs are sensitive to light equal or lower in wavelength than their own
emission. Referring to Section 3.1 and Figure 3.2, the energy of the emitted photons
by the LED is related to the difference in energy levels that electrons transit from
and to. The bandgap energy eV is inversely proportional to the emission light
wavelength. Similarly, referring to Section 4.2 and Figure 4.1, the necessary photon
energy to create a free electron-hole pair is given by eV, the p-n junction bandgap
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energy. These two characteristics - emission and sensitivity spectra - seem not to
coincide when, at first glance, they should. For sufficiently large wavelengths, the
quantum efficiency of the photodetector - in this case, the reverse-biased LED - is
small, because photon energy is insufficient to overcome the junction’s bandgap.
On the other hand, for sufficiently small wavelengths, light penetration depth
is diminished. Given that recombination lifetime is quite short near surface, the
carriers recombine before being swept, [57]. Given that an LED is not constructed
to be used as a photodetector, its sensitivity spectra is very narrow, slightly below
its emission spectra. The obtained experiment results are coherent with other
experimental results in the literature [64, 65, 66]. Figure 4.24 depicts the emission
and approximated sensitivity spectra for the SMD LEDs. Note that the sensitivity
spectrum peak wavelengths are lower than that of the emission spectrum. Also,
the sensitivity spectrum of the Red LED covers both Green and Red emission
spectra.

Finally, the waveform differences between Figures 4.22 and 4.23 are explained
by the presence of an ESD device in the latter case. The ESD device interferes with
the LED in both charge and discharge states, as seen in Figure 4.25.

µC

V+

GND

Cj Igl DESD Cd

(a)

µC

IN

GND

Cj Igl CdDESD

(b)

Figure 4.25: LEDs’ ESD device when used as light sensor.

When in charge state (Figure 4.25a), the ESD diode works as a voltage limiter.
Given that the current sunk by the µC is not very high, it is very unlikely that
the ESD diode voltage stays at 5 V. Therefore, the voltage to which the junction
capacitance Cj charges to is, in fact, limited. This explains the reduced amplitude
in Figure’s 4.23 waveforms. When in discharge state (Figure 4.25b), the ESD device
works as a variable current sink, further discharging junction capacitance Cj.
Additionally, the diffusion capacitance of the forward-biased must also be taken
into account.
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The microcontroller’s ADC input impedance is very high, and its input current
will therefore be very small. Cj’s discharge in thus dependent on the two parallel
current sinks: Igl, the current generated by incident light and DESD a current sink
dependent on terminals voltage. While on one hand, and for a given ambient
illuminance, the current sunk by Igl is constant, on the other hand the current sunk
by DESD does not have a completely linear behaviour. This can exemplified by
Figure 4.26. Point A represents the initial operating point as Cj begins to discharge
- as it discharges, the node’s voltage decreases, which brings DESD operating point
down to B and ultimately C. In other words, the higher the stored energy the Cj

the more quickly it is discharged. Passed point C, the current sunk by the ESD
diode is depreciated, and Cj is solely discharged by Igl.
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Figure 4.26: Diode’s VI curve.
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4.5.5 Bi-Directional Communication with LEDs

Considering the spectral selective characteristics of an LED as a photodetector, they
can be used as both input and output ports, on a bi-directional communication
system, in half-duplex fashion. Using LEDs with three distinct wavelengths -
Red, Blue and Green - it is possible to create a two channel Wavelength-division
Multiplexing (WDM) system. The system is demonstrated in Figure 4.27. Tx and
Rx periods may represent a single bit of information, or even higher bit data
packets.

R

G

B

R

G

B

Tx

Rx

Tx

Rx

Rx

Tx

Rx

Tx

Figure 4.27: Fully-LED Bi-directional System.

The Red LED acts as a transceiver by itself. By using a time-slot scheme, it
is possible to use it as both emitter as receiver, thus working as both Rx and
Tx. On the other hand, the Blue and Green LEDs act as emitter and receiver,
respectively. The Tx and Rx is merely a notation that describes the LEDs role in
the communication system. Provided that there is enough wavelength separation
between the Red sensitivity and the Green emission spectra, it is possible to
obtain two fully independent communication channels, using purely WDM - any
information multiplexing is hardware based. Additionally, in case of superposition
between the Red sensitivity and the Green emission spectra - like what was
interpreted from the collected data shown in Section 4.5.3 - the Red and Green
states on a given system must be opposite of each other because Red LEDs may be
sensitive to Green light. Figure 4.28 depicts this. This way, when the Green LED of
system B is on (lit up), it will not be sensed by the Red LED of system A, because
it itself is emitting. The Blue LED could be used for sunlight sensing, due to its
sensitivity to ultraviolet wavelengths (which exist in sunlight). In case of using
a RGBA (with an added Amber colour, which improves CRI), the Green colour
could be used as Tx and the Amber could be used as Rx.
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BB Tx Tx

GA Rx Rx ONON

GB ON Rx ON Rx

BA Tx TxRA Tx Rx Tx Rx

RB Rx RxTx Tx

Figure 4.28: RGB LED states.

One aspect that may be important to assess is the achievable data-rate. Firstly,
the capacitive nature of the LEDs must be considered. A too high clock rate will
not allow the LED’s capacitance to discharge properly, and thus light/no-light
differentiation is hampered, as shown in Figure 4.29, which show the Rx LED
waveform for an optical clock rate of 5 kHz and 10 kHz respectively. Clearly,
light/no-light distinction is greater in the first case. As optical clock rates increase,
there is need for a faster discharge curve - and thus, a lower capacitance. In the next
subsections, alternative receiver setups are suggested for both increased speed
and/or sensitivity. SPICE simulation can be used to simulate the behaviour of
a string of n LEDs, as one would find in an LED luminaire, or even a segment,
where similarly-sized LED strings are used in parallel.

(a) Optical Clock = 5kHz (b) Optical Clock = 10kHz

Figure 4.29: Influence of optical clock rate on a ’LED-as-sensor’.
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4.5.5.1 LED Strings with n>1

At first glance, it is important to understand the LED string in terms of equivalent
circuit, especially when reverse biased. Referring to Figure 4.4a and 4.13 is known
that a reverse biased LED behaves very much like a capacitor. It is to be expected
that a series of identical reverse biased LEDs would behave like a series of equally
valued capacitors as seen in Equation (4.7)

Cseries =
1

1
Cj1

+ 1
Cj2

+ 1
Cj3

+ 1
Cj4

+ ... + 1
Cjn

=
1

n ∗ 1
Cj

=
Cj

n
. (4.7)

However, and as noted in Figure 4.15 and Figure 4.3, the junction capacitance
Cj of a reverse biased p-n junction depends on the reverse bias voltage applied to
the entire string. Thus, and referring to Figure 4.15 and Equation (4.7), it’s possible
to study the effect of string size in the overall junction capacitance value.

Vbias = 5V ⇒ Cj = 481.7pF and Vbias = 0.5V ⇒ Cj = 963.4pF

Cseries =
963.4pF

10
= 96.34 pF (4.8)

For a string of n = 10 LEDs the reverse voltage for each LED is V = 0.5V,
which equates in a junction capacitance of Cj = 963.4 pF per LED, and total ca-
pacitance equal to 96.34 pF, as confirmed by the dotted curve in Figure 4.30 and
Equation (4.8). Therefore, even though the each diode is biased in a lower voltage
point, resulting in a higher junction capacitance, equivalent total capacitance is
computed by this series of higher valued capacitors which makes the total value
smaller than the junction capacitance for a single string LED. Figure 4.32 shows
how Cseries value depends on both string size n and Bias Voltage VBIAS. One can
derive that, for longer LED strings, the total series capacitance flattens out, com-
pared to what happens in short or single LED strings, as can be seen in Figure 4.30,
for n = 10. This fact can be confirmed by examining the junction capacitance Cj

capacitance equation and how it morphs, as the string’s LED number enlarges - se-

ries capacitance changes with n in a
(√

VBIAS
n × n

)−1
relationship. From Figure 4.30

it is evident that the increasing of series LEDs leads to an overall flattening of the
Cj/VBIAS curve.

Likewise, the depletion capacitance of the ESD device is also changed. In a
n = 10 LED string, each ESD device operates on a lower (by tenfold) operating
bias point, and thus the equivalent series depletion capacitance is computed as
in Equation (4.7). From Figure 4.31 it is evident that the increasing of series ESD
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devices leads to an overall flattening of the Cj/VBIAS curve, but also a shift. The
capacitance peak follows the overall threshold voltage of the ESD string (Vt is
ten times higher with n = 1 than with n = 10), and its effect on operation is
minimized as the series LED string size increases.
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Figure 4.30: VBIAS vs Cj plot obtained
from SPICE simulation for n=1 and
n=10 LED strings.

Figure 4.31: VBIAS vs Cd plot obtained
from SPICE simulation from ESD De-
vice for n=1 and n=10 strings.
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Figure 4.32: 3D plot of Series Capacitance of a Reverse Biased LED String with
variable size and bias voltage.

SPICE simulation results for a string of 10 LEDs are shown in Figure 4.33. In
opposition to the previous case of a single LED string, the voltage at the string’s
terminals is not limited by the ESD devices. Given that there are now 10 ESD
diodes parallel to the LEDs, the reverse voltage is now distributed by all diodes,
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allowing each diode to operate in a lower Vf /I f bias point such that the overall
operating point of the string allows the LED’s voltage to match the input voltage.
Likewise, comparing the solid curves (with DESD) of Figures 4.18 and 4.33, the
latter’s discharge curves are not as steep - the ESD diodes are operating at a lower
bias point, and thus do not sink as much current. Recalling Figure 4.26, the each
ESD diode is operating around point C, and thus the ESD diode string draws very
little current from the moment the discharge commences. Furthermore, at this
operating voltage, for a n = 10, the equivalent capacitance for LED strings with
and without ESD devices are very similar, as predicted above. As the LED string
size enlarges, effect of the ESD device is lessened.
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Figure 4.33: Waveforms obtained by SPICE simulation using setup in Figure 4.17
for a string of 10 LEDs.

Figure 4.34 shows how both waveforms change by varying the string size, while
maintaining the reverse voltage bias at 5V. Figure 4.34a in particular confirms, in
fact, the above statements regarding the total string Cj value, ie Cstring. Keeping
VBIAS constant, longer LED strings originate a smaller equivalent capacitance,
and consequently faster discharge curves. Regarding 4.34b, it shows that the ESD
device has most impact on smaller strings.

Nonetheless, the reverse voltage applied to the LED string size should also be
related to its size. For a reverse bias of 5V and a string of n = 10 LEDs, one can
say that LEDs with or without ESD devices give the same results as shown by
Figure 4.33). However, for a higher reverse bias voltage of e.g. 50V, will not show
similar results - the LED string without ESD devices will, in fact, be reverse biased
at 50V, whereas the reverse bias on the LED string with ESD devices will be limited
(much like what occurs in Figure 4.18), consequence of the now higher operating
point of the ESD diode. The fact that the LED string can be reverse biased at higher
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Figure 4.34: Waveforms for LED string of variable size n (with and without ESD
device).

voltages is of great importance, given that it allows for the use of the same AC-DC
or DC-DC Converter one would use to forward bias an LED string on a common
LED luminaire. The PWM signal used in these circuits could then be used not to
merely turn on or off the LED string, but to decide when should the LED string be
forward or reverse biased.

4.5.5.2 Parallel LED Strings

While adding identical capacitors in series means a reduction in total capacitance
(described by Equation 4.7), the addition of equally valued capacitors in parallel
has the exact opposite effect:

Cparallel = Cj1 + Cj2 + Cj3 + Cj4 + ... + Cjm = m× Cj (4.9)

Thus, and examining the LED string from a purely capacitive perspective,
one can state that parallel LED strings (higher m number) will result in a higher
equivalent capacitance. This capacitance change holds true for LEDs both with
and without ESD device, as it is observed in Figure 4.35.

SPICE simulation results for n-sized LED strings, with m strings in parallel
are presented in Figure 4.36. The striking deduction one can make from it is
that, despite parallel strings having larger equivalent capacitances, its increase in
value is of reduced effect. Firstly, because at VBIAS, there is no much difference in
equivalent capacitance, regardless of the strings being in parallel or not (refer to
Figure 4.35). Secondly, the fact that by having m light-generated current sources,
compensates any additional capacitance that may exist. Whereas having a string
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Figure 4.35: VBIAS vs Cequivalent plot obtained from SPICE simulation for LED
strings of variable size n and m (with and without ESD device).

of n LEDs results in a light-generated current source of value Igl, having m par-
allel strings results in a light-generated current source of value Igl ×m. Both the
(small) increase in capacitance and in light-generated current can be confirmed
by Figure 4.36 - in periods of light (Igl > 0), the capacitance is discharged to a
lower level, and in both periods of light and no light (Igl > 0 and Igl = 0) a slower
discharge is always perceived.
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Figure 4.36: Waveforms for LED string of variable size m (with and without ESD
device).
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Concluding, either series or parallel LED configurations add to the LEDs be-
haviour as a sensor. Using a string of n LEDs in series decreases overall capacitance,
useful in a system where speed is chief. However, if the main goal is light sensi-
tivity - measuring small variations in light, or having a broad light output range -
an array of m LEDs in parallel is recommendable. Using m-by-n arrays of LEDs
permits both benefits - increased sensitivity at higher speeds. Figure 4.37 depicts
the difference between a single LED and a 10-by-10 LED matrix when used as
sensors. Note that the LED matrix not only features significantly larger light dis-
tinction, it also has a faster decay curve, allowing for shorter periods. Charge
time and symbol period were reduced to 1 µs and 10 µs respectively, substantially
increasing the system’s speed.
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Figure 4.37: Single LED vs 10-by-10 matrix comparison.

