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Abstract: In this paper, parameters related to the sensitivity of the interface circuits for capacitive
sensors are determined. Both the input referred noise and capacitance of the input transistors are
important for capacitive sensitivity. Chopping is an effective technique for signal conditioning circuits
because of its capability of reducing circuit noise at low frequencies. The capacitive sensitivity and
power consumption of various chopping techniques including the dual chopper amplifier (DCA),
single chopper amplifier (SCA) and two-stage single chopper amplifier (TCA) are extracted for
different values of total gain and sensor capacitance. The minimum sensitivity for each technique
will be extracted based on the gain and sensor capacitance. It will be shown that designation of
the amplifier and distribution of gain in the TCA and DCA are important for sensitivity. A design
procedure for chopper amplifiers that illustrates the steps required to achieve either the best or the
desired sensitivity while minimizing power consumption will be presented. It will be shown that for
a small sensor capacitance and large total gain, the DCA has the best sensitivity, while for a large
sensor capacitance and a lower gain, the SCA is preferable. The TCA is the desired architecture for an
average total gain and a large sensor capacitance. Moreover, when the power consumption is the key
requirement and the maximum sensitivity is not the goal; the TCA works best due to its potential to
decrease the power consumption.

Keywords: chopper amplifier; capacitive sensor; high sensitivity; low power

1. Introduction

Consumer electronics are increasingly making use of multiple integrated sensors to enhance their
functionalities. Microelectromechanical systems (MEMS) have enabled the design of sensors with very
high sensitivities, enabling a range of sensing applications [1]. Sensors that convert a physical stimulus
into a capacitance are widely used for different purposes including detecting motion, pressure and
acceleration [2–5]. Capacitive sensing has the benefits of a low temperature coefficient, low power
dissipation and low noise. Additionally, the devices can be easily integrated with CMOS circuits and
they are compatible with VLSI technology scaling [6–8].

Typical capacitive sensor output signals are in the microvolt range and have bandwidths ranging
from DC up to a few kilohertz [9]. Amplifying such signals requires low noise and low offset
amplifiers. Due to this frequency range, flicker noise is the dominant noise source in CMOS technology.
There are two methods to remove the flicker noise: auto-zeroing and chopping [10]. Auto-zeroing is a
sampling technique that removes flicker noise; but causes noise folding. Chopping is a continuous-time
modulation technique in which the signal and offset are modulated to high frequencies. As a result,
the chopping technique achieves low noise at low frequencies. Chopping techniques have been
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widely applied in recent publications to remove flicker noise and DC offsets [6,11–18]. One or more
chopping frequencies can be applied when using chopping. An amplifier with a single chopping
frequency is a single chopper amplifier (SCA) that can also be implemented as a two-stage chopper
amplifier (TCA). In this system, the signal is modulated to a higher frequency, amplified and then
demodulated to the baseband. When two different chopping frequencies are used, the system is a
dual chopper amplifier (DCA). This technique can simultaneously remove flicker noise and reduce
power consumption [14,18]. Additionally, two different clocks can be applied in series as proposed
by the nested chopping technique [19] in order to remove the residual offset of the high frequency
clock. The inner modulation, which has the higher frequency, is applied to remove the flicker noise and
the outer modulation with the lower frequency is applied to remove the residual offset of the higher
frequency. In this paper, the analysis of the nested chopper technique is not carried-out. However, it is
expected that the technique would yield sensitivity characteristics that are similar to the SCA when
the inner frequency of the nested chopper technique is equal to the chopping frequency of the SCA.
In addition, other more intricate chopping techniques such as those presented in [9,13,20,21] have also
been proposed and their sensitivity and power consumption could be ascertained by applying the
analysis detailed in this paper.

Figure 1 shows a signal conditioning circuit that is connected to a differential sensor capacitance,
C0 that can vary by ∆C in the presence of a stimulus. An important factor that must be considered
in systems with capacitive sensors is parasitic capacitances at the sensing nodes that include the
input capacitance of the signal conditioning circuit, Cgg, and the interconnect parasitic capacitance, CP.
The sensed signal is sensitive to loading caused by parasitic capacitances at these nodes, which can
degrade the circuit performance. In this paper, the effect of input capacitance of such an interface circuit
on the sensitivity performance is investigated. When chopping is applied in other types of sensors such
as inductive sensors [22], bioimpedance sensors [23] and resistive bridge sensors [16,24], the parasitic
capacitance and input capacitance of the amplifier can also affect performance. Notably, in such
sensors, the effect of the input amplifier capacitance and of the parasitic capacitance on the sensitivity
is dependent on the chopping frequency and the bridge resistance values or inductors values.
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Figure 1. Connection of differential sensor capacitance to an interface circuit with parasitic 
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Power consumption is another important factor when sensors are used in portable devices [25]. 
Adding this requirement means the power must be minimized while maintaining satisfactory 
sensitivity in the interface system. There is a trade-off between the noise level and the power 
consumption, which poses a design challenge when trying to simultaneously obtain low noise and 
low power consumption. 

Figure 1. Connection of differential sensor capacitance to an interface circuit with parasitic capacitances.

Power consumption is another important factor when sensors are used in portable devices [25].
Adding this requirement means the power must be minimized while maintaining satisfactory
sensitivity in the interface system. There is a trade-off between the noise level and the power
consumption, which poses a design challenge when trying to simultaneously obtain low noise and
low power consumption.
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This paper presents an analysis of sensitivity and power consumption when using the three
chopping techniques of the SCA, TCA and DCA. These architectures are described in Section 2.
Parameters related to the sensitivity of these systems are presented in Section 3, where a sensitivity
factor used to extract the minimum detectable capacitance variation in the sensor capacitance is
introduced. The sensitivity of the different chopping techniques is analyzed in Section 4. In each
chopping technique, the achievable sensitivity and power consumption are extracted based on the
total desired gain, the sensor capacitance and the minimum sensitivity. Section 5 compares the
sensitivity of the three techniques and the preferred chopping technique is identified based on design
constraints. Section 6 provides a method to select the appropriate circuit architecture based on a
sensor’s capacitance and desired total gain. Finally, a conclusion is presented in Section 7.

