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Abstract: In this paper, we present a novel ultra-compact Physical Unclonable Function (PUF)
architecture and its FPGA implementation. The proposed Delay Difference PUF (DD-PUF) is the
most dense FPGA-compatible PUF ever reported in the literature, allowing the implementation of
two PUF bits in a single slice and provides very good values for all the most important figures of
merit. The architecture of the proposed PUF exploits the delay difference between two nominally
identical signal paths and the metastability features of D-Latches with an asynchronous reset input.
The DD-PUF has been implemented on both Xilinx Spartan-6 and Artix-7 devices and the resulting
design flows which allow to accurately balance the nominal delay of the different signal paths is
outlined. The circuits have been extensively tested under temperature and supply voltage variations
and the results of our evaluations on both FPGA families have shown that the proposed architecture
and implementation are able to fit in just 32 Configurable Logic Blocks (CLBs) without sacrificing
steadiness, uniqueness and uniformity, thus outperforming most of the previously published FPGAcompatible PUFs.
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1. Introduction
The usage of dependable devices such as smartphones, PCs, tablets, smart-cards and
digital tokens is nowadays omniscient. Government, banking and social networks data are
constantly stored in databases. Over the years, several cryptographic methods have been
proposed to ensure the user’s data privacy. All modern cryptographic algorithms need
cryptographic keys to protect the user’s data. In the last two decades several tampering
techniques (e.g., micro-probing, focused ion beam, glitch attacks and side-channel attacks)
have proved to be the weakness of stored keys approach in cryptographic hardware devices.
In the last decade, Physical Unclonable Functions (PUFs) have played an important
role as hardware’s protection mechanism for generation of identification strings and cryptographic keys [1]. A PUF is a physical entity that produces at least one hard to clone output
that is a function of the device’s physical implementation [2]. By exploiting process variations and mismatch, PUFs can generate a “fingerprint” that can be used as cryptographic
key or unique identifier for (physical instance of) a device [3]. Compared to classical keystorage methods, such as Non-Volatile Memories (NVMs) and EEPROMs, keys generated
by PUFs are not stored physically on the device, being generated identical to themselves
at each new usage. Furthermore, reverse-engineering of PUF-based devices can be not
trivial due to unpredictability of manufacturing process variations. This particular feature
has given birth to new PUF-related security applications, such as intellectual property
protection, cloning/counterfeiting prevention and complex security-on-chip design [4–8].
Implementing on-chip PUFs allows to considerably cut down the overall cost of secure
devices while providing a baseline solution for a hardware root-of-trust (RoT) [9]. Clearly,
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PUFs can be deployed on ASICs, leveraging on analog and/or digital circuitry, or, at a
lower cost, on Field Programmable Gate Arrays (FPGAs).
FPGAs are widely diffused in embedded systems as well as on high-end systems
due to their re-configurable nature, performance, efficiency and cost. However, hardware
resources in FPGAs are limited and the integration of security modules can be challenging.
Moreover, due to the lack of routing resources and dedicated building blocks, FPGA-based
solutions are more and more constrained than their ASICs counterpart. In the context
of PUFs, the entropy that could be extracted from FPGA-based architectures is critically
dependent on the placing and the routing compared to ASIC implementations [10].
Considering the usage of PUF keys in cryptographic protocols, it is necessary that at
each new usage the PUF fingerprint remains unaltered, even under temperature and supply
voltage variations. Unfortunately, reliability of PUFs is sensitive to design parameters
(e.g., unwanted mismatch in symmetric architectures) as well as environmental conditions
(e.g., temperature and voltage variations) and, therefore, a good PUF deployment requires
careful design and floor planning.
Among most common PUF architectures, the SRAM PUF, introduced independently
by Guajardo et al. [11] and Holcomb et al. [12] is one of the most popular. It is based on
the unpredictability of SRAM cells’ output at power up. The initial state of SRAM cells on
FPGAs is usually very predictable, making this approach not suitable to design a good
PUF. Butterfly PUFs [13] exploit the metastability of a pair of cross-coupled latches, making
it suitable also for FPGA implementations. The sampling of the oscillation frequency of
different ring-oscillators has been exploited to design Ring-Oscillator PUFs (RO-PUF) [7].
RO-PUFs are suitable to be implemented on ASICs as well as on FPGAs due to their simplicity, but they have been found particularly sensitive and vulnerable to electromagnetic
attacks [14]. In addition, this PUF architecture is affected by the locking phenomenon
which dramatically reduces the reliability of the circuit. To solve this issue, Bousset et al.
have proposed the Transient Effect Ring Oscillator PUF (TERO-PUF) [15], which is based
on the oscillatory metastability of a TERO cell. Lately, Arbiter PUFs [16] and Interpose