This idea should not be limited to standard luminaries, which include dozens of
LEDs, but to outdoor luminaries, billboards - which include hundreds to thousands
of LEDs - or even displays - which may include up to hundreds of thousands of
LEDs.
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PROPOSED SYSTEM DESIGN

5.1 System Architecture

Expanding on the concept of Smart Lighting, and given the recent advances in
VLC, this work proposes a system that plays part in three distinct processes:
illumination, ambient light feedback for dimming and optical communication via
VLC. This system can be integrated with similar Smart Lighting systems (via e.g.
DALI) and existing communication systems (e.g, a buildings’ WiFi, Power Line
Communication (PLC), Power over Ethernet (PoE), etc).

The proposed system architecture is shown in Figure 5.1. It comprises three
mains building blocks: the LED Driver, the LED string and the µC. The µC unit
controls dimming of the LED string, by direct modulation of the LED Driver’s
PWM input. Dimming and VLC Data information are both managed by the µC
unit (although analog dimming of the LED string is still possible). In case of
digital transmission, dimming is employed using the dimming methods described
in Section 2.2. When not transmitting, the µC may output a lower dimming
frequency, or idle, high-frequency patterns for flicker-free operation (also discussed
in Section 2.2). Dimming information received by the µC may result of user
interaction (via wall-dimmer, external communication, or integrated light level
feedback). A simplified timing diagram is provided in Figure 5.2, where non-
communication, Tx communication and mixed Tx and Rx communication periods
can be observed.

AC-DC and DC-DC conversion blocks are also included. The AC-DC block
aims AC-DC conversion from line 220 VAC level to 30-50 VDC for LED Driver
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Figure 5.2: Time Diagram of Proposed Architecture.

powering. It comprises an optional isolation (or step-down) transformer, for gal-
vanic isolation, a full-wave rectifier and a DC regulator [13]. Additionally, a Power
Factor Correction (PFC) circuit, such as the Valley-Fill circuit may be employed.
The DC-DC converter powers the µC. Finally, additional blocks are shown. A ther-
mal management circuit, including a temperature sensor monitors the LED string
temperature, and reports to either the µC unit or the LED Driver itself. Should
the monitored temperature exceed a defined threshold, LED current is de-rated,
or partial/full LED string shutdown is carried out. Extra communication blocks
(BLE, PLC or Wi-Fi, PoE) [67, 68, 69] are integrated with local µC, supporting
inter-system integration: applications for these extra blocks span from household
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communications integration - such as Internet, phone line or TV - to basic user
interaction (via portable devices). Lastly, a data path between LED String and
the µC unit is provided. This may be for data reception - via a LED-as-sensor,
or a photodiode - or simple luminous intensity feedback. Optical receiver is not
specified. It can be accomplished via a e.g. photodiode, phototransistor, CMOS
image sensor, or by the reverse biased LED string.

5.2 LED String

The LED String takes one of the main roles in the proposed system. Not only does
it have the usual purpose of illumination, it also doubles as a light based data
transmitter.

Firstly, it is important to define the desired load as early as possible in the design
stage, for proper LED Driver design. As a load for the LED Driver, its maximum
ratings settled on Vload = 35 V and Iload = 1 A. This allows the use of a series of
10 OSRAM Golden Dragon Plus LUW-W5AM LEDs [14] operating at VF = 3.5 V
and IF = 800 mA each, with maximum output (electrical) power of 28 W. The
LUW-W5AM is a small-size high-brightness ThinGan LED, housed in a white SMT
package with a clear silicone package. It features Chip Level Conversion (CLC), as
a phosphor layer is placed on top of the LED chip, as opposed to being diffused
into the molding material, resulting in better colour homogeneity, high luminance
and less colour variation over angle. The LUW-W5AM has a large viewing angle
at 50% of 170o. The chosen version has a colour temperature of 6000 K (bright
white) and its chromaticity coordinates 1 are Cx = 0.32,Cy = 0.33, with CRI values
above 80. Also, the LED chip is mounted on an internal heatsink, guaranteeing
good heat dissipation, with a maximum thermal resistance of 11 K/W. All 10
LEDs were connected in series, in 5x2 array fashion, fixed to flat heatsink. These
LEDs’ application range spans from reading lamps, to architectural and street
lighting. Referring to Figure 5.3, and keeping in mind that Φv(350 mA) = 124
Lumen (lm), [14], the luminous flux calculation is shown in Equation (5.1). Total
LED string luminous flux adds up to 2170 lm. Taking into account that power
dissipation for each LED is given by PD = VF × IF, luminous efficacy is described
in Equation (5.2).

Φv(800mA)

Φv(350mA)
= 1.75⇔ Φv(800mA) = 1.75× 124 lm = 217 lm (5.1)

Luminous Efficacy =
Φv(800mA)

VF × IF
=

217 lm
3.5 V× 800 mA

= 77.5 lm/W (5.2)

1according to CIE 1931 [12]
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Figure 5.3: OSRAM LUW-W5AM IF/ ΦV
ΦV(350mA)

and IF/VF curves.

5.3 LED Driver

Having in mind the considerations from Section 3.3, the choice of an off-the-shelf
LED driver has to meet certain criteria.

• The ability to use external PWM dimming, in addition to analog dimming -
this way LED current can be easily controlled via a PWM signal.

• Fast LED current response has to be assured - LED dimming response must
not only cover typical dimming frequencies used for light dimming (<20
kHz), it must also cover higher dimming frequencies, suited for VLC appli-
cations (>200 kHz).

• Power output range must be as wide as possible, without compromising
efficiency. While most VLC implementations in the literature use single LED
loads, with simplified drivers, the proposed system goals medium to high
power applications, with high efficiency figures.

The proposed LED Driver was based on the LT3763 IC from Linear Technolo-
gies [70]. It achieves very fast dimming due to external, series PWM dimming,
and efficiency figures are above 95% for a vast load current range. It spans a wide
variety of applications, including High Power Architectural Lighting, Automotive
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Figure 5.4: LT3763 Block Diagram.

Lighting, Strobe Light and Laser Diodes design. The LT3763 is a fixed frequency,
synchronous buck DC-DC driver controller, and features output current regula-
tion up to 20 A with ±6% accuracy, via average current-mode control over an
output voltage range from 0 V to 55 V, regulated with ±1.5% accuracy. Internal
frequency is programmable from 200 kHz to 1 MHz. It uses an average-current
loop control for current regulation and an additional voltage loop control for
voltage regulation [70]. PWM Dimming-wise, it uses a combination of both Enable
Dimming (switching is terminated when PWM is LOW) and Series Dimming
(via external transistor). From Figure 5.4 the synchronous controller and SR latch,
the local oscillator, the external switching MOSFETs and current regulation loop
transconductance amplifiers are easily identified. A more detailed analysis of its
block diagram is available in Appendix D.
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The operation of the LT3763 is supported by three major blocks - the PWM
Comparator, the Buck Regulator and the Current Regulation Loop. The Buck
Regulator comprises all switching MOSFETs and the LC output filter. The Current
Regulation loop along with the PWM comparator form the negative feedback loop.
Both output voltage and current, are sensed and a control voltage Vc is produced
by the regulation loop. The PWM comparator, in its turn, produces a variable duty-
cycle internal PWM signal, proportional to the control voltage Vc, which defines
the on and off times of the external switching MOSFETs. While the aforementioned
blocks are common to any Buck regulator, some details are intrinsic to the circuit
itself, mainly the control loop which deserves specific attention, and is further
dissected below.

5.3.1 Simulink Model

The operation of the LT3763 can be described and simulated by the developed
Simulink2 model in Figure 5.5. A detailed block diagram of the PWM Comparator
is shown in Figure 5.6. This model permits an easy grasp of the internal circuit’s
operation, and speeds up otherwise exhausting parameter sweep simulations.
Internal component parameter values are present in Table 5.1.

Vcto synchronous controller

PWMComparator
duty

Vin

Rload

iL

Vout

Iout
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50Vin
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IL

Vout

Iload

PWM

Vc

Figure 5.5: LT3763 Simulink Model.

Control Regulation Loop is modelled after the LT3763’s Block Diagram in
Figure 5.4, and signal flow is as follows (refer to Figure 5.4). Output voltage is
attenuated and subtracted from an internal 1.2 V voltage reference. This difference
is then converted into a current by a Voltage Regulator Amp (Figure 5.4), often

2Simulink is a MATLAB R© extension, by MathWorks R©
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Figure 5.6: LT3763’s PWM Comparator Simulink Model.

Table 5.1: Internal Component Parameters.

Voltage Regulator Amp Reference Vre f = 1.206 V

Voltage Regulator Amp Transconductance gm = 850 µA/V

Current Regulator Amp Transconductance gm = 475 µA/V

Current Regulator Amp Output Impedance Zout = 3.5 MΩ

Current Mirror Reference Current Ire f = 11 µA

Max. CTRL1 value Vctrl = 1.5 V

described as Voltage Error amp in the literature. The Wrap To Zero block models
the series diode, which only permits the amp to work as a current sink. The
output of the Voltage Regulator amp subtracts to the internal current reference
that, in its turn, feeds into the Current Regulation Amp. The Current Regulation
Amp measures the voltage across Rsense, proportional to inductor current (whose
average value is the output current), and its output current is converted to a
voltage Vc by a pole-network, before feeding into the PWM comparator. The latter
is comprised of a comparator, which compares the Vc value from the feedback loop
with a fixed frequency voltage ramp. This comparator’s output resets an internal
SR latch that interrupts buck regulator switching. In essence, the current loop
can be described by Equations in (5.3) and (5.4): a voltage proportional to output
current (IL × Rsense) is summed with an internal voltage reference (Vre f ) - which
is limited by the output of the Voltage Regulator amp (gmV )) - and is converted
into a current (Ic) by a transconductance amp (gmA). Before being compared with
the fixed voltage ramp, Ic is converted into a voltage Vc and compensated by a
pole-zero network.

Ic = gmA ×
(
(IL × Rsense) + Vre f

)
(5.3)

Vre f = 3kΩ× (11µA/V ×Vctrl − gmV (1.2− K×Vout)) (5.4)
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ation using developed Simulink model.

Figure 5.8: Effect of compensation
in system’s stability using developed
Simulink model.

The Simulink model is helpful in the simulation of transient responses, for
parameter sizing estimation. For instance, by sweeping inductor L and output
capacitor Cout values one can observe how inductor or output current ripple is
affected by changing either of these parameters. While this is very common in
Buck Regulators, and therefore does not justify the use of such a complicated
model (any Buck Regulator model would suffice for ripple analysis), an additional
parameter, very specific to this circuit, can be investigated - its compensation
network. As seen in Section 3.2.2, there are many feedback loop topologies and
careful sizing of its compensation network is necessary, due to stability issues.
Likewise, the developed model can be used to investigate how parameters such as
the CTRLn voltage and Rsense affect the output current. Figure 5.7 illustrates how
the inductance L of the inductor alters the inductor ripple. This value, along with
the output capacitance value Cout form the Buck LC filter, and define the output
voltage and current ripple. Figure 5.8 showcases the inductor current waveform
for L = 1µH, with and without proper loop compensation. In accordance with
what was previously discussed in Subsection 3.2.2.3, subharmonic instability can
be observed.

While a smaller L value will require a higher output capacitance for a given
application, increasing it will relax the output capacitance specification. Figure 5.9
depicts the output voltage and current of a stepped load, using L = 1 µH. The
stepped load emulates LED dimming response, at fPWM = 500 kHz. Smaller
output capacitances will charge and discharge as the load is turned on and off,
whereas higher capacitances maintain steadier output voltage and current. Finally,
Figure 5.10 depicts the influence of Rsense and Vctrl value on the output current.
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Figure 5.9: Effect of output capacitance in output voltage and current using devel-
oped Simulink model.
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Figure 5.10: Effect of Rsense and Vctrl on output current using developed Simulink
model.