2. Architecture of the Three Different Chopping Techniques

The system diagrams of the SCA, DCA and TCA are shown in Figure 2. In the SCA, the detected
signal from the capacitive sensor is chopped at frequency fL, which is chosen to be higher than the
1/f noise corner frequency. After amplification, the signal is downconverted to the baseband and
then filtered. In the TCA, the detected capacitive sensor signal is chopped at frequency fL, which is
chosen to be higher than the 1/f noise corner frequency of the first and second stages and is then
amplified by the first and second stages. After amplification, the signal is downconverted to the
baseband and at last, the harmonics will be filtered. In the DCA, the sensed signal is modulated by
frequency fM, which is a frequency that is generated by the mixing of two chopper frequencies, fH
and fL. After chopping with frequency fM and amplification by the first stage A1, the signal is then
chopped with frequency fH. In this step, the 1/f noise of the first stage can be filtered, as it is shifted
to the odd harmonics of frequency fH. Finally, the signal is amplified by the second stage A2 and is
then chopped by frequency fL, which is higher than the 1/f noise corner frequency of the second stage.
With this last chopping operation, the signal has been downconverted to the baseband and the 1/f
noise of the second stage is moved to the odd harmonics of fL and can be filtered for further processing.
This dual chopping technique has advantages that will be highlighted in Section 3. In all of these
three techniques, the signal is chopped by a complementary clock that is inputted to the capacitive
bridge (i.e., Vd in Figure 1) and no switch is used for the modulation at the input. This is beneficial as it
prevents charge injection and clock feedthrough of the switches at the input. If switches were applied
to create the modulation at the input, the charges produced by the non-idealities of the switches could
be comparable with the charge in the capacitive sensor and thus deteriorate performance.
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Figure 2. Diagram of the (a) single chopper amplifier, (b) two stage single chopper amplifier and (c) 
dual chopper amplifier with a capacitive transducer connected to the input. The frequency domain 
signal and noise representation for each system is also presented. 

  

Figure 2. Diagram of the (a) single chopper amplifier, (b) two stage single chopper amplifier and
(c) dual chopper amplifier with a capacitive transducer connected to the input. The frequency domain
signal and noise representation for each system is also presented.
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3. Parameters Related to the Sensitivity of the Chopping Technique

In the following sections, the effective parameters for the sensitivity of the chopping amplifiers
are shown and a sensitivity factor is defined to be able to compare the capacitive sensitivity of the
signal conditioning circuits.

3.1. Noise and Corner Frequency

One of the important effective factors on sensitivity is the noise. The dominant noise sources in
MOS transistors are thermal and flicker noise, which are given as [26]:

V2
n =

4KTγ

gm
, (1)

and V2
f =

K f

CoxWL f
, (2)

where Vn is the thermal noise voltage, Vf is the flicker noise voltage, gm is the transconductance of the
MOS transistor, K is Boltzmann’s constant and γ is the MOSFET thermal noise coefficient which is
2/3 for long channel transistors. In (2), Kf is the flicker noise constant and W and L are the transistor
width and length, respectively.

The goal of the chopping technique is to remove the flicker noise such that small signals at low
frequencies can be detected. To remove the flicker noise, a suitable chopping frequency must be
chosen. In addition, the chopping frequency should be in the bandwidth of the amplifier to prevent
suppression of the signal. A chopping frequency which is smaller than the noise corner frequency
cannot remove the flicker noise properly. On the other hand, using a large chopping frequency requires
a large amplifier bandwidth, which results in a higher power consumption. As a result, choosing
the proper chopping frequency is important to optimize both the power consumption and noise
performance. Once the noise corner frequency is extracted, the appropriate chopping frequency can
be selected.

The noise corner frequency is the frequency at which the thermal noise and flicker noise become
equal [27]. Based on the relation of the thermal noise and flicker noise, the noise corner frequency can
be extracted as:

fc =
K f

4KTγ
× gm

W·L·Cox
. (3)

As shown in (3), both dimensions of the transistor and its transconductance affect the noise corner
frequency. Larger dimensions and a smaller transconductance result in a lower noise corner frequency.
If the chopping frequency is 10 times larger than the corner frequency, then the flicker noise is 10% of
the thermal noise and can be neglected [27]. In this analysis, a chopping frequency that is 10 times
larger than the noise corner frequency is considered and the amplifier bandwidth is chosen to be a
slightly larger than the chopping frequency as shown below to optimize the power consumption:

10× fc < fchop < BW , (4)

where fchop is the chopping frequency and BW is the 3-dB bandwidth of the amplifier.

3.2. Input Capacitance

The other determining factor on the capacitance sensitivity is the parasitic capacitance of the
input transistor. Based on the value of the sensor capacitance and capacitance of the input transistor,
the sensitivity can be decreased. The gate capacitance of a MOS transistor is equal to [27]:

Cgg = W·L·Cox + W·Lov·Cox, (5)
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where W and L are width and length of the transistor, Cox is the thin-oxide field-capacitance per unit
area and Lov is the gate overlap length.

Considering Equations (5), (2) and (3), it is observed that the noise corner frequency and the
flicker noise have an inverse relationship with the gate capacitance. If the dimensions of the input
transistor are increased to decrease the flicker noise and the corner frequency, the input capacitance
will increase. This effect can have a negative effect on the sensitivity, as will be shown in Section 3.3.

