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Abstract— In this paper we present a novel method reducing the
dynamic power consumption in FPGA-based arithmetic circuits by
optimizing the bit-widths of the signals inside the circuit. The proposed
method is implemented in the tool PowerBit, which makes use of macro
models parameterized by word-level signal statistics to estimate the circuit
power consumption during the optimization process. The power models
used take in to account the generation and propagation of signal glitches
through the circuit. The bit-width optimization uses a static analysis
technique which is capable of providing guaranteed accuracy in the design
outputs. We show that, for sample designs implemented on FPGAs that
improvements of over 10% are possible for multiple bit-width allocated
designs optimized for power compared to designs allocated uniform bitwidths.

expected to be typical inputs to the design. This is the approach taken
by the XPower power estimation tool available from Xilinx [1].
The above approach, while able to provide good estimates for
the power consumption in circuits, has a disadvantage in terms of
its computational complexity. This becomes a major hurdle if this
technique is used in conjunction with optimization routines, which
require the rapid estimation of the power consumption of a circuit
many times during the optimization process. To answer this particular
requirement power estimation methods which operate on a high-level
design description have been proposed [2], [3].
This paper makes the following contributions:
•

I. I NTRODUCTION
Optimizing the power consumption within a hardware circuit has
become one of the main concerns of hardware designers in recent
years. Methods which rely on the intuition of the designer alone
fail when confronted with the increasing design size and complex
nature of the power consumption within circuits. In addition there is
a growing tendency to use high-level design descriptions to describe
hardware designs at the word-level instead of the bit-level.
Optimizing the designs at the word-level enables the designer to
better explore the design space available with respect to the design
area, latency, throughput and power consumption. Word-length or
bit-width optimization is one such high-level optimization technique
which tries to allocate the optimum number of bits for the signals
inside the design, while trying to minimize a design metric.
The power consumption in digital circuits can be divided into
dynamic power and static power. The static power consumption
refers to the power consumed in the circuit when the circuit is
powered on but the signals in the circuit have zero activity, due to
leakage currents, etc. Static power consumption is determined by
the fabrication technology, circuit topology and transistor count of a
circuit, all of which are determined by the FPGA manufacturer.
The dynamic power consumption, on the other hand, refers to the
power consumed due to the transition activity in the signals inside
the circuit. The average dynamic power P consumed in a particular
capacitive element within a device can be calculated using (1), where:
n(K) is the number of transitions in the element during K clock
cycles, C is the capacitance of the element and Vdd is the power
supply voltage.


n(K)
1
2
P = C Vdd
lim
(1)
K→∞ K
2
For the above equation to hold, the assumption is made that the
number of transitions within a given period of time is an ergodic
stochastic process, P is a constant value, and the above limit exists.
By using this equation on every capacitive component in a design the
dynamic power consumed by the device can be estimated. However
this can be done only once the design has been placed and routed
(to obtain the capacitance values), and then simulated at a low level
(to obtain the activities of each signal) with test vectors which are
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•
•

the first bit-width optimization tool to target power optimization,
demonstration of the operation of the proposed optimization tool
through case studies, and,
a quantification of the power savings achievable by bit-width
optimization for power, compared to both optimal uniform bitwidth, and multiple bit-width systems optimized for area.