5.3.2 Component Sizing

Taking into account the above considerations regarding output capacitance, in-
ductor value and compensation network, and with aid of the LT3763’s datasheet
[70], the driver was sized as to keep power losses to a minimum, with a maximum
rated output of 35 V @ 1 A. Internal switching frequency was set at 1 MHz to
enable the fastest current response. Despite the increased power consumption
with higher switching frequencies, it is still low when compared to the delivered
output power and consequently it has little influence in the driver’s efficiency.
Input voltage was set to Vin = 50 V.
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Voltage Regulation and Overvoltage Protection

Given the load requirements for output voltage, it is necessary to program the
voltage control loop for voltage regulation. This is achieved by sizing the resistor
divider from the output to the FB pin, which is referenced at 1.206 V. When
output level exceeds the regulated level and FB pin reaches 1.515V, the internal
overvoltage flag is set and switching is stopped. In accordance to [70], VOUT

calculation is equated below, with Equations (5.5) and (5.6).

VOUT = 1.206V ×
(

1 +
R2
R1

)
, (5.5)

VOUT = 35V
R1 + R2 < 100kΩ

R1 = 3.24kΩ

R2 = 90.9kΩ .
(5.6)

Inductor Selection and Output Capacitor

The recommended inductor peak-to-peak ripple current is 30% of the output
current, [70]. Given the input and output voltages, output current, switching fre-
quency and ripple ratio, the inductor L value calculation is rather straightforward
[71]. From Table 3.1, Equation (5.7) is rearranged. For a Buck Driver during ON
time and establishing ripple ratio as r = ∆I/IOUT comes Equation (5.8).

while tON
dI
dt

=
Vin −Vout

L
(5.7)

∆I = tON ×
VIN −VOUT

L
= D× tsw ×

VIN −VOUT

L
=

D
fSW
× VIN −VOUT

L

r =
∆I

IOUT
=

(VIN −VOUT)× D
L× fSW × IOUT

⇔ L =
(VIN −VOUT)×VOUT

fSW × IOUT × r×VIN
(5.8)

For r = 0.3, VIN = 50 V, VOUT = 35 V, IOUT = 800 mA and fSW = 1 MHz,
inductor value L computes L = 43.75µH. The output capacitor was decided on
2× 22 µF, which exceeds the "minimum of 20 µF/A of load current" recommended
in [70].

Average Current Control Loop and RSense Sizing

The two main inputs CTRL1 and CTRL2 control the current loop. CTRLn voltages
are buffered and produce a reference current set by an internal 90 kΩ resistor -
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The LT3763 is designed specifically for driving high power 
loads. In high current applications, derating the maxi-
mum current based on operating temperature prevents 
damage to the load. In addition, many applications have 
thermal limitations that will require the regulated current 
to be reduced based on load temperature and/or board 
temperature. To achieve this, the LT3763 uses the CTRL2 
pin to reduce the effective regulated current in the load, 
which is otherwise programmed by the analog voltage at 
the CTRL1 pin. The load/board temperature derating is 
programmed using a resistor divider with a temperature 
dependant resistance (Figure 13). When the load/board 
temperature rises, the CTRL2 voltage will decrease. When 
the CTRL2 voltage is lower than voltage at the CTRL1 pin, 
the regulated current is reduced.
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Average Current Mode Control Compensation

The use of average current mode control allows for pre-
cise regulation of the inductor current and load current. 
Figure 14 shows the average current mode control loop 
used in the LT3763, where the regulation current is pro-
grammed by a current source and a 3k resistor.

To design the compensation network, the maximum com-
pensation resistor needs to be calculated. In current mode 
controllers, the ratio of the sensed inductor current ramp 

–

+
gm

ERROR AMP

MODULATOR

LOAD

RC

L RS

3k
VCTRL • 11µA/V

CC

3763 F14

to the slope compensation ramp determines the stability 
of the current regulation loop above 50% duty cycle. In 
the same way, average current mode controllers require 
the slope of the error voltage to not exceed the PWM ramp 
slope during the switch off time.

Since the closed loop gain at the switching frequency 
produces the error signal slope, the output impedance of 
the error amplifier will be the compensation resistor, RC. 
Use the following equation as a good starting point for 
compensation component sizing:

	
RC =

1kΩ •1V •L
VO •RS • TSW

,�CC =
2nF
µs

• TSW

Figure 5.11: LT3763 Average Current Mode Control Scheme (from [70]).

which equates to a equivalent transconductance of 11 µA/V, which is shown in
the Average Current Mode Control scheme in Figure 5.11.

The relationship between control voltage VCTRL, RS and inductor (output)
current IL can be demonstrated by Equation (5.9) and (5.10).

V+ −V− = (3kΩ ·VCTRL · 11µA/V + Sense−)− Sense+ (5.9)

Taking into account that V+ = V− and Sense+ − Sense− = IL · RS,

0 = 3kΩ ·VCTRL · 11µA/V − IL · RS ⇔ IL =
1

30
· VCTRL

RS
(5.10)

Given that VCTRL is clamped to 1.5 V, for a maximum output current of IOUT =

1 A, sense resistor is computed as RSense = 50 mΩ.
The average-current control loop offers some advantages over peak-current

control loop, mainly noise immunity and lack of slope compensation require-
ment [47, 72, 73]. There is, however, need to limit loop gain in order to avoid
subharmonic oscillation. An external pole-zero compensation network converts
the current output of the error transconductance amplifier to a voltage which then
feeds into the PWM comparator, and serves as the overall loop compensator. In-
creasing Rc will increase loop gain, and decreasing Cc will shorten the bandwidth.
Given it is an average current mode controller, it is required that the slope of the
error voltage does not exceed the PWM ramp slope during the switch off time [47].
Hence Equation (5.11), which calculates the maximum down-slope at the current
error amp’s output. The slope at the amp’s output is proportional to IL · GCA

and must, at most, equal the oscillator ramp slope (Vramp · fSW). Resistor Rc sets
GCEA ’s value and provides a zero, while capacitor Cc allows for maximum gain
at DC caused by its pole. References [72, 73] suggest the use of an extra parallel
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capacitor, by adding an extra pole one decade after the crossover frequency, higher
frequencies such as switching noise are attenuated while maintaining a phase
boost.

GCEA · IL ≤ VOSC ∗ fSW ⇔ GCEA ≤
Vramp · fSW · L

VO · RSense

GCEA ≤
1kΩ · 1V · L

VO · RSense · tSW
(5.11)

After Rc calculation, Cc may be computed so that the zero causes a phase
boost at crossover frequency. LT3763’s datasheet suggests Cc = 4.7nF as a good
starting point, which is coherent with a phase boost around the 10 kHz crossover
frequency.

Considering L = 43.75µH, VOUT = 35V, RSense = 50mΩ and tSW = 1µs,
Rc = 25kΩ and Cc = 2nF are determined.

Switching MOSFETs, Schottky Diode and PWM Driver Selection

The choice of Switching MOSFETs is crucial, as they may be responsible for
substantial power losses and may result in significant efficiency degradation.
Power losses on MOSFETs may occur on two different fronts: conduction losses
and switching losses. Conduction losses result from internal voltage drops across
both Top and Bottom MOSFETs.

Pcond(TG) = I2
O × RDS(ON) × D (5.12)

Pcond(D f lywheel)
= IO ×VD × (1− D) (5.13)

Equation (5.12) and (5.13) describe conduction losses on both the Top Gate
MOSFET and the flywheel diode. For a 800 mA output current with a duty ratio
of 0.7, RDS(ON) = 12 mΩ and VD = 0.7 V, power losses for both MOSFET and
diode result in 5.38 mW and 168 mW. The flywheel power losses are significant,
and thus synchronous rectification ensues. By replacing the flywheel diode with a
similarly low-RDS(ON) MOSFET, efficiency is substantially improved. Conduction
power losses for this Bottom MOSFET, with RDS(ON) = 12 mΩ are described by
Equation (5.14)

Pcond(BG) = I2
O × RDS(ON) × (1− D) (5.14)

Using synchronous rectification, Bottom Gate conduction losses result in 2.88
mW.
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Figure 10. Typical Switching Waveform and Losses in the Top 
FET Q1 in the Buck Converter

is only on when Q1 is off. The conduction loss of the 
synchronous buck converter is:

 PCON_LOSS = IO
2

DS1(ON) O
2

DS2(ON)  
 + IO

2 RDCR (9)

If a 10mΩ RDS(ON) MOSFET is used for Q2 as well, the 
conduction loss and efficiency of the synchronous buck 
converter are:

 PCON_LOS = 102 2  
 (1 – 0.275) + 102 –3(W) = 0.275W + 0.725W + 
 0.2W = 1.2W (10)

  

ηBUCK_CON =
POUTPUT

POUTPUT+PCON_LOSS

=
3.3V 10A

33W+1.2W
=96.45%

 (11)

The above example shows that the synchronous buck is 
more efficient than a conventional buck converter, especially 
for low output voltage applications where the duty cycle 
is small and the conduction time of the diode D1 is long. 

AC Switching Losses

In addition to the DC conduction losses, there are other 
AC/switching related power losses due to the nonideal 
power components:

1. MOSFET switching losses. A real transistor requires 
time to be turned on or off. So there are voltage and 
current overlaps during the turn-on and turn-off tran-
sients, which generate AC switching losses. Figure 10 
shows the typical switching waveforms of the MOSFET 

Q1 in the synchronous buck converter. The charging and 
discharging of the top FET Q1’s parasitic capacitor CGD 
with charge QGD determine most of the Q1 switching 
time and related losses. In the synchronous buck, the 
bottom FET Q2 switching loss is small, because Q2 is 
always turned on after its body diode conducts and  is 
turned off before its body diode conducts, while the 
voltage drop across the body diode is low. However, 
the body diode reverse recovery charge of Q2 can 
also increase the switching loss of the top FET Q1 and 
can generate switching voltage ringing and EMI noise. 
Equation (12) shows that the control FET Q1 switching 
loss is proportional to the converter switching frequency 
fS. The accurate calculation of the energy losses EON 
and EOFF for Q1 is not simple but can be found from 
MOSFET vendors’ application notes. 

 PSW_Q1 = (EON + EOFF S (12)

2. Inductor core loss PSW_CORE. A real inductor also 
has AC loss that is a function of switching frequency. 
Inductor AC loss is primarily from the magnetic core 
loss. In a high frequency SMPS, the core material may 
be powdered iron or ferrite. In general, powdered iron 
cores saturate softly but have high core loss, while fer-
rite material saturates more sharply but has less core 
loss. Ferrites are ceramic ferromagnetic materials that 
have a crystalline structure consisting of mixtures of 
iron oxide with either manganese or zinc oxide. Core 
losses are due mainly to magnetic hysteresis loss. The 
core or inductor manufacturer usually provide the core 
loss data for power supply designers to estimate the 
AC inductor loss. 

3. Other AC related losses. Other AC related losses 
include the gate driver loss PSW_GATE, which equals 
VDRV G S, and the dead time (when both top FET 
Q1 and bottom FET Q2 are off) body diode conduction 
loss, which is equal to (∆TON + ∆TOFF D(Q2) S. 

 In summary, the switching-related loss includes:

 PSW_LOSS = PQ1_SW + PCORE_SW + PDRV + PDEADTIME        (13) 

 The calculation of switching related losses is usually 
not easy. The switching related losses are proportional 
to switching frequency fS. In the 12VIN, 3.3VO/10AMAX 
synchronous buck converter, the AC loss causes about 
2% to 5% efficiency loss with 200kHz – 500kHz switch-

AN140 F10
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∆TON ∆TOFF
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t

t
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Figure 5.12: Switching Losses on MOSFETs (from [41]).

Switching losses add to the previously discussed conduction losses. These
concern the current and voltage overlaps during the turn-on and turn-off transients.
With regards to the Top MOSFET, most of its switching losses result from the
charging and discharging of parasitic capacitance CGD with QGD, [41]. Switching
losses are the sum of the energy losses during turn-on and turn-off, proportional
to switching frequency. Equation (5.15) and Figure 5.12 reflect this.

PSW = (EON + EOFF)× fSW (5.15)

Comparatively, switching losses on the Bottom MOSFET are lower as it turns on
after its body diode starts to conduct and turns off before it starts to conduct, [41].
Current and voltage overlap are thus reduced. Additionally, an external Schottky
diode parallel to the Bottom Gate can further improve efficiency, provided it has a
comparatively lower Reverse Recovery Charge Qrr, [41, 74].

As shown in [70], the total power losses in Top MOSFET can be approximated
by Equation (5.16)

PLOSS=ohmic loss + transition loss ≈
(

VO

VIN
· I2

ORDS(ON) · ρT

)
+(

VIN · IOUT

5V
·
(
(QGD + QGS) · (2 · RG + RPU + RPD)

)
· fSW

)
.

(5.16)

Another power loss related to the switching MOSFETs selection is the power
loss when driving the transistor gates. The total gate charge QG of both transis-
tors must be charged and discharged each switching cycle, and is computed by
Equation (5.17).