In an amplifier, the equations for the bandwidth and gain can be written as follows:

BW ∼=
1

Ro· CL
, (6)

G = α·gm·Ro, (7)

where CL is the load capacitance, Ro is the output impedance and gm is the transconductance of the
input transistor. The coefficient α is included in (7) because the exact gain depends on the amplifier
topology. In fully differential amplifiers, α is equal to 1 and in other types such as two stage amplifiers
and folded cascade amplifiers, it is larger than 1. Substituting the equations for bandwidth (6) and the
noise corner frequency (3) into Equation (4), the following is obtained:

10×
K f

4KTγ
× gm

W·L·Cox
<

1
Ro·CL

(8)

Equation (8) can be rewritten as:

W·L·Cox > 10·
K f

4KTγ
·gm·ro·CL. (9)

In (9), gm.ro is the gain or part of the gain and the left-hand side can be considered as the
capacitance of the input transistor (Cgg) if the value of W·Lov·Cox is negligible. If not, the input
capacitance is larger than this value. As a result, the input capacitance and gain are related such that:

Cgg > 10·
K f

4KTγ·α ·G. (10)

This equation highlights the fact that the input capacitance and the gain are dependent on each
other. For a given gain, the input capacitance is larger than the value in (10). As the gain is increased,
the input capacitance will also increase and this can degrade the sensitivity.

3.3. Sensitivity Factor

The detected voltage signal from the capacitive sensor must be larger than the input noise floor of
the circuit in order to be sensed, as shown by:

vn ×
√

BWsystem <
∆Cmin

2C0 + Cp + Cgg
Vdd, (11)

where Vn is the noise floor voltage, C0 is the sensor nominal capacitance, Cp is the parasitic capacitance
of the interconnects, Cgg is the capacitance of the interface circuit, ∆Cmin is the minimum detectable
variation at the sensor capacitance, Vdd is the excitation voltage and BWsystem is the desired bandwidth
of the system and is defined by the application. Equation (11) can be rewritten as:

vn ×
√

BWsystem <
∆Cmin

(2C0)×
(
1 + Cgg/2C0

)Vdd. (12)



J. Low Power Electron. Appl. 2017, 7, 31 6 of 20

Here, it is assumed that the parasitic capacitance of the interconnect can be neglected. This is
a viable assumption in monolithically integrated sensors where very high levels of sensitivity are
required and interconnect parasitics are minimal.

In this analysis, a loading factor Kc is defined as:

Kc =
Cgg

2C0
. (13)

Based on (12) and (13), the following relationship can be derived:

vn × (1 + Kc) <
∆Cmin

(2C0) ×
√

BWsystem
Vdd. (14)

In this equation, C0, Vdd and BWsystem are constants. As a result, ∆Cmin
2C0

, which is the ratio of the
smallest detectable capacitance variation to the nominal capacitance, depends on the noise and the
loading factor. Note that the sensitivity of a system is defined by the minimum detectable variation
of capacitance. The ability to detect a smaller capacitance variation translates to greater sensitivity.
In order to be able to compare the sensitivity of different systems, a sensitivity factor is introduced
to extract the minimum detectable sensor capacitance variation. Based on (14), for a given minimum
detectable variation in sensor capacitance, the maximum possible values of noise and loading factor
are limited. Accordingly, a sensitivity factor can be defined as

SF = vn × (1 + Kc). (15)

As such, both the noise floor and the loading factor are influential in detecting the minimum
variation in the sensor capacitance. A smaller sensitivity factor implies that the circuit has the capability
to detect a smaller capacitance variation, translating into a higher sensitivity. Thermal noise has a
direct effect on the sensitivity factor as it is multiplied by (1 + Kc). Therefore, the value of the loading
factor is important. If it is much smaller than 1, the thermal noise is the sole factor for determining the
sensitivity factor; however, if it is close to 1, it will affect the sensitivity factor.

In this paper, the sensitivity factor is applied to extract the minimum detectable variation of
capacitance in the SCA, TCA and DCA configurations for different gains and sensor capacitances.

3.4. Power-Sensitivity Factor

To achieve a design suited to low-power operation, the effect of both sensitivity factor and power
consumption should be considered. It is possible to achieve a very small sensitivity factor in a system
but this may demand high power consumption. As a result, a power-sensitivity factor is defined as:

PSF = P× SF, (16)

where P is the power consumption of the system. Based on the application, the system is designed
to attain the minimum power-sensitivity factor, or the smallest possible value of sensitivity factor
considering a constraint on the power-sensitivity factor.

4. Sensitivity of the SCA, TCA and DCA

In this section, the sensitivity factor of the SCA, TCA and DCA are extracted based on the total
gain and sensor capacitance. To design a chopper amplifier, it is important that the relation between
the bandwidth and the noise corner frequency given in (4) is respected. As a result, a reference amplifier
with a particular gain and a valid relationship between the bandwidth and the noise corner frequency
is considered to compare the performance of different chopping techniques for different gains.
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4.1. Reference Amplifier

It is assumed that the reference amplifier has a gain of G0 and the current and dimensions of the
input transistors maintain a valid relationship between the bandwidth and the noise corner frequency.

The characteristics of the chopping amplifiers for different gains are extracted based on
characteristics of the reference amplifier. It is assumed that all amplifiers used in the chopping
systems in this paper have a bandwidth of at least ten times larger than their noise corner frequency.
There are different methods of changing the current and dimensions of the transistors to achieve an
amplifier gain such that:

G = K·G0, (17)

where G is the amplifier gain which is K times the gain of the reference amplifier. The possible
approaches of changing the gain while maintaining the condition set in (4) are listed as cases in
Table 1 along with the effect they have on different circuit metrics. In all of these cases, the load
capacitance CL is kept constant. It is noted that any second order non-idealities are neglected in Table 1.
Moreover, the minimum allowed value of length and width of the transistors depend on the technology
considered for the design.