PUFs [17] have become particularly popular for being FPGA-friendly and easy to integrate.
They exploit process-dependent differences of two (or more) delay lines to attain unique
identifiers. In [18], Gu and O’Neill have proposed a compact PUF suitable for FPGA
implementation based on the arbiter architecture, which was later renamed Pico-PUF [10].
In this work, we present a novel FPGA-compatible and ultra-compact PUF, which
requires a very small area footprint and provides very good reproducibility under temperature and supply voltage variations. The proposed PUF, namely the Delay Difference
PUF (DD-PUF), has been implemented on a Xilinx Spartan-6 LX16 (45 nm technology) and
Xilinx Artix-7 100T (28nm technology), and has been tested in a wide range of temperature
and supply voltage variations. To the best of our knowledge, the proposed design is the
most compact FPGA-compatible PUF ever reported in the literature, offering a density of
2 bits/slice.
The structure of the paper is described as follows. In Section 2, we summarize the
state of the art of PUF designs suitable for FPGA implementation. The metrics used in
the context of PUFs evaluation are reported in Section 3. In Section 4, we introduce the
architecture and the FPGA implementation of the proposed DD-PUF, outlining the design
approach for Spartan-6 and Artix-7 families. Experimental validation and results are shown
in Section 5. A comparison with the state of the art is presented in Section 6, and finally
conclusions are drawn in Section 7.
2. Related Works
In this section, we briefly recall the most important PUF architectures which are
suitable to be implemented on FPGA platforms.
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2.1. Butterfly PUF
Kumar et al. have proposed in [13] a weak-PUF realization called "Butterfly PUF"
(BPUF), which is based on a cross-coupled pair of latches. The main idea is to excite this
cross-coupled pair in order to force a race condition between the two latches. A single
control signal, namely EXCITE, is used to produce the output bit, as shown in Figure 1a.
This signal is connected to the clear pin CLR on the upper latch and to the pre-charge pin
PRE on the lower one (it is assumed that CLR and PRE are both active high), while both
latches are permanently transparent. The generation of the unique bit is structured in three
phases. During the first one, the control signal EXCITE is set to 0 and therefore the OUT
signal stays at its initialization value (0 or 1 depending on the designer choices). Next,
the EXCITE signal is forced to 1 for a certain time interval, making the cross-coupled pair
unstable, as the both latches see opposite signals on their input and output. When EXCITE
is forced to 0, the output bit of the BPUF is produced, depending on the process-dependent
random differences between the two branches. The implementation of the BPUF relies on
the possibility to control separately the pre-charge and clear of the two latches along with
the possibility to obtain a symmetric and balanced routing between them. This aspect can
limit its applicability and performance to some platforms. For example, latches within the
same slice in Xilinx FPGAs share the same control signals. Thus, a BPUF on such platforms
would require to use latches from different slices, impacting on the possibility to obtain a
Version August 29, 2021 submitted to Cryptography
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symmetric structure and limiting the performance of the circuit.
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Figure 1. FPGA-compatible state-of-the-art PUF architecture: (a) Butterfly-PUF (BPUF), (b) Arbiter-PUF (APUF), (c) Pico-PUF, (d)
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PUF, (d) Ring-Oscillator PUF (RO-PUF) and (e) TERO-PUF.
92
2.1. Butterfly
2.2.
Arbiter
PUF PUF
93
Kumar
et proposed
al. have proposed
in [13]
a weak-PUF
realization
Lim et al. have
a PUF called
Arbiter
PUF (APUF)
[16]. Thecalled
APUF,"Butterfly
depicted inPUF"
94
(BPUF),
which
is based
on a cross-coupled
pair ofdelay
latches.
The
main idea
is to excite
Figure
1b, exploits
random
variations
on the propagation
of two
symmetric
branches.
95
this
cross-coupled
pair
in
order
to
force
a
race
condition
between
the
two
latches. A
The same signal is fed to both signal paths, and a set of multiplexers, controlled by challenge
96
single
control
signal,
namely
EXCITE,
is
used
to
produce
the
output
bit,
as
bits, routes the two wires towards an SR-latch, used as a simple arbiter. To assureshown
that in
97
Figure
1a.
This
signal
is
connected
to
the
clear
pin
CLR
on
the
upper
latch
and
to the
the output response depends only on process and mismatch variations, the routing of
98
pre-charge
pin
PRE
on
the
lower
one
(it
is
assumed
that
CLR
and
PRE
are
both
active
the APUF cell should be performed manually. Due to its simple structure and rationale,
99 APUF
high),iswhile
both one
latches
aremost
permanently
transparent.
ThePUF.
generation
of several
the unique
the
nowadays
of the
common and
widely used
Moreover,
100
bit is structured in three phases. During the first one, the control signal EXCITE is set
101
to 0 and therefore the OUT signal stays at its initialization value (0 or 1 depending on
102
the designer choices). Next, the EXCITE signal is forced to 1 for a certain time interval,
103
making the cross-coupled pair unstable, as the both latches see opposite signals on their
104
input and output. When EXCITE is forced to 0, the output bit of the BPUF is produced,
105
depending on the process-dependent random differences between the two branches. The