PLOSS = VIN ·
(
QGLG + QQHG

)
· fSW (5.17)

A good approach is to select MOSFETs with the lowest RDS(ON) and QG (total
charge gate) possible as to minimize conduction and switching power losses
respectively. Considering these criteria, the choice for the switching MOSFETs
for both Top and Bottom gates relied on NXP’s BUK9Y15-60E which feature on-
resistance and total gate charge values of Rds = 13 mΩ (@ VGS = 10 V) and
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QG = 17.2n C (@ VGS = 5 V) respectively. An external Schottky diode was used,
parallel to the Bottom Gate. Also, an external diode was required for CBOOST

charging. This diode supplies a 5V reference that charges CBOOST when the high
side MOSFET is off. This 5V reference along with CBOOST guarantees full saturation
of the internal high side driver, and thus a sufficiently high enough voltage on the
high side gate. The choice for both these Schottky diodes relied on the DFLS260
and DFLS160 (Diodes Incorporated) respectively. The chosen PWM Driver was a
SSM3K339 (Toshiba).

5.3.3 SPICE Simulation Results

Given that the LT3763’s SPICE model is given by Linear Technologies itself, and
it is compatible with its proprietary SPICE Simulation software LTSPICE R©, one
should confidently expect accurate and reliable results.

Variable duty-cycle operation of the internal synchronous controller are ev-
idenced in Figure 5.13. As output voltage increases, so does the duty-cycle. As
discussed in the above Section 3.2, output voltage in buck regulators is given by
D = Vout/Vin, and the results below show proof of this. The depicted waveform
corresponds to the signal applied the Top MOSFET gate.
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Figure 5.13: Top MOSFET gate signal duty-cycle variation for Vin = 50 V.

Although an SMPS in nature, the LT3763 is optimized for use with LED loads,
and is is thus important to observe not only the duty-cycle ratio between input and
output voltages, but also load current and inductor waveforms with and without
LED dimming. Figure 5.14a shows the SPICE simulation results of the LT3763-
based LED Driver, with the component sizing aforementioned, for inductor current
IL, load (LED) current ID and output voltage. Specific SPICE models were used
for switching transistors, Schottky diodes, PWM driver and LED. Current ripple is
approximately 30%, which satisfies the datasheet’s recommendation, and average
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LED current and output voltage are very close to the desired values - 800 mA and
35 V respectively. On the other hand, Figure 5.14b results show that output current
and voltage are approximately 200 mA and 29.7 V respectively. This is due to the
effect of internal circuitry, that was not modelled in the Simulink model, such as
the C/10 comparator and PWM-dependent switching shutdown. Two different,
although related, phenomena occur. Firstly, when the PWM signal is LOW, a
NMOS switch disconnects Vc from the current regulation amplifier’s output,
causing the SR latch to reset - thus, switching is stopped, until PWM signal is
HIGH again. This is reminiscent of Enable Dimming, discussed in Subsection 3.2.3.
This automatically relates PWM frequency and internal switching frequency - the
driver is effectively working at a frequency of 500 kHz, and due to the inductor’s
value, its current ramp is not as steep as it is necessary for the driver to produce
the desired output.
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Figure 5.14: Proposed Driver’s Vout, IL and ID waveforms.

A faster inductor current response is desired, and therefore a lower inductance
value must be used. This will not allow, however, for the driver to operate at its set
internal switching frequency, due to C/10 comparator’s effect. This comparator
causes the low side gate driver to shutdown when inductor current decreases
to 10% of the maximum current, turning the regulator into non-synchronous,
discontinuous conduction mode operation. Notwithstanding, the desired output is
achieved, despite the higher than specified inductor current ripple. For a inductor
value of L = 4.7 µH, Rc must be recomputed to Rc = 2.69 kΩ. Figure 5.15 depicts
this case where series 50% dimming is employed at fPWM = 500 kHz.

Alternatively, different PWM dimming methods are possible. Firstly, by driving
the PWM MOSFET directly with the PWM signal, while pulling the LT3763 PWMIN

high. This will prevent switching from terminating when PWM is LOW. Secondly,
by using parallel dimming. By employing no output capacitance, the regulator
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works as a current source - the inductor current drives the load directly when PWM
is HIGH, and is shunt to ground when PWM is LOW. By using a higher inductance
value (L=4.7 mH), inductor current ripple is minimized, thus lowering load current
ripple when PWM is HIGH. This permits the highest switching frequencies. The
latter method improves on the first one, and is preferred. Regarding the first
method, as load current (and therefore inductor current) drops to zero when PWM
is LOW, the internal C/10 comparator shuts down switching, which brings delay
and rise time delays into the equation when PWM is turned back on. Although
this is does not occur at high dimming frequencies, it is very noticeable at lower
dimming frequencies. This method’s response is shown in Figure 5.16, using series
50% dimming at fPWM = 500 kHz.
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Figure 5.15: Resized Driver’s waveforms
(with Series Dimming).

Figure 5.16: Resized Driver’s waveforms
(with alternate Series Dimming).

In the latter dimming method, as the inductor current is always constant
(current either flows continuously through load or PWM Driver) it is constantly
regulated, and the internal C/10 comparator is kept from shutting down the
internal switching, improving the response times for lower frequencies. Due
to a higher valued inductor, which allowed smaller ripple, internal switching
frequency was relaxed to 200 kHz - reducing internal power consumption - and
loop compensation was adequately recomputed to Rc = 413 kΩ and Cc = 38 pF.
Using parallel PWM dimming and enable constant operation of internal switching
requires special attention to both control loops. Due to lack of output capacitance,
the voltage loop has a secondary importance, as output voltage is anything but
continuous. Voltage divider resistors at its input should be sized as to not limit
the Vf /I f operating point of the LED string, and Rsense should be sized to limit
output current. This method’s results are pictured in Figure 5.17, with parallel 50%
dimming at fPWM=2 MHz. All three methods present good results, as pictured in
the Figures 5.15 to 5.17, which show output voltage and inductor and LED current
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waveforms. Series and parallel dimming allow for a maximum of 500 kHz and 1
MHz PWM dimming frequencies, respectively.
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Figure 5.17: Resized Driver’s waveforms (with Parallel Dimming).

Regarding efficiency both dimming methods provide favourable results. Fig-
ure 5.18, shows efficiency results3 for variable PWM Dimming Duty Cycle, using
the aforementioned PWM frequencies of fPWM = 500 kHz and fPWM = 2 MHz,
respectively. Maximum efficiency is 94.6% using parallel dimming (duty-cycle of
1) and 91.6% using series dimming (duty-cycle of 0.5). At 50% dimming, using the
parallel dimming method yields 88.9% efficiency. Due to the fact that the series
dimming method uses the internal PWM driver, internal switching is terminated
when PWM is low, and therefore result in higher efficiency throughout the dim-
ming range (ie. duty cycle variation), [70]. Provided that the inductor value is
low enough, fast LED current response to PWM signals is assured, [75]. It should
be noted however, that for the aforementioned inductor and output capacitance
sizing (L = 4.7 µH and Cout = 44 µF), output voltage drops to 34.5 V and 32.1 V in
dimming levels of 25% and 10% respectively. On the other hand, using the parallel
dimming method only allows >90% efficiency figures for dimming levels higher
than 50%. Since the PWM signal actuates on the PWM MOSFET itself, bypassing
the internal PWM driver, switching is kept from terminating. While this allows
fast response throughout the dimming range, it results in lower efficiencies for
lower dimming levels, as the generated power - which is constant, due to constant
internal operation - is shunt to ground via the PWM driver.

For higher dimming levels, efficiency using the parallel dimming method
does, in fact, surpass that of the series dimming method, as seen in Figure 5.18.
This occurs due to extra internal power losses that result from turning on and
off of internal switching in the series dimming method, keeping in mind that
the internal frequency is 5x higher when using the series dimming method -

3Efficiency is obtained by computing the ratio between output and input power, ρ = POUT
PIN
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fSW = 1 MHz, as opposed to fSW = 200 kHz if using parallel dimming. Figure 5.19
depicts power losses distribution for both series and parallel dimming, with duty-
cycle of 0.9 - output power is 25.2 W in both cases. Referring to Figure 5.19a,
78% of the total power losses Ploss using series dimming result from internal
power dissipation. When using parallel dimming, major power losses result from
internal and PWM MOSFET power dissipation, as seen in Figure 5.19b. The
increase in PWM MOSFET power dissipation can be explained by the increased
switching frequency ( fPWM = 2 MHz as opposed to fPWM = 500 kHz if using
series dimming). Additionally, the increased series resistance from the higher
value inductor also degrades the system’s efficiency, representing 40% of total
power losses.
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Figure 5.18: Proposed Driver Efficiency with both Series and Parallel Dimming.
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5.4 Remaining Blocks and Further Expansion

5.4.1 AC-DC and DC-DC conversion blocks

The remaining blocks comprise the AC-DC and DC-DC conversion from line to
both LED Driver µC unit. A general discussion of these conversion blocks is given
below, as the scope of this topic is beyond this thesis. Powering of the LED Driver
is often accomplish via rectification of line AC voltage, subsequent filtering, and
DC-DC conversion via a linear regulator, or a switching regulator. The use of a
PFC circuit is required, for both power factor correction and harmonic reduction.
The IEC EN 61000-3-2 standard specifies maximum permissible harmonic content
up to a n=39 >25W Class C equipment (lighting equipment), [76, 77]. Harmonic
content and power factor can be improved by correct input current filtering, [76,
77]. Figure 5.20 shows the common signal flow in AC-DC conversion.

PFC DC-DCAC DC

Figure 5.20: AC-DC Conversion Signal Flow.

However, the Vin = 50V input of the proposed system anticipates its integration
in a LVDC power grid (or DC Microgrid), or even a PoE grid [78].

The majority of household appliances use internal AC-DC conversion, convert-
ing the line’s AC into a lower DC voltage: TVs, Hi-Fi sets, Computers, Internet
Modems and Routers all operate on DC power, and being DC native loads, it makes
sense to power them directly with a DC source, rather than having a dedicated
AC-DC for each of them. Moreover, with the advent of battery powered devices
(which require charging), such as smartphones, tablets and even electric cars, and
also solar panels for power generation and SSL lighting, an all-DC power grid
is a perfectly feasible idea. Granted, AC loads are still present in the household,
but many of those employ variable-speed motor drivers, which already require a
DC voltage for variable AC frequency generation - it would be straightforward
to power those loads from a DC source, [79, 80, 81, 82]. In fact, both PoE and
LVDC lines resemble the -48V lines used in the telecom industry. The IEEE 802.3af
and 802.3at versions describe the standardization of PoE networks, and foresees
loads up to 57 VDC at 60 W, [83, 84]. On the other hand, the first standards for
LVDC grids are starting to emerge at 24 VDC and 380 VDC, by E-Merge Alliance 4,

4E-Merge Alliance is an open industry association of nearly 80 members leading the rapid
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although similar 12 VDC and 48 VDC may surface in the future. There are already
4 running LVDC installations in the USA (including Intel and IBM), over 20 in
Europe (including France Telecom and European Telecom), and more than 1000 in
China alone.

Having this in mind, it should be noted that the proposed driver permits
vast input range without significant efficiency degradation, and is compatible
with both AC and LVDC/PoE power grids as exemplified in Figure 5.21. Finally,
an extra DC-DC converter is required for µC powering. Due to the low power
requirements of most µC units, a simple buck switching regulator should supply
adequate power to said load, with high efficiency.
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Figure 5.21: AC, LVDC and PoE Power Grids for LED Lighting Systems.

adoption of safe DC power distribution. E-Merge members include GE Energy, Intel Corporation,
among others
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5.4.2 System Expansion

The Proposed System foresees WDM and CSK modulation, and thus supports
further expansion into a RGB luminary. By using three differently coloured LEDs,
data-rate is increased as three distinct communication channels are formed, pro-
vided that the receiver employs wavelength selective photodetectors, such as
LED-as-sensors (as per Chapter 4). LED Driver implementation may occur in two
distinct ways, depicted in Figure 5.22. Each LED has its own Driver, which receives
unique PWM signal, which may contain both VLC and Dimming data (Fig. 5.22a);
alternatively, the system is comprised of a single, three-channel LED Driver, which
receives VLC and Dimming data for all three RGB channels (Fig. 5.22b). While the
latter method will allow for simpler and a higher density system, it may lack in
both speed and power handling. Nevertheless, a three-channel LED driver may
be suitable for RGB VLC communication, provided that high data-rates are not
intended.

220 VAC

LED 
Driver

LED 
Driver

LED 
Driver

DIMMING

DATA (VLC)

µC

RED GREEN BLUE

(a) Three Single-Channel Drivers

µC

220 VAC

LED 
Driver

DIMMING

DATA (VLC)

RED

GREEN

BLUE

(b) Single Three-Channel Driver

Figure 5.22: Proposed system expansion with RGB Implementation.