Table 1. Methods of changing the gain of the SCA w.r.t. the reference amplifier.

Case G Length Width Vn Cgg Gm Ro fc BW Power

1 K K 1 K K 1
/

K K2 1
/

K2 1
/

K2 1
/

K2

2 K 1 K 1
/

K K K 1 1
/

K 1
/

K K
3 K

√
K

√
K 1 K 1 K 1 1 1

4 K 4
√

K 4
√

K3 1
/√

K K
√

K
√

K 1
/√

K 1
/√

K
√

K

Figures 3 and 4 show the effect of changing the gain on the sensitivity factor for two values of
the loading factor in the reference amplifier (Kc = 0.01 and 1). The sensitivity factor and gain of these
figures are normalized based on the sensitivity factor and gain of the reference amplifier. In each figure,
the sensitivities for the four possible cases in Table 1 are considered to achieve the desired gain.

As shown in Figure 3, with increasing gain, the thermal noise and input capacitance vary as
shown in Table 1. Cgg is changed by a factor of K in all of the cases which implies that the loading
factor is increased by a factor of K. As a result of the gain variation, the loading factor is changed
from 0.001 to 0.1, having a negligible impact on the sensitivity factor in this case as it remains much
smaller than 1. Variation of the thermal noise depends on the considered case. As shown in Figure 3,
with increasing K, the sensitivity factor is increased in case 1, decreased in cases 2 and 4 and almost
constant in case 3. The trend in the sensitivity factor is thus the same as the trend of the thermal noise.
This means that the effect of the loading factor on the sensitivity factor is negligible and the sensitivity
factor is affected solely by the thermal noise.
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Figure 3. Sensitivity factor of the chopper amplifier normalized by the reference amplifier for a loading
factor of 0.01.
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Figure 4. Sensitivity factor of the chopping amplifier normalized by the reference amplifier for a
loading factor of 1.

The sensitivity factor based on varying K for a loading factor of 1 in the reference amplifier is
shown in Figure 4. In this case, the loading factor varies from 0.1 to 10. As a result, it affects the
sensitivity factor. As shown in Figure 4, with increasing K, the sensitivity factor is increased in case 1
but in cases 2, 3 and 4, there is an optimum value. This stems from both the thermal noise and loading
factor variation with K. In case 1, both the thermal noise and loading factor are increased by increasing
K, causing an ascending trend in the sensitivity factor. However, in cases 2, 3 and 4, the loading factor is
increased but thermal noise is decreased. Since the effect of loading factor in this case is not negligible,
an optimum value of K to achieve the lowest sensitivity factor can be observed. Accordingly, when the
loading factor is 1, the effect of the loading factor on the sensitivity factor cannot be neglected.

To be able to compare the sensitivity factors of the different chopping techniques in the following
analysis, the total gain of the circuit is considered to be set to Gt and the gain of the reference amplifier
is considered to be of G0. Equation (18) shows the relation between G0 and Gt implying that the total
gain is G0 times larger than the gain of the reference amplifier.

Gt = G2
0 (18)

In the following sections, the sensitivity factor and power consumption of the three chopping
techniques considered in relation to the reference amplifier will be analyzed.

4.2. Single Chopper Amplifier

In the SCA, the signal is chopped at the frequency fchop. After modulation, the signal is amplified
by the amplifier. Next, the signal is demodulated to the baseband where it will be filtered by a low
pass filter. For an SCA gain of Gt, K is made to be equal to G0. Out of the four cases in Table 1, cases 1,
2, 4 can be applied in the SCA to vary the gain. Case 3 cannot be applied because achieving a large
gain by changing the dimensions and keeping the power constant is not possible.

The sensitivity factor of the SCA is given by:

SF,k = Vn,SCA(1 + Kc,SCA), (19)

where Vn,SCA is the thermal noise of the amplifier and KC,SCA is the loading factor of the amplifier.
The sensitivity factor for cases 1, 2 and case 4 based on the reference amplifier are given below
in (20)–(22), respectively.

SF,SCA1 = G0·Vn,0(1 + G0·Kc0), (20)

SF,SCA2 =
Vn,0√

G0
(1 + G0·Kc0), (21)
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SF,SCA4 =
Vn,0
4
√

G0
(1 + G0·Kc0), (22)

where Vn,0 is the reference amplifier noise floor voltage and KC0 is the reference loading factor.
The sensitivity factor of the SCA versus the total gain is shown in Figure 5 for three sensor

capacitances of 100 fF, 250 fF and 800 fF and for cases 1, 2 and 4. As shown, increasing the gain
increases the sensitivity factor and the increase is larger for a smaller sensor capacitance because it has
a larger loading factor. Comparing these three cases, SF,SCA2 represents the lowest sensitivity factor,
since the thermal noise is smaller in case 2.

The power consumption is independent of the sensor capacitance and in cases 1, 2 and 4, it is
equal to:

PSCA,1 = 1
/

G0
2·P0 (23)

PSCA,2 = G0·P0 (24)

PSCA,4 =
√

G0·P0 (25)

From these equations, it can be concluded that although SCA,2 has better sensitivity, it consumes
more power.