Cryptography 2021, 5, 23

4 of 18

strong PUF designs exploit the APUF as front-end entropic-source. Nevertheless, this PUF
is resource demanding as the number of logic cells (i.e., slices) per bit can be quite high.
2.3. Pico-PUF
Gu et al. have proposed a compact and robust arbiter-based PUF, in which each
bit requires two LUTs, two flip-flops, used as toggle (T-type) flip-flops and an additional
multiplexer [18,19]. In later works from the same authors [10,20], this architecture has been
re-arranged to save two LUTs, and D-type flip-flops have been used instead of T-type ones.
The resulting Pico-PUF, shown in Figure 1c, takes advantage of random variations on the
propagation delay of two symmetric branches involving the flip-flops, and extracts this
difference by using an arbiter cell, implemented as a NAND SR-latch. A challenge bit
drives a multiplexer to select one of the arbiter’s complementary output as PUF’s generated
bit. The Pico-PUF is controlled by START and CLEAR signals. First of all, CLEAR forces
both Q signals of flip-flops to 0. After this initialization phase, START is set to 1, triggering
the run between the two symmetrical branches. The SR-latch arbiter will set its outputs
according to which of the aforementioned flip-flops’ output reaches 1 first. It has to be
noted that the reliability of the Pico-PUF strongly depends on selected sites, as noted in [20].
Therefore, the authors have proposed a semi-automated placement technique that has to
be performed per device to mitigate reliability issues in Pico-PUF arrays.
2.4. Ring-Oscillator PUF
In 2007, Suh et al. have proposed the Ring-Oscillator PUF (RO-PUF) [7]. The ROPUF is one of the most common FPGA-compatible PUF [21], due to the simplicity of its
design, high reliability and reproducibility. The topology, depicted in Figure 1d, exploits N
oscillators, each of which harness an M number (where M is an odd integer) of inverters.
A single PUF response bit is generated by comparing the oscillation frequency of two
oscillators, estimated by two counters. To generate a 128-bit PUF response, it is necessary
to consider the amount of entropy generated by ring-oscillators pair-wise. Clearly, N
oscillators generate a maximum entropy of log2 ( N!), and the quality of the response
may be reduced by the correlation between oscillators’ frequencies. An alternative way
to mitigate this problem and improve the entropy is to use 2 · N ring oscillators, each
paired with a reference one, generating an N bit response for a given N bit challenge.
Compared to other delay-based PUFs, the response read-out is slower since it requires
k clock cycles (eventually, the measuring time window) to generate one PUF response
bit and therefore N · k cycles to generate an N-bit PUF response. It is clear that the ROPUF requires a huge amount of resources, and therefore cannot be considered a compact
solution for constrained applications. In addition, RO-PUFs are extremely vulnerable to
side-channel-assisted modeling [14], which are able to undermine the unpredictability of
the RO-PUF responses.
2.5. Transient Effect Ring Oscillator PUF
Bousset et al. have proposed the Transient Effect Ring Oscillator PUF (TERO PUF) [15],
later characterized in [21], as a variant of RO-PUFs. Each ring in a TERO cell is composed
of a certain number of inverting stages. Compared to classical RO-PUFs, the TERO-PUF
provides two possible states: a transient oscillating state and a stable state. Each TERO cell
is a metastable structure consisting of two symmetrical and nominally identical branches,
each of which is composed of an odd number of inverters and two AND gates (resembling
the structure of a NAND SR-latch, with set and reset inputs tied together). Setting the I N IT
signal to 1, the TERO cell is forced to be in an unstable state, and oscillation events are
triggered on both branches. Depending on the delay mismatch between the two branches,
these two events would collide and the TERO cell stops oscillating, entering in a stable state
condition. The response of the TERO-PUF is extracted by selecting and accumulating some
of the bits given by the comparison of the number of oscillations generated by two TERO
cells excited with a selected set of challenges. Furthermore, the TERO-PUF is usually a
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resource demanding architecture which requires a post-elaboration phase in order to attain
minimum performance in terms of steadiness and reliability. Similarly to the RO-PUF,
N · k cycles are required to generate an N-bit response [22].
3. Background
The most used metrics to quantify PUF performance are Randomness, Uniqueness and
Reliability. Since each PUF (physical) instance has to generate the same random response
under different environmental conditions, it has to be rigorously characterized under
process, temperature and supply voltage (PVT) variations.
3.1. Randomness
In cryptography, the quality of random numbers plays a key role, and therefore their
properties require a thorough assessment. It has to be noted that each PUF generates an
n-bit response depending on a certain challenge string, and to ensure its unpredictability it
is needed to investigate its randomicity [23]. The place and route of the PUF, and more in
general its floor planning, is a key step in the design of a PUF. As a matter of fact, a bad
floor planning could impact negatively on the quality of a response, and deterministic
features, such as unbalance and periodicity, could affect the response. This phenomenon
can arise in Arbiter PUFs as reported by [20], and an extra effort has to be spent to mask
the bit-cells that present unwanted features.
A subset of the NIST random test suite [24] can be adopted with the aim of investigating the randomness performance of the whole generated PUF response. In fact, even if this
test suite refers to Random Number Generators (RNGs), it can be adapted to characterize
PUFs as well. According to previous works [21,25–28], the following subset of NIST tests
can be exploited to properly evaluate the randomness of PUFs response:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Mono-bit frequency test: aims to characterize the 1/0 bias of the response to a given
challenge;
Block frequency test: along with mono-bit frequency test, it checks the group bias of the
PUF’s response;
Cumulative sum test: it aims to study the number of 1s in the progressive partial sums
of input sequence (the response in this context);
run test: it estimates the sequence of consecutive 1s and 0s in sub-string sets, evaluating
if the number of oscillation between homogeneous strings is too fast or too slow;
Longest run test: its purpose is to find the longest sequence of ones in n-bit strings
subdivided in N sub-strings of M bits;
Approximate entropy test: it scans M-bit sequences of a given response in order to find
identical adjacent ones.

Each of the above tests produces a non-negative rational value called the p-value.
The p-value is the probability that a perfect RNG would have generated a sequence that is
less random that the one under test [24]. Moreover, some of the tests require changes from
default settings (e.g., the block frequency test), as recommended by the official document
from NIST [24]. The PUF fingerprint passes the given test if the p-value is greater than
0.01 [21].
3.2. Uniqueness
This comparison metric quantifies the differences between the responses of several
implementations of the same PUF on different devices (FPGAs or chips). In other words,
Uniqueness evaluates process variations and mismatch effects on PUF outputs. In order
to study the uniqueness of a PUF, the same design should be physically implemented on
different devices. Furthermore, each of these devices should be excited with the same
stimuli (and challenges) as well as the same environmental conditions. Therefore this
metric is computed as the average value of the sum of inter-class Hamming Distance (HD)
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between each possible pair-wise response couple. Hence, considering k realizations of the
same PUF circuit, the inter-class HD in percentage is defined as [2]:
2

Uniqueness =
k k−1

k −1

k

∑ ∑

i =1 j = i +1


HD Ri , R j
× 100
n

(1)

where an n-bit response for the i-th instance (Ri ) has been taken into account and both
process and mismatch variations have been considered. Since each PUF fingerprint should
be unpredictable, the same challenge applied to n PUFs should produce different responses.
As a result, the ideal n-chip inter-class HD should be 50%.
3.3. Reliability
It quantifies how much the PUF can reproduce the same response to a given challenge in different sessions and/or in different working conditions. To evaluate this metric,
a PUF challenge-response is chosen as a reference and compared with fresh ones generated with the same challenges and stimuli. At each measurement the PUF should be
re-initialized. The Reliability is particularly relevant in authentication systems based on
Challenge-Response Pairs (CRPs), as it is necessary to guarantee the steadiness of the PUF
response to a given challenge [2]. The Reliability analysis is performed by computing the
intra-class HD between the Golden-Key (GK) response collected in nominal condition,
and k fresh responses, clustered according to their respective power supply voltage and
working temperature (typically ±10% of the nominal VDD and T ∈ [0 ◦ C, 75 ◦ C]). This
approach allows to provide a full PUF characterization, covering a broad spectrum of
possible working conditions. In detail, the Reliability is defined as follows [2]:
Reliability(V, T ) =