The LT3597 by Linear Technology is a 60 V Triple Step-Down LED Driver,
capable a maximum of 100 mA output current per channel. It is housed in a
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QFN 0.4 cm2, and due to lack of external switching it allows for very dense
implementation, with reduced number of external components. This driver is a
very good candidate for medium data-rate RGB VLC communication. Figure 5.23
depicts current waveforms for all three channels, with dimming levels of 50%,
60% and 80% for the Red, Green and Blue channels respectively. Maximum optical
clock is 200kHz for each channel, which using OOK and Manchester Coding
could translate into a total data-rate of 600 kb/s. Dimming methods for VLC
PHY III communication are restricted to the analog domain, via forward current
adjustment, as changing symbol duty-cycle will result in resultant colour shifts.
Therefore, even though each channel is pictured with different dimming levels in
Figure 5.23, it is merely for illustrative and curve distinction.
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Figure 5.23: LT3597’s ID waveforms from three RGB channels, obtained from
SPICE simulation.
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6.1 Circuit Board Design

6.1.1 Special Considerations

The final step of the LT3763-based LED Driver implementation focuses on its
circuit board design. A good layout design is essential in all circuits, but it is espe-
cially important in switching regulators - it optimizes supply efficiency, alleviates
thermal stress, and minimizes inter-mesh noise. Two different current types can
be identified in any switching regulator - AC and DC current. The main difference
between these is the presence and lack, respectively, of hard transients, [85, 86].
Figure 6.1 distinguishes both continuous and pulsed currents.
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Figure 3. Minimize the High di/dt Loop Area in the Synchronous Buck Converter.
(a) High di/dt loop (Hot Loop) and its Parasitic PCB Inductors, (b) Layout Example

Figure 2. Continuous and Pulsating Current Paths of a Synchronous Buck Converter
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Figure 6.1: DC and AC current paths of a Synchronous Buck Regulator (from [85]).
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Figure 6.2: Parasitic Inductance in
high dI/dt loop area (from [85]).

Figure 6.3: dI/dt loop layout exam-
ple (from [85]).

The solid line represents the continuous current paths (where the harmonic
content is lower) which includes the input capacitor as well as the output capacitor
and load - which, by being in series with the inductor, resist current changes. On
the other hand, the dashed represents the dI/dt current paths, which carry the
heavy switched, hard transient currents. These encompass the top and bottom
gate MOSFETs, the input decoupling capacitor and the parallel flywheel diode,
[85, 86]. The reason behind why special importance must be given to this dI/dt
node lies on the parasitic inductive properties of PCB traces (Figure 6.2). A current
flow dI/dt through an inductor L forms a voltage V that equals V = L× dI/dt.
For continuous current paths, where dI/dt is low, the induced voltage is irrelevant
whereas in AC current paths, with high dI/dt, it can be problematic. In fact, taking
in consideration the thumb-rule described in [86], a 1 A, 30 ns current transient
in a one-inch copper trace produces an induced voltage of 700 mV, while a 3 A
transient in a two-inch trace induces a voltage of 4 V. Granted, component and
trace layout are critical. To minimize trace inductance, the dI/dt loop must be
laid out so that it has minimum diameter, with short, wide traces, as Figure 6.3
suggests.

As the use of external heat sinks is sometimes impossible, it is necessary to lay
out sufficient copper to act as one. Additionally, inter-layer vias further reduce ther-
mal stress and should be used in sufficient number as to minimize via impedance,
[85, 86]. However, unnecessary large copper plane areas should be avoided, as
to minimize trace inductance and noise radiation. Furthermore, sensitive, high
impedance nodes, such as the current sensing nodes and voltage feedback nodes
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should be traced as far away from noisy traces as possible, preferably in distinct
layers. If sensing is accomplished differentially, both wires should be routed to-
gether, as close as possible. Finally, correct corner wiring should be accomplished.
Right corner wiring can cause current waveform reflection and distortion, due to
impedance changes - the larger the corner diameter, the smaller the impedance
change will be (Figure 6.4), [87].
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h : Board thickness [mm] 

d : Via diameter [mm] 

tm : Through hole metal planting thickness [mm] 

 : Copper resistivity [µ cm] 

(T=25°C) = 1.72 µ cm 

(T) = (Ta=25°C)×{1+0.00385(T-25)}  [µ cm] 

T : Temperature 

2. Inductance of Via 

According to Frederick W. Grover the inductance of via can be 

calculated by following formula. Figure 13 shows the result.  

1
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h : Board thickness [mm] 

d : Via diameter [mm] 

Wire bending in right angle makes EMI worse even with small 

inductance. Refer to “Corner wiring” described at end of this page.  

3. Allowable Current of Via 

 multiplied by diameter of Via is equivalent to line width. 

Allowable current value can be expected from the graph on Figure 

5, the temperature increases with conductor current, but current 

capacity will drop compared to conductor thickness 35µm graph 

for via metal planting thickness is 18µm.  

In previous wiring passage, conductor width of more than 1mm/A 

was recommended in wiring when conductor thickness was 35µm. 

But in case of via, half of the thickness is metal planting, so 

conductor width of more than 2mm/A is recommended. Figure 14 

shows example of allowable current.  

Number of via must be placed so the value of allowable current, 

resistance, inductance satisfies with the standards of the usage.  

 

Corner Wiring 

Bending corner wiring in right angle can cause current waveform to reflect and to be disordered for impedance changes at the 

corner. Wire with high frequency such as switching node causes EMI to degenerate. Corner must be bent at 45 or circularly. 

With bigger diameter of bending, smaller will be the change in impedance.  
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Figure 15. Layout of Corner wiring 
Figure 6.4: PCB Corner Wiring (from [87]).

6.1.2 Final Circuit

The final circuit is presented in Figure 6.5. Table 6.1 specifies the component
differences between the two implemented boards - one uses series dimming, while
the other uses parallel dimming. The board supports both dimming methods, by
adjustment of a 6-pin header jumper, which alters the external PWM signal routing.
The remaining component values and full schematic are detailed in Appendix B.1.
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Figure 6.5: Final Proposed LED Driver schematic.
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Board A (series dimming) Board B (parallel dimming)

Rsense 68 mΩ 68 mΩ
Rsense_in 68 mΩ 68 mΩ

L 4.7 µH 4.7 mH
Cout 44 µF –
RC 2.7 kΩ 413 kΩ
CC 2 nF 38 pF
RT 40.2 kΩ 220k Ω

Table 6.1: Component Specifications for each board.

6.1.3 Proposed Driver Board Layout

Figures 6.6 and 6.7 show the designed circuit boards for the proposed driver, and
the difference between the two exemplifies the above remarks. Firstly, the first
version’s layout had a very large dI/dt loop. It can be easily identified - the SW
node is common to the inductor, Top Gate source and Bottom Gate drain terminals,
and the loop occupies nearly 1/5 of the total board area. The parasitic inductance
resultant from unnecessary copper length in this high dI/dt is charged by the
fast current pulses, which, in its turn, charges parasitic capacitances that lead to
high transient, spike voltages. On the second version’s layout, the dI/dt loop is
significantly reduced - Top and Bottom gate MOSFETs are laid out very close to
each other, and SW node area is minimized. Secondly, input filter capacitors are
laid very close to Top Gate MOSFET, with wide land patterns, reducing noise
and thermal stress. Multiple inter-layer vias are used throughout the board to
further reduce thermal stress and inter-layer node impedance. Finally, the high-
impedance nodes’ (such as the current sense and voltage feedback nodes) layout
was improved. There is sufficient distance between the voltage feedback node
and noisy dI/dt nodes, and input and output current sense differential nodes
were laid out as close as possible. Right corner wiring was minimized. Further
enhancements on the second version’s layout include:

• better input/output connections, for ease of use.

• 6-pin jumper header, to switch between internal or external PWM driving
(allowing the board to work with both series and parallel dimming)

• inductor load current test points

Figure 6.8 showcases the populated implemented boards (figures are not at
scale). Additionally, a board layout for the proposed RGB LED Driver in Chapter 5
was designed. Both schematic and board layout are shown in Appendix B.2.
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(a) Top Layer (b) Bottom Layer

Figure 6.6: Circuit Board (v1) for Proposed Driver.

(a) Top Layer (b) Bottom Layer

Figure 6.7: Circuit Board (v2) for Proposed Driver.

(a) Implemented board, using a series dim-
ming scheme

(b) Implemented board, using a parallel dim-
ming scheme

Figure 6.8: Photos of the two implemented boards (card shown for scale).
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6.2 Experimental Evaluation

6.2.1 Test Setup

Experimental evaluation was carried out for the LED Driver design validation.
For different waveform validation, different measurement setups were used. For
simple voltage measurements, a single oscilloscope channel was used; however,
both channels were used for current measuring, by differential voltage monitoring,
as shown by Figure 6.9.

DUT

OscilloscopefPWMVin

(a)

DUT

OscilloscopefPWMVin

(b)

Figure 6.9: Testbench setup.

The Device Under Test (DUT) comprised both LED Driver and LED String. An
external DC Power supply was used for LED Driver powering (Vin=50 V) and an
external signal generator was used as a VLC+Dimming Data simulator, connected
directly to the driver’s PWMin pin. The used equipment list is below.

• Multimetrix XA3033 Triple Output Adjustable DC Power Supply

• Iso-Tech IDS8062 60MHz, 2 Channel Digital Oscilloscope

• BK Precision 4017B 10MHz DDS Sweep/Function Generator
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6.2.2 Preliminary Results

6.2.2.1 Series Dimming Board

Basic output voltage, output current and inductor current waveforms were regis-
tered. Output current was measured by means of the voltage drop in series resistor
with with LED string (Rmeas = 0.68 Ω). Inductor current was registered by means
of the voltage probing using AC coupling on the Rsense node. Measured output
voltage was 32.4 V. The discrepancy between this value and the expected value of
35 V is explained by the difference between the modelled and real LED strings,
specifically, their V/I curve.

Figure 6.10: Inductor Current (grey)
and VSW (black) waveforms.

Figure 6.11: Inductor Current (top)
and PWM Dimming (bottom) @
fPWM = 5 kHz.

Figure 6.10 shows both the inductor current ripple and the VSW voltage wave-
form. The duty-cycle of the switching waveform is approximately 0.65, which is
coherent with both input and output voltages (D = Vout/Vin = 32.4/50 = 0.648).
Switching and inductor current frequencies are coherent with the sized internal
frequency of fSW = 1 MHz (set by RT = 40.2 kΩ).

Given that series dimming is employed, internal switching is stopped when-
ever the PWM dimming signal goes LOW - this is shown in Figure 6.11. For a
dimming frequency of fPWM = 5 kHz, the internal switching shutdown can be
observed by the inductor current waveform (top).

LED current waveforms were registered for cases of no dimming and dim-
ming at 500 Hz, 5kHz, 50 kHz and 500 kHz. This is depicted in Figure 6.12, by
the black waveforms. Notice that the current’s amplitude is always at the same
level, throughout the dimming range. The voltage drop on Rmeas when LEDs are
conducting is 500 mV (plot scale is 500 mV/div), which computes to a current of
I = V/Rmeas = 0.5/0.68 = 0.735 A, coherent with the maximum current value,
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set by Rsense = 68 mΩ. Figure 6.12e shows some slight ringing, which was not
expected.

(a) No dimming (b) Dimming with fPWM = 500 Hz

(c) Dimming with fPWM = 5 kHz (d) Dimming with fPWM = 50 kHz

(e) Dimming with fPWM = 500 kHz

Figure 6.12: LED Current waveforms for various dimming frequencies.

Input and output power were calculated by means of average current mea-
surement. The proposed driver included input and output current monitoring
(IVINMON and ISMON, respectively), via current sensing on both Rsense_in and
Rsense. The output voltage on both IVINMON and ISMON pins, which spans from
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0 to 1 V, is proportional to the maximum set current. Thus, a 1 V reading on IS-
MON will indicate output current is the maximum set current which, for the used
value of Rsense = 68 mΩ, equals Imax = 0.735A. Likewise, a reading of 0.55 V will
correspond to a average current of 0.404 A. Input and output voltage and current,
as well as input and output power are detailed in Tables 6.2 and 6.3. Figure 6.13
depicts efficiency for both fPWM = 1 kHz and fPWM = 500 kHz. Efficiency results
for fPWM = 500 kHz are very similar to those depicted in Figure 5.18a from SPICE
simulation, as Figure 6.13b demonstrates.

Table 6.2: LED Driver’s efficiency results, for fPWM = 1 kHz, using series dimming.