The power-sensitivity factor for the SCA in cases 1, 2 and 4 is given by:

PSF,SCA1 = 1
/

G0·Vn,0(1 + G0·Kc0), (26)

PSF,SCA2 =
√

G0·Vn,0(1 + G0·Kc0) (27)

PSF,SCA4 = 4
√

G0·Vn,0(1 + GG0·Kc0). (28)

From these equations, it can be concluded that increasing the gain will increase the
power-sensitivity factor in cases 2 and 4 but in case 1 it depends on both the value of the gain
and the loading factor. The power-sensitivity in case 2 is larger than in case 4. Moreover, a smaller
sensor capacitance results in a larger power-sensitivity factor outlining the limitations of the SCA
topology to accommodate small sensor capacitances.
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4.3. Two-Stage Single Chopper Amplifier

In the TCA, the signal is also chopped by the frequency fchop. After modulation, the signal is
amplified by the first and second amplifiers. Next, the signal is demodulated to the baseband where
it will be filtered by a low pass filter. Since both amplifiers in the TCA are operating at the same
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frequency, it is important to select a chopping frequency that is at least 10 times larger than both noise
corner frequencies of the amplifiers. To analyze the performance of the TCA with the same total gain
as the SCA, it is assumed that the first amplifier and the second amplifier have gains of G1 and G2 that
are varied from 1 to Gt (i.e., G2

0) as outlined by:

G1 = K× G0 and (29)

G2 = 1/K× G0. (30)

G1 and G2 are the gain of the first and second amplifiers, respectively and K (distribution of gain
between two stages) should be in the range shown in (31) to have the total gain of each amplifier range
from 1 to G2

0 .
1
/

G0 ≤ K ≤ G0. (31)

The second amplifier in the TCA has a constant load capacitance of CL but the load capacitance of
the first amplifier is the input capacitance of the second amplifier. As a result, changing the dimensions
of the second amplifier to change the gain will affect the characteristics of the first amplifier. A larger
gain in the second amplifier will result in a larger input capacitance and a larger load capacitance for
the first amplifier. This will decrease the bandwidth of the first amplifier. As a result, the effect of
changing the load capacitance of the first amplifier should be considered when distributing the gain
between the two stages. The TCA is designed in such a way that the bandwidths of both amplifiers are
at least 10 times larger than the noise corner frequency. The characteristics of the possible methods to
change the gain of the first amplifier by a factor of K when compared to the reference amplifier and the
gain of the second amplifier by a factor of 1/K are listed by case in Tables 2 and 3; respectively.

Table 2. Methods of changing the gain of the TCA first amplifier w.r.t. the reference amplifier.

Case G Length Width Vt Cgg Gm Ro Fc BW Power

1 K K 1 K K 1
/

K K2 1
/

K2 G0
/

K 1
/

K2

2 K 1 K 1
/

K K K 1 1 G0K K
3 K

√
K

√
K 1 K 1 K 1

/
K G0 1

4 K 4
√

K 4
√

K3 1
/√

K K
√

K
√

K 1
/√

K G0
√

K
√

K

Table 3. Methods of changing the gain of the TCA second amplifier w.r.t. the reference amplifier.

Case G Length Width Vt Cgg Gm Ro Fc BW Power

1 1
/

K 1
/

K 1 1
/

K 1
/

K K 1
/

K2 K2 K2 K2

2 1
/

K 1 1
/

K K 1
/

K 1
/

K 1 1 1 1
/

K
3 1

/
K 1

/√
K 1

/√
K 1 1

/
K 1 1

/
K K K 1

4 1
/

K 1
/ 4
√

K 1
/ 4
√

K3
√

K 1
/

K 1
/√

K 1
/√

K
√

K
√

K 1
/√

K

As shown in Tables 2 and 3, different combinations of cases for the first and second amplifiers are
possible to attain the required gain from each amplifier. However, only case combinations where the
chopping frequency fulfills (4) for both amplifiers can be considered. With these conditions, only the
combinations of cases in Table 4 are suitable. The first case index in this table represents the applied
case in the first amplifier and the second index shows the applied case in the second amplifier. Because
of the limitation in the noise corner frequencies and the chopping frequency, all of these cases are valid
for K larger than 1. This means that in the TCA, the gain of the first amplifier should be larger than the
gain of the second stage. As a result, it is impossible to implement a small gain in the first stage to
realize a small loading factor. Between these cases, the maximum sensitivity is achieved by applying
case combination 21. However, the power consumption for this case combination is the largest.
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Table 4. Different case combinations (first amplifier and second amplifier) for changing TCA total gain.