V,T
1 k−1 HD ( Rre f , Ri )
× 100
k i∑
n
=0

(2)

where Ri represents the generated i-th response at a given power supply voltage and
temperature, and Rre f the reference GK one.
Many applications of PUFs may require some additional error-correction mechanisms
to ensure a minimum steadiness of the response. Error-Correcting Codes (ECCs), such as
BCH or Reed-Solomon, are adopted to compensate the effect of voltage and temperature
variations on the response of PUFs, as well as defective behaviour of some bits (that can
occur also in nominal conditions) [2,3]. Clearly, the adoption of such correcting mechanisms
requires additional resources, hence, increasing the footprint of the overall PUF primitive.
4. DD-PUF Architecture and Design
In this work, we propose a novel FPGA-compatible and ultra-compact PUF, which
leverages on the delay difference between two nominally identical signal paths and on
metastability features of memory elements, delivering a new PUF solution with highreliability and stability under PVT variations. The rationale behind the proposed Delay
Difference PUF (DD-PUF) is to optimize the resources required by a single bit-cell, focusing
on FPGAs’ intrinsic architecture without compromising the overall performance. In this
section, the architecture and the FPGA implementation of the DD-PUF are discussed.
4.1. Architecture
The architecture of a single DD-PUF cell is depicted in Figure 2a. The bit-cell is
composed of two inverters, namely I1 and I2 , interposed between two D-Latches (DLs),
namely L1 and L2 . Two paths can be identified in a DD-PUF cell: from the D input of
L1 /L2 to the output of inverter I1 /I2 , denoted as P1 and P2 . The DD-PUF needs two control
signals, START and RESET (both at 0 when the PUF is in idle), connected to the enabling
gate and clear pin of the two latches, respectively. When the asynchronous RESET is set
to 1, both latches’ output pins are forced to 0.
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Figure 2. Architecture of the Delay Difference PUF (a) and timing diagram of the excitation
sequence (b).

The sequence of operations to correctly stimulate a DD-PUF cell is divided in three phases:
1.
2.
3.

Initialization phase;
Evaluation phase;
Output phase.

During the initialization phase, the RESET signal is raised from 0 to 1 while START is
kept low. Hence, outputs of the DLs are forced and initialized to 0 while their inputs are
consequently forced to 1, due to the presence of I1 and I2 . When the RESET signal is set
back to 0, the PUF is left to settle. After a rest time, the START signal is set to 1 for a time
interval ∆ H IGH , that corresponds to the evaluation phase. During the evaluation phase, the DLs
become transparent, and an oscillatory state is produced within the DD-PUF cell. At this
point, only the small delay difference between the two (nominally) identical paths determines
the resulting stable bit, hence the name “delay difference” of the proposed architecture.
The working principle of the DD-PUF cell has been investigated and validated through
Cadence Virtuoso, using a commercial 65nm design kit. A full stimulation sequence
of a DD-PUF cell is depicted in Figure 2b. By observing the internal nodes of the cell
it is clear that when START signal is raised, oscillatory metastable events are triggered.
The oscillatory state ends within a certain time, after which a steady and stable state is
reached. The amount of time needed to reach a stable output is related to the delay of
routed connections, the intrinsic inverter propagation delay, and t D→Q delay of the two
latches [29]. When the stable state is reached, signals Qi are complementary and START
can be set back to 0, therefore the response is available for the readout.
For the sake of clarity, a simple model of the response bit generation is given as follows.
Consider individually the total delay of the two aforementioned paths t P1 and t P2 , assuming
L
L
L2
that tGi→Q are identical to each other for simplicity. Concretely, tG1→Q and tG
→ Q have also
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an impact, as they contribute to the total delay of path when the evaluation phase starts,
adding another process-dependent source of entropy to our PUF:
(

L

t P1 = t D1→Q + tdel,I1
L2
t P2 = t D
→ Q + tdel,I2

(3)

L

where t Di→Q is the D → Q delay of the i-th DL, and tdel,Ii is the propagation delay of the
i-th inverter. Therefore, the delay difference between P1 and P2 is:
t DD = t P1 − t P2

(4)