Duty Cycle VIN (V) IVINMON (V) IIN (A) PIN (W) VOUT (V) ISMON (V) IOUT (A) POUT (W) Efficiency η

0.1 50.400 0.080 0.059 2.964 33.400 0.100 0.074 2.455 0.828
0.25 50.400 0.190 0.140 7.038 33.200 0.274 0.201 6.686 0.950
0.5 50.300 0.350 0.257 12.940 32.900 0.520 0.382 12.574 0.972

0.75 50.200 0.520 0.382 19.186 32.600 0.780 0.573 18.690 0.974
0.9 50.000 0.620 0.456 22.785 32.500 0.936 0.688 22.359 0.981
1 50.000 0.671 0.493 24.659 32.400 1.000 0.735 23.814 0.966

Table 6.3: LED Driver’s efficiency results, for fPWM = 500 kHz, using series
dimming.

Duty Cycle VIN (V) IVINMON (V) IIN (A) PIN (W) VOUT (V) ISMON (V) IOUT (A) POUT (W) Efficiency η

0.1 50.100 0.100 0.074 3.682 35.000 0.084 0.0061 2.148 0.583
0.25 50.000 0.240 0.176 8.820 35.100 0.311 0.229 8.023 0.910
0.5 50.000 0.375 0.276 13.781 33.500 0.530 0.390 13.050 0.947

0.75 49.900 0.750 0.551 27.507 34.200 1.000 0.735 25.137 0.914
0.9 49.900 0.682 0.501 25.013 33.100 1.000 0.735 24.329 0.973
1 49.900 0.674 0.495 24.720 32.500 1.000 0.735 23.888 0.966
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Figure 6.13: Driver Efficiency using Series Dimming.
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6.2.2.2 Parallel Dimming Board

Similar results are presented below for the Parallel Dimming Board. Contrarily to
the previous circuit, which had an internal frequency of 1 MHz, this one works
at fSW = 200 kHz - besides, it uses no output capacitance, and thus inductor and
LED currents are the same. Figure 6.14 shows the voltage waveform on the VSW

node. Note the lower frequency fSW at 200 kHz. Figure 6.15 shows the output
voltage with no dimming - i.e., parallel dimming MOSFET is off. Average voltage
is 26 V, with a 2 V ripple. Given that there is no output capacitance, the voltage
waveform follows that of the inductor current, hence the 200 kHz ripple.

Figure 6.14: VSW waveform. Figure 6.15: Vout waveform.

Dimming at various frequencies is illustrated in Figure 6.16. Given the lack
of output capacitance, output voltage follows LED current. It should be noted
that output voltage is not constant throughout the dimming range, contrarily to
expected. Furthermore, when using a dimming frequency of fPWM = 500 kHz, the
waveform clearly shows prominent rise and fall times, which can be explained
by the choice of PWM Driver. Contrarily to the sizing described in Chapter 5,
the PWM Driver was substituted by the Renesas RFS16N05LS, whose maximum
power specification easily supported the transient power peaks resultant from
parallel dimming switching. The previously chosen SSM3K339R was undersized
in that regard. However, the RFS16N05LS has a much larger charge gate QG, which
contributes to its slower response.

92



6.2. EXPERIMENTAL EVALUATION

(a) Dimming with fPWM = 500 Hz (b) Dimming with fPWM = 5 kHz

(c) Dimming with fPWM = 50 kHz (d) Dimming with fPWM = 500 kHz

Figure 6.16: LED Voltage waveforms for various dimming frequencies.

Overall, the parallel dimming board presented rather erratic results, and needs
further investigation. Output current and voltage values are very far off of those
simulated. As mentioned by Modepalli et al [56], output capacitance in buck
regulators aid in providing a charge path to the boost capacitor Cboost. However,
using a parallel dimming scheme, the lack of output capacitance prevents Cboost

from charging up. This aspect was not foreseen during the board’s development, as
all SPICE simulation results showed promising results. As stated above, additional
circuitry may be required, as well as further investigation.
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6.2.3 Low Data-Rate LED-to-LED Communication

As reported in Subsection 4.5.5, LEDs can act as transceivers in a bi-directional
communication system. The LED’s capacitive nature when reverse-biased can
reveal itself useful, as its discharge curve alters when exposed to light. Further,
more in-depth information can be found in Chapter 4. This section describes the
implementation of a a simple LED-to-LED communication channel. Implemented
code is available in Appendix C.

The Rx LED preference for use as a sensor resided on an ESD-protected SMD
LED, with a peak emission wavelength of 640 nm (red coloured). The SMD prefer-
ence is due to the fact that it features increased chip area, which combined with
its high emission peak wavelength (and thus, smaller bandgap energy) makes it
a very responsive LED, not only to red but also lower wavelengths. The Rx LED
was operated by an Atmel ATmega328P microcontroller. On the Tx side, an Atmel
ATmega2560 microcontroller generated the pulse train that connected to the LED
Driver via the PWM input pin. Additionally, a BLE module interfaced with the
Tx µC. This allowed for dimming adjustment, as well as for the transmission data
alteration. The BLE module was based on a Texas Instruments CC2540, and con-
nects to the Tx µC via hardware serial ports, hence the need for the ATmega2560
rather than a more simple ATmega328P. Both microcontrollers were synchronized
with an external clock.

A simplified block diagram is present in Figure 6.17. The Tx LED string is
driven by the developed LT3763 LED Driver.

USB

1010101...

0111010...

Driver
TERM2TERM1

PWM

Tx Rx

BLE

Sync

µC µC

Figure 6.17: LED-to-LED block diagram.

The results shown in the subsections below depict the transmission (Tx) pulses
and reception (Rx) patterns, using a white LED string and the aforementioned
red LED, respectively. Light intensity of the transmitter string was 400 lm. Results
were taken in a room with existing artificial lighting, but no direct sunlight was
permitted.
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6.2.3.1 Modulation and Bit Structure

The setup used a time-slot scheme, in which both LEDs altered their state to either
receiving (Rx) or transmitting (Tx). Both states comprised the reception - and
consequent decoding - and transmission - with preceding coding - of a 9 bit packet.
OOK Modulation and Manchester coding (as per G.E. Thomas’ convention) for
DC balance, were employed. For simplicity sake, error protection encoding was
not implemented. Figure 6.18 shows the transmitter and receiver block diagrams.

Manchester 
RLL code

OOK 
Modulator

Txbits

ADC
Manchester 

RLL 
decoder

Rx

Figure 6.18: Transmitter and Receiver Block Diagrams.

The first bit served as a header bit which signalled data transfer. The remaining
8 bits were used for ASCII byte transfer. Figure 6.19 shows the data packet bit
structure.

Figure 6.19: Data packet bit structure.

Figure 6.20 shows the Tx pulse train for a transmitted ASCII ’A’ character.
The first bit signals the presence (’0’ (zero) bit) or absence (’1’ (one) bit) of a
character. Using Manchester encoding a zero bit is coded into a SPACE-MARK
figure, whereas a one bit is coded into a MARK-SPACE figure. Having that in
mind, the pulse train in Figure 6.20 is easily decoded. First bit has a SPACE-
MARK figure which, by Manchester code, decodes into a zero bit - signalling the
presence of a ASCII character bit. The next eight figures decode into the ASCII byte
representative of the ’A’ character - 01000001. Given that each byte contains two
symbols (either a MARK or a SPACE), each byte corresponds to the measurement
of two consecutive symbols. Thus, for the correct reception of a 9-bit data packet,
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18 measurements must be done. Figure 6.21 shows the Rx pattern in the absence
of incident light.

Figure 6.20: ’A’ transmission pulse
train.

Figure 6.21: Rx idle pattern.

6.2.3.2 Symbol Width and Channel Length

Symbol width is particularly important in the receiving (Rx) state, when using
this LED-to-LED low data-rate communication system. At low frequencies, rise
and fall times are negligible when forward-biasing LEDs [88, 89] and do not affect
operation in Tx state. On the other hand, LED’s response time when reverse-biased
may be somewhat limited. However, and as stated in Subsection 4.5.1, different
techniques can be employed to improve both speed response and sensitivity for
reverse-biased LEDs when used as sensors.

The use of OOK modulation poses some challenges. Firstly, it limits dimming.
When using an alternative modulation technique, such as VPPM, dimming is
already embedded in the symbol itself - by altering the symbol’s duty-cycle,
average light intensity is changed. However, when using OOK, symbol width
and duty-cycle is fixed (at 50%), and therefore dimming must be achieved by the
addition of energy periods - periods in which there is no data transmission, and
LEDs output energy (i.e. light) for the sake of illumination. Due to the inclusion of
this period, data periods (periods in which LEDs could be sending or receiving
information) are less frequent. However, OOK modulation greatly simplifies the
reception process, which is why it is preferred in this system. Consequently, in
order to increase data-rate and throughput, symbol width must be decreased
to a minimum. Symbol width is, however, limited by the optical channel itself.
Intensity of light I falls at a distance d as I ∝ 1/d2. Thus, as channel length d
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doubles, the light intensity is reduced to a quarter. This has major influence on the
receiving end of the system, as shown later below.

(a) Symbol Width of 500µs (b) Symbol Width of 300µs

(c) Symbol Width of 250µs (d) Symbol Width of 100µs

Figure 6.22: Rx (top) and Tx (bottom) waveforms at d = 15 cm.

Figure 6.22 shows both Rx (top) and Tx (bottom) waveforms for an ASCII ’A’
character transfer (binary 01000001) using 500µs, 300µs, 250µs and 150µ symbol
widths respectively. Minimum realizable symbol width for this particular system
is 100µs, which translates into a symbol rate of 10 kHz and a raw bit-rate of 5
kb/s. Distance d between transmitter and receiver was d = 15 cm. Light inci-
dence is clearly visible in the Rx waveforms - the LED’s junction capacitance is
significantly discharged below zero volts, and light and no-light periods are easily
distinguished. However, discharge curves in the Rx state differ significantly as
symbol width decreases. Additionally, Figures 6.23 and 6.24 show similar results,
for channel lengths of d = 30 cm and d = 60 cm respectively. As channel length
doubles, light intensity at the receiver is reduced to a quarter, resulting in a clear
increase of discharge times which, combined with the small symbol width, causes
a depreciation in light/no-light distinction.

What should be retained is not whether the incident light will fully discharge
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the LED or not. Provided that the symbol width is long enough it will always
discharge completely (up to charge depletion). Although full discharge is favourable,
as it greatly simplifies the ADC conversion process, smaller symbol widths are
preferable, as they yield higher data-rates. Furthermore, longer channel lengths d
reduce discharge time, which compromises symbol width. The goal is to obtain
a compromise between as short discharge times and as long channel lengths
as possible. As noted in Section 4.5, adding LEDs in series or parallel can alter
the overall discharge curves - by having series of LEDs the overall capacitance is
lowered; by having parallel LED rows, capacitance is increased, but light sensitivity
is increased.

(a) Symbol Width of 250µs (b) Symbol Width of 100µs

Figure 6.23: Rx (top) and Tx (bottom) waveforms at d = 30 cm.

(a) Symbol Width of 250µs (b) Symbol Width of 100µs

Figure 6.24: Rx (top) and Tx (bottom) waveforms at d = 60 cm.
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Series and Parallel Configuration

Figures 6.25 and 6.26 show the Rx and Tx waveforms using a series of three LEDs,
and an array of three parallel LEDs.

(a) d = 15 cm (b) d = 30 cm

Figure 6.25: Rx (top) and Tx (bottom) waveforms with 3 LEDs in series and symbol
width of 100 µs.

(a) d = 15 cm (b) d = 30 cm

Figure 6.26: Rx (top) and Tx (bottom) waveforms with 3 LEDs in parallel and
symbol width of 100 µs.

While the use of parallel LEDs does not produce much of a difference, when
compared to the single Rx LED, the use of a series of three LEDs as receivers
almost doubles the voltage at the ADC’s input 1. This occurs for both d = 15 cm
and d = 30 cm.

1This can be easily confirmed by observing the vertical Volt division of channel 1 CH1 (1V/div,
as opposed to 500mV/div in the single LED approach)
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6.2.3.3 ADC Measurement and Symbol Decoding

Proper analog-to-digital conversion on Rx state is crucial as it limits maximum
symbol rate and system throughput, especially using the stock ADC. It is a 10-bit
SAR ADC, whose clock runs at 125 kHz. Given that each ADC measurement
takes 13 ADC clock cycles, this translates into a 9.6 kHz sample frequency - a
successful ADC conversion every 104 µs [90]. However, by altering the ADC
Clock’s prescaler value from 128 to 16, a higher clock frequency can be obtained,
without resolution loss [91]. Given that the Atmel’s internal clock is 16 MHz, using
a prescaler value of 16 results in a ADC clock frequency of 1 MHz, which in turn
translates in a 77 kHz sample frequency (a successful conversion every 13 µs).
However, experimental results show the conversion lasts approximately 20 µs as
shown below in Figure 6.27.