Section II provides a brief summary of related work on power
estimation and optimization of power consumption. Section III describes the bit-width optimization scheme used here and Section IV
gives details with regards to the implementation and evaluation of
PowerBit. In Section V four case studies are considered where the
proposed method is applied and the results are evaluated.
II. BACKGROUND
One method to reduce the power consumption in circuits is to
customize the word-length or bit-width of the data-path, this can
be thought of as an constrained optimization problem of allocating
the optimum bit-widths to the signals in the design. There has
been a considerable amount of research conducted on this problem,
most of which [4]–[6] has focused on reducing the area occupied
by the design in hardware. In these previous works macro-models
parameterized by the signals bit-widths are used to estimate the
design area during the optimization process.
In [7] it is shown that it is possible to achieve improvements in
the power consumption of a design as a side effect of optimizing the
bit-widths in the design for area. Indeed, the non-uniform switching
activity across bits in a word allows bit-width optimization to
aggressively target power reduction. One of the difficulties faced
when optimizing for power consumption has been lack of fast, highlevel power estimation models. Techniques which rely on gate level
simulations to estimate the power consumption are too slow to be
used for bit-width optimization.
Due to the need for fast power estimations in optimization systems
there has been much research [2], [8]–[12] in to the development
of macro-models to estimate the power consumed in the functional
units of the circuit. The macro-models operate by using word-level
statistics of the signals to characterize the activity in them, and then
relate this activity to the power consumed in components driven by
the signals.
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Macro models of individual circuit modules, such as arithmetic
components, can account for glitching activity within a component
by using characterized equations to model its power consumption.
The equations used must be characterized with power measurements
from low-level simulations of the component. These equations can
be evaluated very quickly, but the loss in accuracy over low-level
simulation can be significant if the power consuming behavior of the
component is not well captured by the variables chosen to predict
power consumption in the equations used.
For the work described in this paper, the macro-model presented
in [3] is used to quickly estimate the power consumed in a circuit.
The macro-model in [3] combines the macro-model in [2] with a
macro-model for estimating the power when signals contain glitch
activity. In [3] a technique based on glitch-profiles is used to model
the propagation of the glitch activity throughout the circuit and to
estimate the power consumption due to it.
The goal of bit-width optimization is to find the optimal number
of bits required to minimize a design metric, such as the area, latency
or power consumption of a circuit, without exceeding user specified
output error constraints. The bit-width optimization problem can
be separated in to two sub-problems: range analysis and precision
analysis.
Range analysis involves studying the data range of the computation
and ensuring that the signals in the design have enough bits to
accommodate this range. The range analysis setup of the bit-width
analyzes the data flow graph of the circuit to determine the minimum
number of most significant bits required in each signal to prevent an
overflow from happening.
Precision analysis involves analyzing the sensitivity of the error at
the outputs of a system to slight changes in the bit-widths of signals
within the design. In precision analysis the bit-width analysis tries
to find the minimum number of least significant bits for each signal
while ensuring that the output of the design does not exceed a given
error tolerance.
This paper uses the bit-width analysis technique described in [4],
which is capable of providing guaranteed range safety and output
error bounds. Affine arithmetic is used for both the range and
precision analysis. In the precision analysis an error function is
derived to model the effect of least significant bit truncation in the
signals on the output via affine arithmetic. In precision analysis it
is possible to have many different bit-width allocations which would
satisfy the output error requirement. Therefore when performing the
precision optimization a cost function to be minimized is used.
The precision analysis optimization problem can then be expressed
as (2-3), where W0 , . . . ,Wn are the bit-widths of the signals in the
design, fcost ∈ {area, latency, power} is the design cost function to
be minimized, ferror gives the error at the output of the design due
to the selected bit-widths and Ereq. is the designer specified output
error constraint.
fcost (W0 , . . . ,Wn )

(2)

ferror (W0 , . . . ,Wn ) ≤ Ereq.

(3)

minimize :

BitSize - Front End
Power
Models
Cost Function

Error
constraints

Error Function

POWERBIT - Bit-width optimisation
IP Library
BitSize - Back End

VHDL description + customised IPs

Fig. 1. PowerBit operational flow implemented within BitSize, shaded boxes
are operations specific to PowerBit.

III. B IT- WIDTH OPTIMIZATION

subject to:

High-level design description

In [4] the value of Ereq is specified in terms of the output bit-width
required to meet the error requirement.
Since the search space of possible solutions is very large and
infeasible to search in a finite amount of time, it is not possible
to find the global optimum solution to the precision analysis in most
cases.