Cases 21 22 23 24 12 32 33 34 41 42 43 44

Cgg K K K K K K K K K K K K
Vn 1

K + 1
K3G2

0

1
K + 1

KG2
0

1
K + 1

K2G2
0

1
K + 1

K1.5G2
0

K + 1
KG2

0
1 + 1

KG2
0

1 + 1
K2G2

0
1 + 1

K1.5G2
0

1√
K
+ 1

K3G2
0

1√
K
+ 1

KG2
0

1√
K
+ 1

K2G2
0

1√
K
+ 1

K1.5G2
0

Fchop K2 1 K
√

K 1 1 1
√

K K2 1 1
√

K
Power 2K K + 1

/
K K + 1 K +

√
K 2

/
K 1 + 1

/
K 2 1 +

√
K 1

/
K +
√

K K +
√

K 1 +
√

K 2
√

K

The sensitivity factor of the TCA for total gains of 60 dB and 40 dB and two different sensor
capacitances of 100 fF and 500 fF versus K are shown in Figure 6. Since the second amplifier does
not have a sizable effect on the sensitivity factor of the TCA, only the sensitivity factors based on
the possible cases for the first amplifier are shown. As shown at this figure, at the same gain and
sensor capacitance, case 2 has a smaller sensitivity factor than case 4. With increasing K, the trend in
sensitivity factor is dependent on both the gain and the sensor capacitance. At a gain of 40 dB and a
sensor capacitance of 500 fF, the sensitivity factor decreases for an increasing K. This is because the
effect of the loading factor is negligible and when the gain of first amplifier is increased; the thermal
noise is decreased resulting in a decreasing trend in the sensitivity factor. However, for larger total gain
or smaller sensor capacitance, the loading factor is not negligible when the gain of the first amplifier is
increased. This results in an optimum value based on the value of K. At a gain of 60 dB and a sensor
capacitance of 100 fF, where the effect of the loading factor is dominant over the thermal noise on the
sensitivity factor. As a result, increasing the gain of the first amplifier causes the sensitivity factor to
have an increasing trend.
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Note that minimum power consumption is achieved when K equals 1, which occurs when both
amplifiers have the same gain. Comparing the power consumption in different cases shows that case 4
in the first amplifier results in a lower power consumption, although its sensitivity factor is larger.

The minimum sensitivity factor of the TCA for different total gains and different sensor
capacitances is shown in Figure 7a and the ratio of gain of the first amplifier to the total gain related
to the minimum sensitivity of TCA is shown in Figure 7b. For each gain and sensor capacitance,
the sensitivity factor is based on the possible gain adjustment cases, the range of K is considered and
the minimum sensitivity factor is extracted. As a result, for each gain and sensor capacitance, the value
of K and the applied cases can be different.

As shown in Figure 7b, at a smaller Gt, the ratio of the first amplifier gain to the total gain is 1
which means that the minimum sensitivity factor is reached when all the amplification is done at the
first stage and the second stage has the gain of 1. Note that this case corresponds to the SCA, since all
the gain is achieved using only one stage and the second gain stage is not necessary. As the total
gain is increased, the ratio of gains starts to decrease based on the value of the sensor capacitance.
For a smaller sensor capacitance, the ratio starts to decrease for a smaller gain but for the larger sensor
capacitance, the ratio remains at a value of 1 and then starts to decrease for a larger gain. This difference
is justified by the loading factor.
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Increasing the gain increases the power consumption and the power consumption for a large
sensor capacitance is higher. This is because in this condition, all amplification is done by the first
amplifier which results in a larger power consumption. Systems with a smaller sensor capacitance can
have lower power consumption because the amplification is distributed between the two stages.
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4.4. Dual Chopper Amplifier

In the dual chopper amplifier, two different and independent chopping frequencies are applied.
Each chopping frequency is defined by the corner frequency of the related amplifier. This characteristic
gives an extra degree of freedom when distributing the gain between the two stages which makes
it possible to have a smaller sensitivity factor. As with the TCA, the capacitance of the input pair
of the second amplifier is the load capacitance of the first amplifier. As a result, changing the gain
distribution between the two stages changes the load of the first amplifier, which affects its bandwidth
and power consumption. If the first and second amplifiers have a gain of G1 and G2, respectively,
as described in (29) and (30), there are different ways to change their gains and all of the combinations
in Tables 2 and 3 can be applied to reach the desired gain.

The sensitivity factor of the DCA for sensor capacitances of 100 fF and 500 fF for gains of 40 dB
and 60 dB are shown in Figure 8a,b. In these two figures, the sensitivity factor based on K and three
possible cases for the gain modification of the first amplifier are shown. Since the effect of the second
amplifier on the sensitivity factor is small, it is not considered here. This is the case because the total
gain can be distributed to ensure that the gain of the first amplifier is high enough to suppress the
thermal noise of the second stage, or that the gain of the second amplifier is high enough to result in a
small thermal noise from the second stage.

As shown in Figure 8a, increasing K decreases the sensitivity factor for cases 2 and 4 and increases
it for case 1. With increasing K, the thermal noise is decreased in cases 2 and 4 and increased in case 1
but the loading factor is increased in all cases. At this total gain, the effect of the thermal noise is
dominant rather than the loading factor. As a result, the sensitivity factor has the same trend as the
thermal noise. At a gain of 40 dB and a sensor capacitance of 500 fF, the minimum sensitivity factor
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is reached when K is maximized. In other words, all amplification is done in the first stage and the
second stage has a gain of 1. This condition simplifies to the SCA. For a gain of 40 dB and a sensor
capacitance of 100 fF, the minimum sensitivity factor is reached with the minimum possible K and
applying case 1 for the first amplifier. The sensitivity factor in this case is given by:

SensDCA =

√
K +

1
KG02 (1 + KkC), (32)

A minimum K means the gain of the first amplifier is equal to 1 and all amplification is done
in the second stage. For a small sensor capacitance (i.e., 100 fF), the effect of the loading factor is
more important and the first amplifier acts as a buffer to keep the parasitic capacitance at the sensor
node low, while being able to drive the larger capacitance of the second amplifier that implements the
required gain.

The sensitivity factor for a gain of 60 dB is shown in Figure 8b. For cases 2 and 4, increasing
the K decreases the thermal noise and increases the loading factor, which creates the presence of an
optimum value. When K is smaller than the optimum value, the effect of the thermal noise is dominant
and when K is larger than the optimum value, the effect of the loading factor becomes dominant.
A minimum sensitivity factor is reached when the first amplifier has the gain of 1 and case 1 is applied.
This mitigates the loading factor and results in the smallest sensitivity factor. It should be emphasized
that case 1 is reached by decreasing the transistor lengths and it should be checked whether it is
possible or limited by technology geometry.
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Figure 8. Normalized sensitivity factor of the DCA for the gains of (a) 40 dB and (b) 60 dB for sensor
capacitances of 100 fF (red lines) and 500 fF (blue lines).