For symbol decoding, the average value from the total of 18 measurements was
computed. Given that MARK symbols correspond to light and SPACE symbols
correspond to absence of light, the measured values on the ADC are lower for the
former and higher for the latter symbols. After analog-to-digital conversion, each
symbol’s value was compared to the average and decoded accordingly - values
higher than the average correspond to SPACE symbols whereas values lower than
the average correspond to MARK symbols. Average light computation is done
for each 9-bit packet - thus, the system is compatible with moderate changes in
ambient light. The measuring periods, average value over one data-packet, as well
as symbol decoding are depicted in Figure 6.27.

Average

Measuring 
period

SPACE 
symbol

MARK 
symbol

Figure 6.27: Symbol decoding and average value computation.

Figure 6.28 shows the voltage difference ∆V between MARK/SPACE symbols
and the average value. It thus represents the system’s ability to decode a symbol. A
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higher value translates in more effective symbol decoding, whereas a smaller value
means different symbols are very similar to each other, making their differentiation
more prone to failure.
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Figure 6.28: Measured voltage at LED’s
cathode when used as a sensor.

Figure 6.29: Bit Error Rate over channel
length.

Parallel and single LED results are very similar over the 15-60 cm range. This
could be explained by the fact that the parallel array was comprised of a low
number of LEDs (m=3), and thus the Igl ×m (Section 4.5) effect is not noticeable.
There is however, one difference to be pointed out, in the 15-20 cm range. For this
channel length range, the incident light causes the single LED (small equivalent
capacitance) to discharge very fast. Given that the LED’s capacitance discharges
over 0 V into negative values, and that the ADC’s input range is limited to 0-5 V,
the value for a MARK symbol saturates at 0 V. Thus, the measured ∆V is small.
As channel length d increases to 20 cm, the measured value for a MARK symbol
and average value are both positive, resulting in a larger ∆V value. On the other
hand, when using a parallel array, given its higher equivalent capacitance, the
discharge time is higher and therefore the MARK symbol measured level always
exceeds 0 V - the ADC’s input is never saturated. Consequently, even though the
single LED and parallel array have disparate values for a channel length d = 20
cm, these should be attributed to the internal ADC rather than the LED itself. The
results corresponding to the series LED string show that symbol differentiation is
greatly enlarged, practically doubling the single/parallel results for the entire d
range. Furthermore, the response over channel length obtained from the use of a
series of LEDs greatly approximates the 1/d2 dependence, as pointed out in [6].

Additionally, Figure 6.29 shows how communication is affected with channel
length d, for different LED configurations. The Bit error rate (BER) describes
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how the received bits match the sent bits. The use of a series of LEDs enables
communication up to 90 cm without failure. However, communication range is
limited to 45 cm when using an array of parallel LEDs and 60 cm when using a
single LED.

Although communication is limited to a maximum of 90 cm, it should be noted
that the incident light was white, and not red. LEDs when used as sensors have
a spectral selective sensitivity, slightly below its emission spectrum, as seen in
Chapter 4. Even though the incident light was white, it has two emission peaks, blue
and yellow. For an emission wavelength closer to the LED’s spectral sensitivity
(e.g. using Red LEDs for Tx), a larger communication range should be expected.
Likewise, using a Tx source with a higher luminous output should yield larger
ranges.

Distance/Cost Analysis

Distance and Cost relationship in this system is mostly dependant on the size of
the emitter vs. the size of the receiver. The 90 cm figure obtained above is due
to the light intensity of the emitter (400 lm) and the use of 3 LEDs in series, as
receivers.

Increasing the light intensity at the emitter, i.e. by either using more LEDs or by
increasing the LEDs forward current will permit the increase of the channel length.
Many LED Drivers/lamps allow for the analog dimming of the LEDs, and thus
will permit longer channel lengths at no expense, although some colour shifting is
expected. Increasing the number of LEDs will linearly increase the emitters light
intensity (provided they are operated at the same I/V point). Using either of these
measures to increase channel length means, however, that light intensity at the
emitter has to increase.

On the receiver side, a larger use of LEDs (either in series or parallel) will
lead to increased sensitivity, as seen above, and as analysed in Subsection 4.5.5.
However, a linear increase in the number of receiving LEDs will not correspond to
a linear increase in channel length. This is the only measure, however, that does
not require the overall light intensity to increase.
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6.2.3.4 Dimming Support

As noted in Section 2.2, dimming support depends on the modulation type. For
VPPM Modulation, dimming is achieved by changing each symbol’s duty cy-
cle. On the other hand, for OOK Modulation, dimming is achieved by adding
compensation periods.

Data packet Compensation Period

Dimming = 30 %

Dimming = 78 %

Dimming = 50 %

0 1.8 ms 4 ms

Figure 6.30: Tx Emission Period, comprising both data packet and compensation
period.

Figure 6.30 shows the addition of a compensation period after the data packet,
comprising the emission period. Due to the use of OOK modulation of the data
packet, light time equals non-light time. Thus, for a symbol width of 100 µs, the
data packet corresponds to 0.9 ms of light emission. Given that the emission period
has a period of 4 ms (both Tx and Rx are externally synchonized by fsync = 250
Hz), the data packet alone represents an effective dimming ratio of 22.5 %. If the
compensation period is fully on, a maximum dimming ratio of 77.5 % is achieved.
Higher maximum dimming ratios are possible if the emission period is increased -
however, this will lead to a reduction of the effective data-rate. Thus, dimming
range with data communication using fsync = 250 kHz is limited to 22.5% - 77.5%.
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6.2.3.5 Bi-directional Communication

The above scheme can be extended into a fully bi-directional system, as suggested
by Figure 6.31.

USB µC

A1

D1

TERM1
USBµC

A1

D1

TERM2

1010101...

0111010...

Figure 6.31: Bi-Directional LED-to-LED communication scheme.

Altering the LED’s state between forward and reverse bias, it can indeed work
as a transceiver, receiving in Rx state and transmitting in Tx state. Special attention
is needed:

If using an LED Driver, there is need for extra circuitry responsible for LED
state switching - LEDs are forward-biased when in Tx (transmission) mode, and
reverse-biased when in Rx (reception) mode.

6.2.3.6 Synchronization

Although the developed system used an external synchronizing clock, common to
both Tx and Rx modules, alternative synchronization techniques can be used. For
systems in which both Tx and Rx modules operate off the grid, zero-crossing syn-
chronization driven from the AC-grid can be implemented. Modern AC grids offer
very little phase shift, and should suffice for synchronizing Tx and Rx modules
[13]. For wireless or handheld systems, software-based synchronization like the
used in the LED-to-LED system by Schmidt et al. [92] or Impulse based algorithm
used for Ultra-Wide Bandwidth (UWB) [93, 94] are good contenders.
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7.1 Conclusions

This thesis proposed the investigation of two chief components of a joint commu-
nication and illumination system, mainly the LED Driver and an alternative Light
Sensor, to be used as a receiver in said system.

Based on the work of Mims [8, 9] and Dietz et al [11], an alternative method
os using LEDs as sensors was studied, in Chapter 4. Improvement over Dietz et
al [11] work was made, with the use of a 10-bit ADC, which allowed for higher
resolution. LED characteristics, such as their chip size, their package colour and the
presence or absence of ESD devices were taken into account - both chip size and
package colour have great impact on sensitivity. The larger the chip area and the
more transparent the LED package is, the higher the sensitivity is, as more photons
reach the p-n junction. Thorough analysis of the ESD device, and investigation of
multiple LED behaviour when used in larger series and parallel strings and arrays
were performed with aid of SPICE simulation, using a developed model. ESD
devices are mostly intrusive when LEDs are used in small numbers. Using a string
of series LEDs as sensors permits faster discharge rates, and thus smaller symbol
widths. On the other hand, using LEDs as sensors in parallel increases equivalent
capacitance, although the generated photocurrent is higher. In Chapter 6 an LED-
to-LED system was experimented, using a symbol width of t = 100 µs, and an
adaptive packet-by-packet average computation algorithm, which permits its use
in environments with variable ambient light. Using a 400 lm white light source,
the receiver showed successful results up to the 90 cm range which, albeit lower
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than similar reports [95], permitted increased throughput, with a raw bit rate of 5
kb/s. Also, results show that using LEDs in series, as opposed to using them in
unity or in parallel, adds to the overall sensitivity and communication range, in
accordance to the Chapter 4.

An LED Driver was designed and implemented, using the off-the-shelf LT3763
IC (Linear Technology). Two different dimming techniques were employed, using
the same basic circuit. Extended simulations were performed, using both its SPICE
model and a developed Simulink model. The circuit design was implemented
on a 2-layer circuit board, using SMD components, and all soldering was done
in-house. Experimental results are coherent with simulation results. Dimming at
fPWM = 500 kHz is achieved, using the series dimming, with efficiency figures
over 90% for dimming over 20%. On the other hand, due to undersizing of the
PWM Driver MOSFET, it was unable to demonstrate the dimming frequency
of fPWM = 2 MHz using a parallel dimming scheme and further investigation with
this board is required. However, overall simulation and experimental outcome is
coherent with other dual-purpose SMPS LED Drivers [56], showing promising
results towards the possibility of VLC integration in existent SMPS LED Driver
circuits, with minimal alteration.

7.2 Future Work

Given the developed work on the LED-to-LED communication system, further
improvements can be done:

• Further investigation on parallel dimming, which allow for higher LED
switching frequencies.

• Fully RGB Led-to-LED system with Illumination: as seen and suggested
in Chapter 4, LEDs make for spectrally selective sensors. By having three
different colour channels, WDM is possible, increasing throughput. Also, by
not using phosphor coated LEDs, their bandwidth is extended, while still
permitting white light generation, via colour mixing.

• Using larger LED source as sensors: extending the developed work on small
LED strings, in series and parallel, investigation on using sources with a
large number of LEDs, such as semaphore lights, ceiling LED luminaires, or
even electronic billboards should be carried out. Also, the effect of variable
reverse bias on LED spectral sensitivity must be detailed.
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• Using CMOS image sensors as data receivers: given their construction - they
are comprised of matrix of photodiodes - they should provide a perfect VLC
sensor.

• Integration of full system in a PoE grid. This would allow for both powering
and communication interfacing using a single physical connection.

• Integration between a LED Driver and the µC: if using a time-slot scheme
on the LED, working as both Tx and Rx, LED multiplexing is required. The
LED is forward biased when in Tx, and reverse biased when in Rx. While
this state switching is trivial when using small LED strings, it becomes a
challenge when using larger LED loads, which require higher voltage levels,
and hence dedicated LED drivers. Figure 7.1 suggests some solutions. As
seen in Section 4.5, LEDs strings can be reverse-biased with voltages similar
to those used in forward-biasing. Thus, the driver itself can not only be used
in Tx, but also in Rx, charging the junction capacitance of the LED string
(Figure 7.1a). In this case, the connection between the driver and the LED
string that must be sequentially switched. The ADC would probe the LED’s
cathode voltage exclusively in Rx periods (Figure 7.1b). Alternatively, the
LED string can be disconnected entirely from the driver, and be directly
charged (when in Rx) by the µC (Figure 7.1c).

µCDriver

(a) Tx by LED Driver

µCDriver

(b) Reverse LED charged by
Driver

µCDriver

(c) Reverse LED charged by
µC

Figure 7.1: Solutions for Driver-LED-µC interface in Bi-directional scheme.
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Figure A.1: Type I Compensator.
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Figure A.2: Type II Compensator.
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Figure A.3: Type III Compensator.
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Figure B.1: White LED Driver schematic.
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APPENDIX B. CIRCUIT BOARDS AND SCHEMATICS

Table B.1: White LED Driver Bill of Materials

Part Value Part Value

C1 10 µF R1 68 mΩ
C2 4.7 µF R2 1 kΩ
C3 22 µF R3 1 kΩ
C4 1 µF R4 68 mΩ
C5 220 nF R5 10 Ω
C6 33 nF R6 10 Ω
C9 10 nF R7 90.9 kΩ
C10 1 nF R8 3.1 kΩ
C11 1 nF R11 50 Ω
C12 220 nF R12 50 Ω
C13 1 µF R13 100 kΩ
C14 2.2 µF R14 50 kΩ
D1 DFLS160 R15 100 kΩ
D2 DFLS260 R16 100 kΩ
Q1 BUK9Y15-60E R17 100 kΩ
Q2 BUK9Y15-60E R18 10 mΩ
Q3 SSM3K339 R19 100 kΩ
U1 LT3763

B.2 RGB LED Driver

(a) Top Layer (b) Bottom Layer

Figure B.2: Circuit Board for proposed RGB LED Driver.
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Figure B.3: RGB LED Driver schematic.

Table B.2: RGB LED Driver Bill of Materials.