The optimization problem described in equations (2) and (3) is
a discrete non-linear optimization, to solve this in [4] Simulated
Annealing is selected. Simulated Annealing is selected due to its
ability to avoid local minima when optimizing.
In [4], the first step of the precision optimization is to find the
uniform solution. This the set of minimum values for W0 , . . . ,Wn
which satisfy inequality (3) such that W0 = W1 = · · · = Wn . Starting
with this initial solution an improved solution, the non-uniform
solution, which reduces the cost function in (2) is found using a
method based on Simulated Annealing.
IV. T OOL IMPLEMENTATION
The PowerBit system is implemented within the BitSize [4] bitwidth analysis framework. Figure 1 illustrates the operation of the
PowerBit system. A high-level description of the hardware design is
taken as input to the system and from this description the power cost
function and the error function are derived. The power cost function
depends on the hardware power models.
These derived functions are used by PowerBit to produce a bitwidth optimized internal design description. This optimized internal
design description is next converted to a hardware implementation
description in VHDL by the BitSize back-end stage; the back-end
also instantiates any IP components required using Xilinx CoreGen.
The produced VHDL design descriptions are first synthesized to
net-list level descriptions, for this the Synplify Pro FPGA compiler is
used. Place and route is performed using the Xilinx tools, targeting
the Xilinx Virtex2 1000 device.
In order to evaluate the power consumption reductions produced
in designs optimized by PowerBit, a post place and route VHDL
description of the net-list is generated along with the routing delay
information, and simulated using the ModelSim HDL simulator to
ascertain the activity levels of the signals within the circuit. This
information is in turn used by the Xilinx XPower tool to estimate
the logic power consumption of the design.
Although we acknowledge that the base-line we have chosen for
our comparison Xilinx XPower is known to be inaccurate [13], it
has the advantage in being able to provide us with breakdown of the
power consumption in terms of the components in the circuit.
V. E VALUATION
This section considers four case studies that illustrate the operation
of PowerBit and demonstrate the power consumption reductions
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Fig. 2. Data-flow graph for cascaded adders, the edges of the graph is
annotated with the signal bit-widths ([Int. BW : Fract. BW]) when optimized
using a power based (normal text) and area based (italic text) cost function.

it can achieve. The PowerBit system is implemented within the
BitSize [4] bit-width analysis framework. A high-level description
of the hardware design is taken as input to the system and from this
description the power cost function and the error function are derived.
The power cost function depends on the hardware power models.
In order to evaluate the power consumption reductions produced
in designs optimized by PowerBit, a post place and route net-list
description of the design is simulated and the net activity information
derived is in turn used by Xilinx XPower tool to estimate the logic
power consumption of the design.
Although we acknowledge that the base-line we have chosen for
our comparison Xilinx XPower is known to be inaccurate [13], it
has the advantage in being able to provide us with breakdown of the
power consumption in terms of the components in the circuit

A. Cascaded Addition

B. Matrix Multiplication
The 2 × 2 matrix multiplication using Strassen’s algorithm [14] is
considered, which is commonly used as a basic processing element
for large matrix multiplications. We assume the elements of the input
matrices are over [0,1].
y00
y10
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y11

Matrix Mult. Power consumption variation with output error spec.
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Fig. 4. Variation in Logic Power consumption with output error specification
for matrix multiplication implementations.

The four quadrants of the result matrix can be calculated as follows:

For the first case study we consider a simple cascaded addition
circuit, to demonstrate the operation of the PowerBit optimization
system. Figure 2 shows the data flow graph for the circuit with the
edges annotated with the optimized signal bit-widths.
Figure 3 shows the component-wise breakdown of the logic power
inside the cascaded adder circuit. Adders that are located deeper down
the cascade consume more logic power than those at the top. As
shown in Figure 2, PowerBit allocated more fraction bits to adders
at the top of the cascade than to those further down the cascade. In
Figure 3 we see that though the adders at the top of the cascade may
consume slightly more power after the power optimization, those at
the bottom consume much less, providing an overall reduction in the
logic power consumption.



Fig. 3. Component-wise breakdown of the logic power consumption for
the cascaded adder for different optimization schemes. The output error
requirement is set to 16 bits.
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y00 = p0 + p3 − p4 + p6
y01 = p2 + p4
y10 = p1 + p3
y11 = p0 + p2 − p1 + p5

p0 = (a00 + a11 )(b00 + b11 )
p1 = (a10 + a11 )b00
p2 = a00 (b01 − b11 )
p3 = a11 (b10 − b00 )
p4 = (a00 + a01 )b11
p5 = (a10 − a00 )(b00 + b01 )
p6 = (a01 − a11 )(b10 + b11 )

Figure 4 shows the variation in the logic power consumption of
the matrix multiplication implementation with increasing output error
specification. The uniform solution consumes the most power, the
power cost function based non-uniform solution gives a reduction
between 3% and 15% on the uniform solution power. When the area
cost function is used the power consumption tends to increase by 3%
to 8% for certain output error specifications, as the area cost function
is unable to distinguish between adders at the top and bottom of the
computation data flow graph.