As we have stated before, a DD-PUF cell digitizes this delay difference considering
the sign of t DD ; hence, the output bit can be expressed as:
(
+1 → OUT = 1
sign(t DD ) =
(5)
−1 → OUT = 0
In order to fully exploit manufacturing variations and improving the unpredictability,
the proposed PUF cell requires that the two paths are nominally routed with the same delay.
It is straightforward to notice that when the START signal is set back to 0, the two latches
cannot change their output data and the internal state of the PUF is hold. We remark that
if the cell does not reach a stable state in a time interval shorter than ∆ H IGH , the latches
may capture metastable states that are not advisable to be used in this context, as they may
impact negatively on the steadiness of the response.
4.2. FPGA Implementation
The proposed DD-PUF architecture has been implemented in both Xilinx Spartan-6
and Xilinx Artix-7 devices. The design is easily portable also to the whole Series-7 from Xilinx, as they all share very similar Combinational Logic Blocks (CLBs) and slice architectures,
showing the portability and feasibility of the proposed topology on different platforms.
The design has been carried out adopting Xilinx ISE 14.7 when targeting Spartan-6 devices
and Xilinx Vivado 2020.1 when targeting Artix-7 FPGAs. As was clarified in Section 4.1,
the design of a DD-PUF cell requires some special considerations. In particular, the physical
implementation of the DD-PUF cell has been conceived for minimizing resource usage,
while ensuring an almost perfect matching of the two paths P1 and P2 in terms of delay.
The first important result that has to be pointed out is that all the four elements needed
to implement the proposed DD-PUF cell in Figure 2a can be placed on half of a slice,
independently of the architecture of the slice itself (X/L/M for series-6 and L/M for series7 [30]). In fact, each slice in a Xilinx FPGA provides eight configurable registers, four of
which can be used as latches. Referring to these components, it is crucial to notice that the
control signals (clock/gate, clear/reset, enable) of registers and latches in a slice are shared.
Furthermore, a slice provides four single-output 6-input LUTs, each of them can be also
configured as dual-output 5-input LUTs [30]. As a consequence, the DD-PUF cell can be
implemented using just two LUTs and two latches within a slice. An additional output
multiplexer can be easily implemented exploiting unused LUTs’ outputs or adopting inslice multiplexer resources, namely MUX-F7/8. It has to be noted that in Xilinx Spartan-6,
the MUX-F7/8 are available just in type-L and type-M slices. The selected design exploits
one of the LUT 2:1 output to provide the multiplexed bit and decouple parasitic effects.
Summarizing all the above considerations we can remark that the proposed architecture is
quite dense, requiring only 0.5 slice/bit. Compared to the state of the art, a DD-PUF cell
requires the smallest amount of resources, reducing the footprint required by 50% with
same technology as the Pico-PUF, which is the most compact PUF in the literature. Another
important feature achieved by the proposed PUF is that the bit-cell does not need any
particular placement restriction in terms of CLB or slice.
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As we have discussed above, the DD-PUF requires matching of (nominal) delay
paths P1 and P2 to fully exploit process-dependent differences and enhance the bit-entropy.
Hence, we have explored all possible routing paths that each switch matrix for each type
of slice offers. We have observed some minimal but critical differences in switch matrices
belonging to difference type slices in the Artix-7 FPGA. To further improve the matching of
P1 and P2 , we limited the routing possibilities to paths inside the switch matrix that allow a
direct connection between output and input pins of a slice, selecting delay-matched paths
only. Floorplans of four DD-PUF cells for the Xilinx Spartan-6 and Xilinx Artix-7 FPGAs
are depicted in Figure 3a,b, respectively. This step has required a thorough investigation
of all possible output/input routing paths of each type of slice, as the manufacturer does
not provide any resource concerning this aspect. Jointly, also the configuration of the LUTs
and their pin configuration has requested a in-depth investigation, in order to deploy a
good matching. It is worth noting that the routing between the LUTs/inverters and their
respective DLs is intra-slice, ensuring maximum exploitability of manufacturing-dependent
variations. A summary of nominal delay differences on critical nets of a 2-bit DD-PUF
macro (that is, implemented on a single slice) is reported in Table 1. We have performed the
static timing analysis on critical nets of 2-bit DD-PUF macro for both platforms, and delay
differences are reported in Table 1. Differences of branches’ delays in Table 1 confirm the
extreme balancing of the routing achieved on both FPGA families.
Table 1. Reports of delay differences on critical nets (worst-case) of a 2-bit DD-PUF macro on the
Xilinx Spartan-6 and Xilinx Artix-7 FPGAs.

Slice Position

Net-Differences

Spartan-6
Delay [ps]

Artix-7
Delay [ps]

UPPER
UPPER
LOWER
LOWER

Q1,A -Q2,A
Q1,B -Q2,B
Q1,A -Q2,A
Q1,B -Q2,B

43
15
37
48

1
1
4
4

(a) Xilinx Spartan-6.

(b) Xilinx Artix-7.

Figure 3. Routing of 4 DD-PUF cells on the Xilinx Spartan-6 (a) and Artix-7 (b).

It has to be noted that the differential structure of a DD-PUF cell offers some advantages also from a side-channel perspective. All signals in a DD-PUF cell are differential
and locally matched, and therefore they do not provide any useful information to a sidechannel adversary that is able to monitor power consumption and/or electromagnetic (EM)
emission, as the output response is generated leveraging on the steady state. Dynamic
phenomena during the oscillatory phase of the DD-PUF are hardly exploitable and their
frequency contents is in the order of GHz (see Figure 2b). For an EM adversary, measuring
such high frequency can be extremely challenging as well as expensive. Considering a
power analysis adversary, such high frequency signal is easily filtered off by power grid’s
capacitance (see [31] for similar considerations). Therefore, we expect that side-channel
analysis does not represent a strong threat for our proposed architecture, but we will
investigate more this aspect to support this claim in future research.
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4.3. Discussion
It is important to remark the main differences between the proposed DD-PUF and
other similar architectures, such as the BPUF and TERO-PUF cells. In a BPUF, the metastability of latches is exploited, and the generated bit depends on the small difference between
the two memory elements. Nevertheless, due to its working principle, the latches that form
a BPUF cell are controlled differently with respect to the DD-PUF, as their pre-charge and
clear pins have to be independent. As a consequence, a physical implementation of BPUF
cells on some FPGAs can be difficult or not optimal (from a delay balancing perspective),
as usually those control pins of memory elements are shared among clustered units (e.g.,
slices in Xilinx FPGAs), requiring extra effort for the design and impacting negatively on
the reliability and reproducibility of the PUF itself.
In TERO-PUFs, the bit is extracted out of the number of oscillations of each TERO
cell. Therefore, a TERO cell would usually need longer branches, hence more delay stages,
in order to guarantee a sufficient number of oscillations before reaching a steady state,
and additional circuitry for frequency estimation and bit-extraction. Furthermore, as stated
in [21], the attained response is collected from N multiple frequency differences and thus
N acquisition windows. This behaviour significantly degrades the TERO-PUF throughput.
Our proposed PUF architecture’s response is instead obtained leveraging on the steady
state reached by DD-PUF cells after the oscillatory phase. Thus, no additional logic is
needed for frequency estimation.
5. Experimental Results
In this section, we report experimental results on the evaluation of the proposed
DD-PUF. As a case study, we have considered a 128-bit DD-PUF cell array, meaning that 64
2-bit macros have been placed in a 8 × 8 array. Adopting a macro-based design allowed
us to preserve the balanced internal routing and structure of DD-PUF cells, in accordance
with Figure 3. The analysis of the DD-PUF has been performed considering a broad range
of experimental aspects, in order to fully cover the PVT behavior of the novel FPGAcompatible PUF.
5.1. Setup
Our evaluation campaign has involved 16 boards, mounting Xilinx Spartan-6 FPGAs,
and 16 boards mounting Xilinx Artix-7 FPGAs. FPGAs’ core voltage has been supplied by
means of Teledyne T3PS43203P programmable power supply unit. We have considered a
supply voltage range of ±10% around the nominal one, which is 1.2 V and 1.0 V for the
Spartan-6 and Artix-7, respectively. The working temperature of the FPGA has been accurately set by using an Espec SH-621 climate chamber, in the range [0 ◦ C, 75 ◦ C], with step
of 25 ◦ C. For both type of specimens, a system clock of 50 MHz has been used. We refer
hereon to the duration of the evaluation phase ∆ H IGH in number of clock cycles, considering
the system clock period as timing reference.
All boards are supervised through a daughter board mounting a FT232H chip, which
serves as USB-SPI interface, stimulated by custom Python scripts. The duration of the
evaluation phase ∆ H IGH of the DD-PUF array can be changed through the SPI. By means
of this simple but effective testbed, we have been able to evaluate the steadiness of the
proposed PUF under different stimuli conditions, revealing some interesting features when
power supply voltage variations take hold. The block scheme of the adopted testbed is
depicted in Figure 4.
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DEVICE i-th