The power consumption of the DCA for the different cases can be extracted from Tables 2 and 3.
The DCA has the maximum power consumption when the first amplifier is in case 1 and K is the
smallest possible value, or when first amplifier is in case 2 and K is the maximum value. The optimum
power consumption is reached for the DCA for the same gain in the first and second stages.

The minimum sensitivity factor of the DCA versus the total gain and for different sensor
capacitances is shown in Figure 9a. These values are obtained by analyzing the sensitivity factors for
the different gain modification cases and different values of K. As shown in Figure 9a, increasing the
total gain decreases the minimum sensitivity factor. This can be explained by Figure 9b, which shows
the ratio of the gain of the first amplifier to the total gain for the related minimum sensitivity factor.
As shown, the ratio changes based on the total gain and the sensor capacitance, which is justified by
the loading factor. Many distributions result in a negligible loading factor but the minimum sensitivity
factor is reached when the first amplifier has a gain of 1 which is attained by case 1 and all amplification
is done at the second amplifier via case 2. In this condition, the minimum thermal noise is achieved.

As shown in Figure 9a, increasing the total gain decreases the sensitivity factor because the
thermal noise is decreased and the DCA can maintain the loading factor small.
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Figure 9. (a) Normalized minimum sensitivity factor of the DCA for different total gains and (b) ratio
of gain of the first amplifier to the total gain to reach the minimum sensitivity.

To reach the smallest sensitivity factor in the DCA when case 1 is applied, the length of the input
transistors should be decreased to have a smaller loading factor. However, the technology can limit
the level of scaling that can be achieved. As a result, another option is considered. The sensitivity
factor of the DCA is extracted while the length of the input transistors is kept constant and this DCA
is named DCA2. Figure 10a shows the minimum sensitivity factor of DCA2 and Figure 10b shows
the ratio of the gain of the first amplifier to the total gain to achieve the minimum sensitivity factor.
As shown in Figure 10a, for a small sensor capacitance, the sensitivity factor is increased by increasing
the gain. For this condition, the effect of the loading factor is dominant over the thermal noise and
because of the assumed technology limitation, the loading factor cannot be reduced. For a larger sensor
capacitance, an increasing gain leads to an initial decrease in the sensitivity factor and then an increase
is observed. This is because the effect of the thermal noise is dominant for small gain increases but for
a large increase, the effect of loading factor becomes important. As shown in Figure 10b, for a small
gain, the gain of the first amplifier is equal to the total gain. As the gain is increased, the ratio drops.
The value of the total gain for which the ratio starts dropping depends on the sensor capacitance.
However, the gain of the first amplifier cannot be as small as 1 because of the limitation in decreasing
the transistor length and this results in a larger sensitivity factor compared to the original DCA for the
same condition.
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Figure 10. (a) Normalized minimum sensitivity factor of DCA2 for different total gain and (b) ratio of
the gain of first amplifier to the total gain to reach the minimum sensitivity.

To illustrate the difference in the minimum sensitivity factor between the DCA and DCA2, the ratio
of the sensitivity factor of DCA to DCA2 is shown in Figure 11. Based on the sensor capacitance and
the total gain, this ratio can be very different. For a small gain, this ratio is 1 because all amplification
is done in the first stage. When the gain is increased, this ratio is increased and becomes larger for a
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smaller sensor capacitance. This is because the DCA can be designed to have an insignificant loading
factor, which is important in systems that require a high gain and have a small sensor capacitance.
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Figure 11. Ratio of the minimum sensitivity factor between the DCA and DCA2.

5. Comparison of the Three Chopping Techniques

Based on the total gain required and the sensor capacitance, the sensitivity factor of each chopping
technique is different. For a given gain and sensor capacitance, one of the chopping techniques has the
smallest sensitivity factor. In this section, the suitable chopping technique is identified for different
required gains and sensor capacitances in order to reach the best possible sensitivity. The minimum
sensitivity factor is extracted for a particular value of K in each technique. Based on the total gain
and sensor capacitance, each of these techniques can have the smallest sensitivity factor for a given
range of K. To determine the best chopping technique, their sensitivities are compared to each other
for different gains and sensor capacitances. For this purpose, the sensitivity factors are compared and
the chopping technique with the smaller sensitivity factor within a given range of K is determined.
For example, to achieve a better sensitivity factor in DCA2 compared to the SCA, the following should
be valid:

SF,DCA2 < SF,SCA. (33)

Rewriting (33) based on the minimum sensitivity of DCA2 and the SCA, the following is obtained:

Kc·K−
(1 + G0·Kc)

√
G0√

1 + G02

√
K + 1 < 0. (34)

Solving for K gives the values of K for which DCA2 has a better sensitivity factor than the SCA.
The left side of (34) is a quadratic equation with variable

√
K and (34) is valid if the discriminant ∆

shown in (35) is larger than 0.

∆ =

 (1 + G0·Kc)
√

G0√
1 + G0

2

2

− 4× kc (35)

If ∆ is smaller than 0, Equation (34) cannot be valid which implies that the SCA has better
performance than DCA2. If ∆ is larger than 0, DCA2 has better performance for that particular range
of K.

In a similar fashion, by comparing the sensitivity factors of the chopping techniques, the equation
related to their sensitivities can be derived and the preferred chopping technique can be determined
for a given range of K.

