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INTRODUCTION

Although many applications can function with PWM
resolutions of less than eight bits, there is a range of
applications, such as dimming of lamps, where higher
resolution is required due to the sensitivity of the
human eye.

BACKGROUND

A conventional PWM uses a timer to produce a regular
switching frequency (TPWM), and then uses a ripple
counter to determine how many clocks the output is
held high before the pulse ends. 

The output pulse width is adjusted as indicated in
Figure 1 to produce, in this case, a PWM with five
possible duty cycle settings (0%, 25%, 50%, 75% or
100%).

FIGURE 1: CONVENTIONAL PWM

The effective resolution (measured in bits) of a PWM
can be calculated by taking the base-2 logarithm of the
number of pulse width settings (N) possible.

EQUATION 1: PWM RESOLUTION

For a device running at 16 MHz, the smallest duty cycle
adjustment increment would be 62.5 ns (one system
clock). If the PWM is configured to run at a switching
frequency of 200 kHz (switching period of 5 us), 100%
duty cycle will be achieved when the duty cycle register
is set to 80 clocks (80 x 62.5 ns = 5 us). This would
make the effective PWM resolution only slightly more
than six bits, as there are 80 steps to choose from. This
is because one system clock divides into one period 80
times.

Knowing that there are 80 possible duty cycle steps, a
precise value for the resolution of the PWM can be
calculated as follows (Equation 2):

EQUATION 2: PWM RESOLUTION 
EXAMPLE 

A PWM running from a 16 MHz clock, which has a
10-bit duty cycle register, will start losing resolution due
to this limitation at a 15.6 kHz switching frequency. For
higher PWM switching frequencies, the duty cycle will
reach 100% before all of the steps in the 10-bit duty
cycle register have been used, and for all the remaining
values the output will simply remain at 100% duty
cycle. 

The frequency at which this point is reached can be
calculated as follows (Equation 5):

EQUATION 3: SWITCHING FREQUENCY 
LIMITATION
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Resolution log2 N =

log280 6.32 bits=

Fosc
#Steps---------------- 16MHz

210------------------ 16 000 000 
1024------------------------------ 15.6 kHz= = =
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In most PWM applications, the PWM is switched at a
much higher frequency than the output can ever
change. By filtering this PWM signal using a low-pass
filter, the desired output is obtained. The filter removes
the high-frequency switching components of the PWM
by essentially calculating the average value of the
PWM signal, and presents this as the output. For
example, in a switching power supply, the output volt-
age will be directly proportional to the duty cycle. The
consequence of this relationship is that the smaller the
adjustment to the PWM duty cycle, the smaller the
resulting change to the output will be resulting in more
precise control of the output.

From a control systems point of view, being able to
make small adjustments to the output effectively lowers
the quantization gain introduced by the PWM. In control
systems, this lowering of the gain is important to ensure
stability of the system.

DESIGN

PWM Construction

In principal, a PWM is created by the combination of the
two parameters. The first being a repeating trigger,
which determines how often the switching period or
switching frequency are pulsed, and the second being
a single-pulse generator, which determines how wide
the pulse is (the duty cycle). This is illustrated in
Figure 2.

FIGURE 2: PWM CONSTRUCTION

In order to achieve an increase in the effective PWM
resolution, the NCO peripheral on the PIC® device will
be used to create a monostable circuit (a circuit that
gives a single pulse of fixed duration when triggered).

The NCO will generate a signal that varies between two
values in a defined proportion, creating an average
pulse width, which is somewhere in between two
system clocks, as illustrated in Figure 3. The PWM
signal pulse width will vary (jitter/dither) by one clock
period, with the proportion/ratio of the variation
precisely determined by the NCO configuration. 

FIGURE 3: NCO BASED PWM OPERATION
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In any application where the output is producing an
average value (e.g., average power transfer to the load
in SMPS or lighting applications), the variation in pulse
width will be perfectly acceptable, because the average
pulse width is accurately controlled.

By itself, the NCO peripheral cannot produce a PWM
signal, but its behavior can be changed by adding
some logic using the CLC to produce a PWM output.

This can be achieved by using the conventional PWM
as a clock source to trigger the PWM period, and use
the NCO to determine the pulse width. Any number of
clock sources could be used (e.g., Timers or even
external signals), and in some applications an external
trigger can be used to start the pulses, such as a
zero-current detection circuit for power supplies. A
simplified block diagram of how this will work is shown
in Figure 4.

FIGURE 4: NCO-BASED PWM PRINCIPLE OF OPERATION

The control logic in the CLC is used to set an output
when the switching clock indicates that it is time for the
next pulse, and clear this output to complete the pulse
once the NCO overflows. 
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IMPLEMENTATION USING CLC AND NCO

An implementation of this design using the NCO and
CLC is shown in Figure 5. For this design, the NCO is
placed in Pulse Frequency mode. In this mode of
operation, a short pulse is produced when the NCO
overflows. 

The operation of the circuit can be described as
follows:

1. When the system begins, the NCO output is low
because it is waiting for enough clocks to count
until it overflows and produces a pulse. This low
output signal is inverted so that the PWM output
becomes high and is fed into U2. This will supply
a high-speed clock back into the NCO clock pin
via U3.

2. The PWM output will remain high until the
accumulator overflows and the NCO output
changes. This will cause U2 to stop producing
the clock needed to run the NCO. At this point,
the NCO is stuck high until it can get the clocks

needed to finish its pulse. The PWM output is
now low.

3. The timing source will then pulse high through
U1 when the next period begins, feeding the
high-speed clock back to the NCO via U3.