FSM
SCK
MOSI
MISO
CS

SPI

128

START
RESET

128-bit
DD-PUF

RESPONSE

Figure 4. Block scheme of the inter-chip validation testbed.

5.2. Reliability and Bias Results

Reliability [%]

Reliability [%]

In order to evaluate the reliability we have extracted a GK by averaging 50 × 103
Nominal and
repeated read-out measurements in nominal environmental condition (i.e., VDD
◦
T = 27 C), varying ∆ H IGH up to 256 clock cycles for both FPGAs. We have then investigated the reliability and the 1/0 bias of the response as a function of the duration of ∆ H IGH
in nominal conditions, and results are shown in Figure 5 for both FPGA families. This
analysis aimed to evaluate the influence of the evaluation phase duration on PUF reliability
and bias performance. As it is clear from Figure 5, longer ∆ H IGH values lead to higher
reliability. Measurements results have shown that values of ∆ H IGH higher than ∼20 clock
cycles ensure a reliability higher than 97% for both FPGA families. Considering the upper
limits of the evaluation phase ranges, the reliability increases to about 98.37% and 98.33% for
the Spartan-6 and Artix-7, respectively. A similar behaviour can be observed regarding
the 1/0 bias for both specimens. It is straightforward to notice that a short evaluation phase
would not lead to a stable response of the proposed PUF, as both reliability and bias do not
provide stable values. This outcome is expected as we need to achieve a stable state in each
DD-PUF cell to extract stable bits, and suggests a trade-off between reliability and read-out
time. Furthermore, both FPGA families exhibit a similar trend regarding these metrics,
remarking that the proposed design can easily be ported across different technologies
without degradation of performance.

99
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0

50

0

50

100

150

200

250

100

150
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97

250
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53
49
45
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50
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No. of Clock Cycles

(a)

200

250

50
48
46

No. of Clock Cycles

(b)

Figure 5. Reliability and bias as function of the length of the evaluation phase ∆ H IGH expressed as number of clock cycles,
in nominal environmental conditions for the Xilinx Spartan-6 (a) and Artix-7 (b).

As discussed in Section 4, the proposed PUF architecture leverages on the slight
differences between the propagation delay of two nominally identical paths to produce
the bit response. The delays of the two paths are due to the delays of the latches and
LUTs (see Equation (3)), which exhibit dependencies on process (mismatch) variations,
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but also on environmental conditions such as supply voltage and temperature. For given
values of supply voltage and temperature, the PUF response depends only on process
mismatches; however, for PUF bits in which the differences (due to mismatches) between
the two delays are very small, a change in the value of the supply voltage can result in the
bit-flip phenomenon [32,33], thus impacting on the response reliability. For this reason,
we have carried out an in-depth study on the response reliability under voltage variations
so as to asses that also when ±10% voltage variations may occur, stable bits can still be
generated. In particular, since all terms in Equation (3) depend on the value of the supply
voltage, we have investigated the reliability as a joint function of ∆ H IGH and the core
supply voltage. The results of this analysis on the Xilinx Artix-7 are shown in Figure 6.
As expected, lower supply voltage values impact negatively on the reliability, and more
clock cycles are usually required to achieve a stable state in each DD-PUF cell. It is evident
that some cell responses reach a soft steady-state. Therefore, small environmental variations
may compromise the delay differences of the PUF cells that are used to extract response
bits, and a sudden degradation of the steadiness can be observed. Hence, from a design
perspective, a non-minimal value of ∆ H IGH should be chosen to mitigate the effect of low
power supply voltage on the reliability of the DD-PUF. The impact of the reliability in
terms of intra-class HD has been studied also from a statistical point of view, assuming that
they follow Gaussian distributions [2,3], and, therefore, the sample mean µ and standard
deviation σ of this metric are provided. For the Spartan-6 case, we have found µ = 1.63%
and σ = 1.10%, while for the Artix-7 one, µ = 1.67% and σ = 1.19%. The result remarks
that the proposed 128-bit DD-PUF design provides at each new usage a response similar
to the respective GK and thus the sampled mean values are very close to the ideal ones
(i.e., 0%), thus remarking the differential approach effectiveness on PUF’s reliability under
PVT variations.