C. B-Splines
We examine uniform cubic B-splines, commonly used for image
warping applications. The B-spline basis functions, B0 , B1 , B2 and
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VI. C ONCLUSION

B3 , are defined by
B0 (u) =

(1−u)3
6

B2 (u) =

−3u3 +3u2 +3u+1
6

B1 (u) =

3u3 −6u2 +4
6

B3 (u) =

−u3
6 q

where u ∈ [0, 1]. For the implementation of this design, optimizations including shifts instead of multiplications and sharing common
intermediate results are carried out.
D. Discrete Cosine Transform (DCT)
We consider the 8 × 8 discrete cosine
mented according to [15]. A vector of
transformed to DCT coefficients y0...7 by
⎤ ⎡
⎡
c0
y0
c0
c0
c0
⎢ y2 ⎥ ⎢ c2
c
−c
c2
5
5
⎥ ⎢
⎢
⎣ y4 ⎦ = ⎣ c0 −c0 −c0
c0
y6
c5 −c2
c2 −c5
⎡

⎤ ⎡
y1
c1
⎢ y3 ⎥ ⎢ c3
⎢
⎥=⎢
⎣ y5 ⎦ ⎣ c4
y7
c6

c3
−c6
−c1
−c4

c4
−c1
c6
c3

transform (DCT) impleinput data x0...7 can be
⎤⎡

⎤
x0 + x7
⎥ ⎢ x1 + x6 ⎥
⎥⎢
⎥
⎦ ⎣ x2 + x5 ⎦
x3 + x4

⎤⎡
c6
x0 − x7
⎢
−c4 ⎥
⎥ ⎢ x1 − x6
c0 ⎦ ⎣ x2 − x5
−c1
x3 − x4

⎤

The authors would like to acknowledge the support of Synplicity, Inc.,
Xilinx, Celoxica and the EPSRC under grant numbers EP/C512596/1 and
EP/C549481/1.
R EFERENCES

⎥
⎥
⎦

where c0...7 are trigonometric constants. We use 8-bit unsigned
integers for the elements in the input vector x0...7 .
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In this paper we presented a method to reduce the logic power
consumption on FPGA based arithmetic circuits by optimizing the
bit-width of the data-path. PowerBit, a tool developed and implemented by us demonstrates this technique. This paper builds
upon our previous work involving bit-width optimization and macrolevel power modelling. Several case studies were used to illustrate
the additional power reductions possible when a power based cost
function is used as opposed to an area based cost function when
optimizing for the non-uniform solution. We have demonstrated that
power reductions of over 10% are possible for the non-uniform
solution compared to the uniform solution and improvements of
up to 20% in certain cases compared to area cost function based
solutions. While this framework allows for logic power and the power
consumed by routing wires within components to be targeted by bitwidth optimization, the power consumed in routing wires between
components is currently unaccounted for. Future work will address
this issue.
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DCT8

Case Study

Fig. 5. Logic Power consumption improvements achieved over the uniform
solution, when optimizing different cost functions. The output error requirement is set at 16 bits.

E. Results Summary
Figure 5 shows the improvements in logic power consumption
achieved when the non-uniform solution is used as opposed to to the
optimal uniform solution. For the non-uniform solution two different
cost functions based on area and power are used. The power based
cost function is capable of providing a reduction in logic power of
over 10% in all the four case studies considered. In the case of the
DCT8 example this reduction is up to 20%.
The area based optimization is also capable of providing some
reduction in the power consumption, as a side effect of area optimization, but in certain cases such as the cascaded addition and matrix
multiplication this can result in increases in the power consumption.
Area based optimization is capable of distinguishing only between
the type of the arithmetic component, the power based optimization
on the other hand is capable of not only distinguishing between
different component types, but is also capable of distinguishing
between components of the same type based on their location within
a computation chain.
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