4. The NCO uses these few clocks to finish the
pulse, and then the output toggles back to the
low position where it starts the process over
from step 1 above. The amount of time it takes
the NCO to overflow will depend on the remain-
der left in the accumulator after the last overflow,
as well as the increment register. Due to the
accumulation of remainders the pulse will some-
times be one system clock shorter than usual.
By controlling how often this happens (setting
the increment register), the exact average pulse
width can be controlled.

FIGURE 5: PWM IMPLEMENTATION USING CLC AND NCO

CALCULATIONS

The calculation of the pulse width will be according to
the NCO overflow frequency calculation, as listed in the
data sheet.

EQUATION 4: OUTPUT FREQUENCY

The average overflow frequency of the NCO will
determine the average output pulse width (TPULSE)
produced.

EQUATION 5: AVERAGE PULSE WIDTH

Table 1 below shows the pulse width, which this circuit
will produce using a 16 MHz clock connected directly to
the NCO clock input (FNCO), given various increment
register values. Note that, for high increment values, a
single increment of the register will change the pulse
width by a mere 15 ps.

CLK 
NCO 

OUT PWM Output 

Fosc 

Timing Source 

Duty Cycle Control 

Time Base Examples 
    Timer Overflow 
    PWM 
    External Trigger (ZC/ZV) 
    Clock/Oscillator 

Switching Frequency Control 

FOUT FNCO
Increment

2n
---------------------------=

TPULSE 1
FOUT
-------------=
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CHARACTERISTICS

It is important to note that the NCO is designed to give
linear control over frequency. The control over pulse
width is subsequently not linear. As can be seen from
the equation for calculating TPULSE above (Equation 5),
the pulse width will vary with the inverse of the
frequency (1/x). 

The result is that the effective resolution of the PWM is
not constant over the entire range from 0% to 100%
duty cycle.

For every duty cycle setting, the effective resolution at
this particular point can be calculated and then plotted
on a graph. This curve will look different depending on
what the switching frequency is, the pulse width being
adjusted independently from the switching frequency.
For a FSW = 3 kHz and a 16 MHz clock, the graphic will
look as follows (Figure 6).

FIGURE 6: HIGH RES PWM RESOLUTION PLOTTED AGAINST DUTY CYCLE 
(CLOCK = 16 MHz, FSW = 3 kHz)

Although there is an equivalent of 21 bits of resolution
close to 0% duty cycle, this deteriorates to only 7.5 bits
of resolution at 100% duty cycle, at which point the
conventional PWM would outperform our
high-resolution implementation.

Interestingly, and perhaps counter-intuitively, the
resolution can be improved by decreasing the NCO
input clock frequency. Reducing this clock to 1 MHz will
have the result shown below (Figure 7). 

TABLE 1: CALCULATED PWM PULSE WIDTH FOR DIFFERENT INCREMENT REGISTER 
VALUES

Increment Value NCO FOUT (Hz) Average Pulse Width (ns)

65000 991,821 1,008.246 

65001 991,837 1,008.231 

20000 305,176 3,276.800 

20001 305,191 3,276.636

100 1,526 655,360.000 

101 1,541 648,871.287 
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FIGURE 7: HIGH RES PWM RESOLUTION PLOTTED AGAINST DUTY CYCLE 
(CLOCK = 1 MHz, FSW = 3 kHz)

There is, of course, a limitation, as can be seen, close
to 0% duty cycle, where the increment register
maximum value is reached and smaller pulses cannot
be generated any more, but the resolution now never
reduces to less than 11 bits.

One way to improve the performance would be to invert
the PWM signal when it exceeds 50% duty cycle. Doing
this can effectively mirror the performance under 50%
duty cycle to the region above it, with the higher reso-
lution. There is still the option to use the original curve
where the limits of the increment are reached. This
results in the following graphic (Figure 8) for the same
conditions as the graphic above.

FIGURE 8: RESOLUTION VS DUTY CYCLE WITH SIGNAL INVERSION AT 50% DUTY CYCLE
(CLOCK = 1 MHz, FSW = 3 kHz)
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When the intention is to achieve both the highest
possible switching frequency and the highest
resolution using this technique, the configuration
shown below can be used (Figure 9). This graphic
shows the achievable resolution when using a 16 MHz
clock at a switching frequency of 500 kHz.

FIGURE 9: HIGH RES PWM RESOLUTION PLOTTED AGAINST DUTY CYCLE WITH 
INVERSION AT 50% (CLOCK = 16 MHz, FSW = 500 kHz)

SUMMARY

Conventional PWMs start losing effective resolution at
relatively low-switching frequencies. For applications
where the switching frequencies have to be fairly high,
and having as much PWM resolution as possible at
these frequencies is necessary, the NCO can be used
in conjunction with the CLC to create a very
high-resolution PWM output.

The smallest incremental change in pulse width
achievable by a conventional PWM with a 16 MHz
system clock speed would be 62.5 ns. If the fastest
available PWM clock is FOSC/4, then this increases to
250 ns.

On the same device, a PWM with an incremental pulse
width change of as little as 15 ps can be constructed
using the technique described in this application note. 

Even if the requirement is not primarily high resolution,
this solution may still be attractive for a number of
applications, adding an additional PWM to the
capability of the device, or having a constant
on/off-time variable frequency PWM, where the pulse is
triggered externally as required, when doing zero
current switching in high-efficiency power converters.
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Note the following details of the code protection feature on Microchip devices:

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

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

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

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

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

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