1.20
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1.15
70

1.10

1.00

80
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70
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0
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250
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Clock Cycles

(a)

90

1.05

50
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150

200

Reliability [%]

1.25
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90

Reliability [%]

1.10

1.30

250

Clock Cycles

(b)

Figure 6. Reliability values of the 128-bit DD-PUF as function of power supply voltage and evaluation
phase’s duration for the Xilinx Spartan-6 (a) and Artix-7 (b) FPGAs.

In Figure 7a, the DD-PUF reliability curves are reported as a function of the supply
voltage for both FPGAs with ∆ H IGH set to 128 and 256 clock cycles for the Spartan-6
and the Artix-7 implementations, respectively. In accordance with Figure 6, best-case
values have been found around nominal supply voltage, while worst-case has been found
at 1.32 V for the Spartan-6 and at 0.9 V for the Artix-7. In order to cover all possible
environmental conditions, we have also performed the same analysis considering the
working temperature, and results are shown in Figure 7b. In both cases, the reliability
variations in the [0 ◦ C, 75 ◦ C] range are minimal compared to the nominal case, showing
that temperature is not a concern for the proposed architecture. In Figure 8, the DD-PUF
reliability is reported when both temperature variations and supply voltage fluctuations
are considered. This further analysis is important to fully characterize the PUF in all
working condition corners. Results in Figure 7 demonstrate that both FPGA families
exhibit a stronger dependency on the power supply voltage compared to the working
temperature. In particular, for Spartan-6, we have found that best reliability values are
provided in the range [1.13 V, 1.2 V], with negligible effect from the working temperature.
On the other hand, for Artix-7, best reliability values have been found around the nominal
power supply voltage, with almost no effect from working temperature. We remark that,
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concerning the reliability metric, in [2,3] it is recommended that a reliable PUF should be
able to provide at least 90%. Therefore, in the light of the measurements results reported
above, we can state that the proposed PUF is reliable in all working conditions (considering
also the cross corners).
100

Reliability [%]

Reliability [%]

100
90

Spartan-6
Artix-7

80
70

99
98
97

95

0.90 0.95 0.99 1.04 1.09 1.13 1.18 1.23 1.27 1.32

Spartan-6
Artix-7

96
0
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75

Temperature [◦C]

Voltage [V]

(a)

(b)

50
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92.5

0

90.0
1.02

1.10

1.17

1.25

Voltage [V]

(a)

1.32

75

97.5

50

95.0

25

92.5

0

90.0
0.90

0.94

0.99

1.03

Reliability [%]

97.5

Temperature [◦C]

75

Reliability [%]

Temperature [◦C]

Figure 7. Reliability as function of power supply voltage (a) and working temperature (b) for Xilinx Spartan-6 and Artix-7.

1.08

Voltage [V]

(b)

Figure 8. Reliability as a joint function of power supply voltage and working temperature for the Xilinx Spartan-6 (a) and
Xilinx Artix-7 (b).

An additional issue which can impact the reliability of a PUF is aging. As discussed
in [34,35], aging affects the behavior of a CMOS integrated circuit through the bias temperature instability (BTI) and the hot carrier injection (HCI) phenomenons. Both BTI and
HCI result in a shift of the threshold voltage of MOS transistors and therefore in a speed
degradation. Referring to RO-PUF architectures reported in [34,35] that are based on ring
oscillators with different nominal frequencies, aging can be a concern. In fact, due to
different degradation rates, the faster RO in a pair can become slower with the time than
the other. This condition can cause a bit flip and make the PUF unreliable. The proposed
DD-PUF architecture leverages on the delay difference between two signal paths which
nominally exhibit the same delay and are very well matched to each other. Taking into
account the extreme symmetry of the intra-connections of the two paths, it is reasonable
to assume that aging affects elements in a similar way. Moreover, the compactness of the
DD-PUF macro should bolster aforementioned considerations given that, compared to
RO-PUF macros, results much more compact (half-slice compared with much more slices
of RO-based architectures) and consequently aging effects would be considered constant
on such a low area. Therefore, the aging effect on both paths would be considered (at a
first glance) as “common mode" variations that are canceled by taking the paths’ delay
difference. Hence, we believe that the aging impact on DD-PUF would lead to results
comparable to those observed under temperature fluctuations because both aging and
temperature imply a threshold voltage shift. In conclusion, since the DD-PUF has been
found robust against temperature variations, we expect a good reliability also in the regard
of aging effects.
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5.3. Randomness and Uniformity Results
With the aim of verifying the usability of our DD-PUF, we have performed NIST
tests discussed in Section 3 for both FPGA families. We have investigated the quality
of the randomness given by the 128-bit responses of 16 devices for each FPGA family.
It has been found that each device produces p-values greater than 0.01. Consequently
the test is undergone for both FPGA families with pass-rate proportions greater than
the minimum required. p-values obtained from the GK response are reported in Table 2.
The average value of the bias has been computed considering the mean value of the 16
devices’ responses for both families. It has been found that the 1/0 bias of the DD-PUF
extracted from the Spartan-6 design is about 48.47% with a standard deviation of 4.94%
whereas the Artix-7 design provides a mean value of 50.59% with a standard-deviation
of 5.37%. Furthermore, experimental results on Spartan-6 devices pointed out that the
best uniformity is reached on 3 out of 16 devices, showing a 49.22% and 50.78% of 1/0
bias. Moreover, 3 of the 16 Artix-7 FPGAs have provided a 1/0 bias of 50%. These results
show that the proposed DD-PUF cell designs are able to fully exploit process and mismatch
variations only, and clearly, no evidence of systematic bias have been found. It is therefore
reasonable to conclude that with a larger number of devices, the bias would converge to a
mean value closer to the ideal one (i.e., 50%) for both FPGA families.
Table 2. Summary of NIST test suite.
Mono-Bit Test

Block Freq. Test

Cum. Test

Run Test

Longest Run Test

Approx. Entropy Test

0.860
1.000
X

0.687
0.932
X

0.819
0.998
X

0.077
0.157
X

0.249
0.365
X

0.334
0.409
X

Spartan-6
Artix-7
Pass/Fail

The 1/0 bias has been investigated even at single-bit level across the pool of 16 devices per FPGA family. This study aims at identifying spotting bits that are prone to
provide always the same value across different devices (also known as dark bits). Results
of the single-bit level 1/0 bias are shown in Figure 9. As it can be observed, in all bitlocations an approximately uniform 1/0 distribution has been obtained. We remark that
the responses taken into account are sampled out-of-the-box without post-processing or
post-elaboration techniques.
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Figure 9. Bit-bias computed on 16 devices: Xilinx Spartan-6 (a) and Xilinx Artix-7 (b).