Part Value Part Value

C1 220 nF R1 82 kΩ
C2 220 nF R2 4.4 kΩ
C3 220 nF R3 82 kΩ
C4 4.7 uF R4 2.75 kΩ
C5 4.7 uF R5 82 kΩ
C6 4.7 uF R6 2.78 kΩ
C7 10 uF R7 90.9 kΩ
C8 10 uF R8 49.9 kΩ
D1 DFLS160 R9 20 kΩ
D2 DFLS160 R10 20 kΩ
D3 DFLS160 R11 20 kΩ
L1 100 uH R12 33.2 kΩ
L2 100 uH R13 100 kΩ
L3 100 uH R14 100 kΩ
U1 LT3597 R15 100 kΩ
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LED-TO-LED RX AND TX CODE

C.1 Code for Rx LED

# include <eRCaGuy_Timer2_Counter . h>
# def ine NOP __asm__ _ _ v o l a t i l e _ _ ( " nop\n\ t " )
# def ine LED_MARK 100

// d e f i n i t i o n s f o r ADC p r e s c a l e r mod
const unsigned char PS_16 = (1 << ADPS2) ;
const unsigned char PS_32 = (1 << ADPS2) | (1 << ADPS0) ;
const unsigned char PS_64 = (1 << ADPS2) | (1 << ADPS1) ;
const unsigned char PS_128 = (1 << ADPS2) | (1 << ADPS1) | (1 << ADPS0) ;

boolean tempo= f a l s e , tempo_ADC= f a l s e , message= f a l s e , canpr int= f a l s e ;
unsigned long previous , current ;
i n t i , j ;
long data_buf fer [ 1 8 ] = { 0 , 0 , 0 , 0 , 0 , 0 , 0 , 0 } ;
i n t marker = 1 2 ; // marker output pin

void setup ( )
{

t imer2 . setup ( ) ;
_SFR_IO8 (0 x35 ) |= 0x10 ; // globa l d i s a b l e pul l up r e s i s t o r s
S e r i a l . begin ( 9 6 0 0 ) ;

ADCSRA &= ~PS_128 ; // remove b i t s s e t by Arduino l i b r a r y
ADCSRA |= PS_16 ;
DDRB |= 1 << 4 ; //pin A0 as output
b i t S e t (PORTB, 4 ) ;
a t t a c h I n t e r r u p t ( 0 , main_loop , CHANGE) ;

}

void loop ( ) { //ADC values are decoded
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i f ( canpr int ) {
i n t sum , avg ;
f o r ( i =0 ; i <18; i ++) {

sum+=data_buf fer [ i ] ;
}
avg=sum/18;

f o r ( i =0 ; i <18; i ++) {
i f ( da ta_buf fer [ i ] > avg )

data_buf fer [ i ] = 0 ;
e l s e

data_buf fer [ i ] = 1 ;
}
i f ( ! da ta_buf fer [ 0 ] && data_buf fer [ 1 ] ) {

message=true ;
char buff =0x00 ;
f o r ( i =2 , j =0 ; i <18; i = i +2 , j ++) {

i f ( ! da ta_buf fer [ i ] && data_buf fer [ i +1]==1)
buf f |= (0 x00 << (7− j ) ) ;

e l s e i f ( data_buf fer [ i ] && ! data_buf fer [ i + 1 ] )
buf f |= (0 x01 << (7− j ) ) ;

}
S e r i a l . p r i n t ( buff , BIN ) ; //rece ived byte i s pr inted to s e r i a l monitor

}
e l s e {

message= f a l s e ;
}
canpr int= f a l s e ;

}
}

void main_loop ( ) { //LED i s reversed , charged and ADC reads value

f o r ( i =0 ; i <18; i ++) {
previous = timer2 . get_count ( ) ; //get time

//charge capac i tance
DDRC |= 1 << 0 ; //pin A0 as output
DDRD |= 1 << 7 ; //pin 7 as output
PORTD &= ~(1 << 7) ; //pul l pin7 low
PORTC |= (1 << 0) ; //wri te HIGH in PIN A0

//wait
delayMicroseconds ( 2 0 ) ;

//discharge
DDRC &= ~(1 << 0) ; //pin A0 as INPUT
PORTC &= ~(1 << 0) ; //wri te LOW in A0

//esperar por ADC
while ( ! tempo_ADC) {

current=timer2 . get_count ( ) ;
i f ( ( current−previous ) >= ( 2∗ (LED_MARK−50) ) ) {

tempo_ADC=true ;
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}
}
b i t C l e a r (PORTB, 4 ) ;
da ta_buf fer [ i ]= analogRead (A0) ;
b i t S e t (PORTB, 4 ) ;
tempo_ADC= f a l s e ;

while ( ! tempo ) {
current=timer2 . get_count ( ) ;
i f ( ( current−previous ) >= (2∗LED_MARK)−15) {

tempo=true ;
}

}
tempo= f a l s e ;

}
DDRC |= 1 << 0 ; //pin A0 as output
PORTC &= ~(1 << 0) ; //wri te LOW in A0
canpr int=true ;

}

C.2 Code for Tx LED

# def ine LED_MARK 100
# def ine TOPBIT 0 x80000000

char incomingByte = ’A’ ; // f o r incoming s e r i a l data
const char∗ d a t a _ s t r i n g [ ] = { " 1 − Teste VLC, Low data−r a t e . " , " 2 − LED−to−LED

Communication . " , " 3 − LED as Transmit ter . " , " 4 − LED as Receiver . " , " 5 − Andre
Bispo 3 1 5 4 5 . " , " 6 − FCT−UNL . " } ;

char bufCustom [ 2 0 ] ;
S t r i n g customString ;
char h e l l o [ ] = " Hello ! " ;
i n t s t r i n g _ s i z e , i =0 , j =0 , dimming=50 , pwm_LED=600 , string_number =0 , k =0;
v o l a t i l e i n t dimming_LED=2000;
v o l a t i l e i n t mode=1;
unsigned long previous , current ;
boolean tempo= f a l s e , val= f a l s e , can_loop= f a l s e , s t r i n g _ a v a i l a b l e = f a l s e , DATA=

true , varCustom= f a l s e ;
boolean str ing_begin_Tx=true , s tr ing_begin_Rx=true , mensagem_BLE= f a l s e ;
long i n t dimLevel ;
char buf [ 2 0 ] ;
i n t len = 0 ;
byte c ;

void setup ( )
{

DDRB |= 1 << 4 ; //pin 7 as output
PORTB &= ~(1 << 4) ; //pul l pin7 low

//BLEMini . begin ( 5 7 6 0 0 ) ;
S e r i a l 1 . begin ( 5 7 6 0 0 ) ;
S e r i a l . begin ( 5 7 6 0 0 ) ;
delay ( 1 0 0 0 ) ;
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f o r ( i n t j = 0 ; j < 6 ; j ++) {
S e r i a l 1 . wri te ( h e l l o [ j ] ) ;

}
delay ( 1 0 0 0 ) ;
a t t a c h I n t e r r u p t ( 0 , int_ loop , RISING ) ;

}

void loop ( )
{

i f ( S e r i a l 1 . a v a i l a b l e ( ) && ! mensagem_BLE ) { //se nao tem mensagem j a l i d a
c = S e r i a l 1 . read ( ) ;
S e r i a l . wri te ( c ) ;
i f ( ( len <19) && ( c ! = ’ . ’ ) ) {

buf [ len ] = c ;
len ++;

}
e l s e i f ( len <20 && c = = ’ . ’ ) {

buf [ len ] = c ;
len =0;
S e r i a l . p r i n t l n ( " Mensagem Recebida " ) ;
mensagem_BLE=true ;

}
e l s e i f ( len ==19 && c ! = ’ . ’ ) {

len =0;
S e r i a l . p r i n t l n ( " Comando errado\n " ) ;

}

}

// i n t e r p r e t a mensagem BLE
e l s e i f ( mensagem_BLE ) {

// S e r i a l . p r i n t ( " Mensagem " ) ;
switch ( buf [ 0 ] ) {

//dimming
case ’D’ :

i f ( buf [ 1 ] == ’ ; ’ ) {
dimming= a t o i (&buf [ 2 ] ) ;
i f ( ( dimming >= 0) && ( dimming <28) ) {

DATA= f a l s e ;
S e r i a l . p r i n t ( "D) Dimming sem dados a justado para " ) ; S e r i a l . p r i n t l n (

dimming ) ;
}
e l s e i f ( ( dimming >=28) && ( dimming <=100) ) {

DATA=true ;
i f ( dimming>=78) dimming=78;
S e r i a l . p r i n t ( "D) Dimming com dados a justado para " ) ; S e r i a l . p r i n t l n (

dimming ) ;
}
//varCustom= f a l s e ; k =0;

}
e l s e S e r i a l . p r i n t l n ( "D) Mensagem de a j u s t e de Dimming com erro " ) ;
break ;
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//p r e s e t s t r i n g
case ’P ’ :

i f ( buf [ 1 ] == ’ ; ’ ) {
string_number= a t o i (&buf [ 2 ] ) −1;
i f ( string_number >=0 && string_number <6) {

S e r i a l . p r i n t ( " P ) P r e s e t S t r i n g : " ) ;
S e r i a l . p r i n t l n ( string_number +1) ;
varCustom= f a l s e ; k =0;
break ;

}
}
S e r i a l . p r i n t l n ( " P ) Mensagem de mudanca de s t r i n g com erro " ) ;
break ;

//new s t r i n g
case ’ S ’ :

i f ( buf [ 1 ] == ’ ; ’ ) {
S t r i n g s t r b u f ( buf ) ;
customString= s t r b u f . subs t r ing ( 2 , s i z e o f ( buf ) ) ;
S e r i a l . p r i n t ( " S ) Nova s t r i n g : " ) ;
S e r i a l . p r i n t l n ( customString ) ;
varCustom=true ;
k =0;
break ;
}

e l s e S e r i a l . p r i n t l n ( " S ) Mensagem de mudanca de s t r i n g com erro " ) ;
break ;

// i l l u m i n a t i o n only
case ’ I ’ :

i f ( buf [ 1 ] == ’ ; ’ ) {
dimming= a t o i (&buf [ 2 ] ) ;
DATA= f a l s e ;
S e r i a l . p r i n t ( " I ) Dimming sem dados a justado para " ) ; S e r i a l . p r i n t l n (

dimming ) ;
}
e l s e S e r i a l . p r i n t l n ( " I ) Mensagem de a j u s t e de Dimming com erro " ) ;
break ;

// d e f a u l t
d e f a u l t :

S e r i a l . p r i n t l n ( " Erro no comando " ) ;
break ;

}
mensagem_BLE= f a l s e ;

}

i f ( tempo ) {
i f (DATA && ( dimming >28) && ( dimming <=78) ) {

dimming_LED=map( dimming , 2 8 , 7 8 , 0 , 1 9 9 0 ) ;
}
e l s e i f (DATA && ( dimming==28) ) {

tempo= f a l s e ;
PORTB &= ~(1 << 4) ;

129



APPENDIX C. LED-TO-LED RX AND TX CODE

re turn ;
}
e l s e dimming_LED=map( dimming , 0 , 1 0 0 , 0 , 3 9 5 0 ) ;

i f ( dimming ! = 1 0 0 ) {
delayMicroseconds ( dimming_LED ) ;
PORTB &= ~(1 << 4) ;

}
e l s e PORTB |= (1 << 4) ;

tempo= f a l s e ;
}

}

void in t_ loop ( ) {
i f (DATA) {

PORTB &= ~(1 << 4) ; //pul l pin 10 low
i f ( ! varCustom ) {

sendLED ( d a t a _ s t r i n g [ string_number ] [ i ] , 8 ) ;
i f ( d a t a _ s t r i n g [ string_number ] [ i ] = = ’ . ’ ) {

i =0 ;
}
e l s e i ++;

}
e l s e {

//customString . toCharArray ( bufCustom , 20) ;
sendLED ( customString [ k ] , 8 ) ;
i f ( customString [ k ] = = ’ . ’ )

k =0;
e l s e k++;

}
PORTB |= (1 << 4) ; //pul l pin 10 high

}
e l s e PORTB |= (1 << 4) ; //pul l pin 10 high

tempo=true ;
re turn ;
val=true ;

}

void sendLED ( unsigned long data , i n t n b i t s ) {

data = data << (32 − n b i t s ) ;
spaceLED (LED_MARK) ;
markLED(LED_MARK) ;

f o r ( i n t i = 0 ; i < n b i t s ; i ++) {
i f ( data & TOPBIT ) {

markLED(LED_MARK) ;
spaceLED (LED_MARK) ;
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}
e l s e {

spaceLED (LED_MARK) ;
markLED(LED_MARK) ;

}
data <<= 1 ;

}
PORTB &= ~(1 << 4) ;

}

void markLED( i n t time ) {
PORTB |= (1 << 4) ; //pul l pin 10 high
i f ( time > 0) delayMicroseconds ( time ) ;

}

void spaceLED ( i n t time ) {
PORTB &= ~(1 << 4) ; //pul l pin 10 low
i f ( time > 0) delayMicroseconds ( time ) ;

}
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Figure D.1: LT3763 Block Diagram (from [70]).
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