Figure 12 shows the chopping technique with the smaller sensitivity factor based on the sensor
capacitance and total gain. Sensitivity factors of the SCA, TCA and DCA2 are compared to each other
and the chopping technique with the smaller sensitivity factor is shown in Figure 12a. As shown in
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this figure, at the smaller gain, the SCA can have the better sensitivity, as shown in the blue region.
The yellow region represents the area where both TCA and DCA2 have the best possible sensitivity
factor and are better suited than the SCA. At a larger gain and smaller sensor capacitance, DCA2 has
a better possible sensitivity factor, shown in the red region. The sensitivity factors of the SCA, TCA
and DCA are compared in Figure 12b. The red region is where the DCA has a better sensitivity factor.
The TCA and DCA have the same sensitivity factor over the yellow region and the SCA has the smaller
sensitivity factor over the blue region. Accordingly, when the desired gain increases or the sensor
capacitance decreases, the DCA achieves better performance. At a small required gain, the SCA is
preferred. For an increased gain, both the TCA and DCA can be used to reach a smaller sensitivity
factor. However, for a large gain and small sensor capacitance, the DCA is preferred because it can be
designed to attain a better sensitivity because of its reduced loading factor. To show the scale at which
the sensitivity factor can be improved with the DCA or TCA in comparison to the SCA, different ratios
of sensitivity factors are shown in Figure 13.J. Low Power Electron. Appl. 2017, 7, 31  16 of 19 
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Figure 12. (a) Preferred chopping technique between SCA, TCA and DCA2 and (b) preferred chopping
technique between SCA, TCA and DCA (for different total gain and sensor capacitance).
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6. Design Methodology

In this section, a methodology for designing a signal conditioning chopping circuit with the best
performance is described. If the sensor capacitance and the desired gain are known specifications,
the signal conditioning circuit can be designed with the proper chopping technique to have the
minimum sensitivity factor or to have the desired sensitivity with the lowest power consumption.

The design flow graph for this design is shown in Figure 14. As shown in this graph, a reference
amplifier is considered based on the total required gain and the given sensor capacitance. This reference
amplifier should have a valid relationship between the bandwidth and the noise corner frequency
as defined in (4) and it is used to extract the characteristics of the amplifiers for different gains while
also ensuring valid relationships between the bandwidth and noise corner frequency. Moreover,
characteristics of the amplifier with the minimum possible length for the input transistors are extracted.
In addition, the sensitivity factor of the circuit with the minimum power consumption is determined
based on the reference amplifier.
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As shown in the flow graph, the preferred chopping technique in order to have the smallest
sensitivity factor for a given total gain and sensor capacitance can be extracted based on Figure 12.
If the preferred chopping technique is the SCA, then the minimum sensitivity factor is calculated
from (33) and if the preferred chopping technique is the DCA or TCA, the minimum sensitivity factor
can be calculated based on (35) for the DCA or (34) for the TCA. It is noted that in designing the
minimum sensitivity factor of the DCA, the input transistor length of the first amplifier must be
compatible with the minimum length allowed in the chosen technology.

In the next step, the calculated minimum sensitivity factor is compared with the desired sensitivity
factor. It is impossible to have a sensitivity factor smaller than the calculated minimum sensitivity
factor; but if the desired sensitivity factor is larger, then the circuit can be designed to optimize power
consumption for the desired sensitivity factor. In the case of the TCA, minimum power consumption
is reached by setting the same gain for the two stages. If the desired sensitivity factor is larger than the
sensitivity factor of the amplifier with optimized power consumption, then the preferred chopping
technique with the smallest power consumption is the TCA with the same amplification in each stage.
However, if the desired sensitivity factor is smaller than the sensitivity factor of the optimized power
consumption amplifier; then the sensitivity factor will be defined based on the preferred chopping
region. If the preferred chopping region warrants the use of the SCA, then the value of the sensitivity
factor is constant and defined by the relevant equation (e.g., (21)). If the preferred chopping region
requires the use of the TCA or the DCA, then based on the distribution of gain between the two
stages, there is a range for which the sensitivity factor can be equal or smaller than the desired
sensitivity factor. In this case, K must be chosen properly to achieve the desired power consumption
and sensitivity factor.

7. Conclusions

In this work, it was shown that both the noise and input parasitic capacitance are important
factors in determining the sensitivity factor of an interface circuit for a capacitive sensor. Moreover,
different methods of varying the gain of the circuit can also affect power consumption and should be
considered carefully.

A sensitivity factor was defined based on the noise and input parasitic capacitance to be able to
compare the sensitivity factor obtained in different conditions. The three chopping techniques of the
DCA, SCA and TCA were considered and their sensitivities for different gains and sensor capacitances
were analyzed. Different possible designs were analyzed and the resulting sensitivity factor was
extracted. It was shown that the distribution of gain between the two stages in the DCA and TCA
has a significant effect on the sensitivity factor and based on this distribution, the sensitivity factor
and power consumption vary significantly. For a large gain and small sensor capacitance, the effect
of the loading factor is dominant and the DCA has an extra degree of freedom to decrease the input
capacitance of the first amplifier and decrease the loading factor, contributing to a smaller sensitivity
factor. For a small gain and large sensor capacitance, the capacitance loading factor is small so the SCA
can be suitable. The DCA has the smallest sensitivity factor and is the most suitable for a small sensor
capacitance and large required gains. In this condition, the gain of the first amplifier of the DCA can be
set 1 to act as a parasitic capacitance buffer and reduce the capacitive loading effect of the amplifier to
minimize the sensitivity factor. For a moderate gain and large sensor capacitance, the TCA is preferred.
Moreover, the lowest power consumption is obtained by using the TCA with the same gain for the
first and second amplifiers, if that architecture is well suited to the required sensitivity.

Accordingly, this work has presented an analysis of three chopping architectures that can be
selected when designing a capacitive interface circuit and it has outlined the design constraints
and guidelines to achieve a well-designed sensing system that ensures that the required gain can
be achieved without degrading sensitivity because of capacitive loading. It has also outlined
considerations to reduce the power consumption of the designed circuit by preventing the over-design
of the amplifier characteristics.
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