5.4. Uniqueness Results
The inter-class HD of the Xilinx Spartan-6 pool is shown in Figure 10a, with values
on the x-axis reported as percentage among 128-bit responses. We have found a sample
mean value of the inter-class HD of 49.28% with a standard deviation of 4.49%. Similarly,
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the inter-class HD for the Artix-7 pool is reported in Figure 10b showing an average value
of about 49.48% with a standard deviation of 4.25%. As can be seen, the obtained value
for both FPGA families is very close with the ideal 50%. These results remark that the
proposed DD-PUF architecture is able to extract entropy mostly due to manufacturing
process. No structured artifacts have been found in our statistical analysis of responses
collected from different devices implementing the same circuit. Hence, the DD-PUF has
shown a strongly repeatable design across two different FPGA families.
µ = 49.28, σ = 4.49
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Figure 10. Histograms reporting inter-class HD values computed on Xilinx Spartan-6 (a) and Xilinx
Artix-7 (b).

6. Comparison with State of the Art
The proposed DD-PUF has been compared against the state of the art and a summary
of this comparison is reported in Table 3. From Table 3 it is evident that the most compact
PUF, among all previously published ones, is the Pico-PUF, which requires 128 slices and
128 CLBs to generate a 128-bit response. To the best of our knowledge, the DD-PUF has
improved the resource footprint of the Pico-PUF, while deploying an highly reliable PUF
primitive. In fact, the proposed DD-PUF requires only 32 CLBs, hence 64 slices, to generate
a 128-bit response, thus the resource consumption has been extremely improved. Looking
at the other figures of merit, the proposed 128-bit DD-PUF designs exhibit a reliability
of 98.33% and 98.37% and a uniqueness of 49.48% and 49.28% on the Xilinx Artix-7 and
Spartan-6, respectively, that are very close to the ideal ones, thus confirming that the
remarkable improvement in density has been achieved without sacrificing performance.
Table 3. FPGA-Implemented Weak-PUF Comparison.
This
Work

This
Work

Year

2021

2021

PUF

DD

DD

Device

Artix-7

Spartan6

49.48

Uniqueness
[%]
Reliability
[%]
Responsebit
CLB/bit
Slice/bit
Res.

[10]

[20]

[19]

[36]

[37]

[11]

[7]

[13]

2020
Single
Slice RO

2017

2014

2011

2007

2007

2006

Pico

Pico

Latch

SRAM

RO

Butterfly

Artix-7

Artix-7

Spartan6

Spartan3E

2008
FlipFlop
Virtex-2
Pro

FPGA

Virtex-4

Virtex-5

49.28

48.05

49.90

48.52

46.00

≈ 50.00 *

49.97

46.15

≈ 50

98.33

98.37

99.30

94.53

93.00

>87t

>95.00 *

>88t

99.52

94.00

128

128

128

128

128

128

4096

128

128

64

1/4
1/2

1/4
1/2

64 slices

64 slices

1
1
>256
slices 

1
1
128
slices

1
1
128
slices

2
256
slices

1
4096 flipflops

4600
SRAM

16x64
array †

1
>2
>128
slices 

* post-processing required; † 1024 ROs each of one designed with five inverters and 1 AND;  additional logic required; t under temperature
variations.
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7. Conclusions
In this work, we presented a novel ultra-compact PUF, the Delay Difference PUF (DDPUF). The proposed architecture has been successfully implemented on 16 Xilinx Spartan-6
and 16 Xilinx Artix-7 FPGAs, as a 128-bit primitive. The novel FPGA-compatible PUF
exploits the delay difference of two nominally identical paths, each of them consisting in an
inverter and a D-type latch. A single DD-PUF cell digitizes the delay difference of its two
paths as the differential value of the steady state that is reached after an oscillatory phase.
The placement and the routing of a dual-bit DD-PUF cell macro have been optimized in
order to fully exploit the mismatch and process variations within the two considered FPGA
families. The analysis of the performance of the proposed architecture has been carried out
considering supply voltage variations in a ±10% range around the nominal voltage, and in
a wide working temperature range. Important metrics such as reliability, uniqueness and
uniformity have been evaluated in a plethora of different working conditions, covering
a full PVT analysis of the DD-PUF on the two aforementioned FPGA platforms. The
reliability analysis of the proposed designs has shown that a value of ∼98% can be easily
reached in nominal conditions on both kind of devices. The uniqueness evaluation of
pools of 16 devices per FPGA family has shown that the novel PUF is able to guarantee a
uniqueness of 49.28% on the Xilinx Spartan-6 and 49.48% on the Artix-7, clearly, very close
to the ideal 50%. In addition, responses of the proposed architecture have been validated
from a randomicity viewpoint, by means of NIST tests, showing that the DD-PUF is able to
pass all tests. Giving the remarkable small resource footprint of 0.5 slice/bit requirement of
a DD-PUF cell, the proposed architecture represents the most compact FPGA-compatible
weak PUF in the literature, reducing the size of the state of the art by a factor of two.
Furthermore, the novel PUF architecture does not suffer o from bias due to unfortunate
FPGA sites, hence, it does not require any particular macro placement constraints.
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