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ABSTRACT
Three-dimensional integrated circuits are a promising approach to
address the integration challenges faced by current Systems on Chips
(SoCs). Designing an efficient Network on Chip (NoC) intercon-
nect for a 3D SoC that not only meets the application performance
constraints, but also the constraints imposed by the 3D technology,
is a significant challenge. In this work we present a design tool,
SunFloor 3D, to synthesize application-specific 3D NoCs. The pro-
posed tool determines the best NoC topology for the application,
finds paths for the communication flows, assigns the network com-
ponents on to the 3D layers and performs a placement of them in
each layer. We perform experiments on several SoC benchmarks
and present a comparative study between 3D and 2D NoC designs.
Our studies show large improvements in interconnect power con-
sumption (average of 38%) and delay (average of 13%) for the
3D NoC when compared to the corresponding 2D implementation.
Our studies also show that the synthesized topologies result in large
power (average of 54%) and delay savings (average of 21%) when
compared to standard topologies.
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1. INTRODUCTION
To continue the growth of the number of transistors on a chip,

the 3D IC technology, where multiple silicon layers are stacked
vertically, is emerging as a promising solution. The 3D ICs have
a smaller footprint than a comparative 2D implementation. The
long horizontal wires in a 2D design can be replaced by shorter
and more efficient vertical wires, leading to lower interconnect de-
lay and power consumption. Wafer-to-wafer bonding technology,
where the vertical interconnects are implemented using Through
Silicon Vias (TSVs), is one of the popular choices for 3D integra-
tion [36].

The interconnects for 3D have evolved from simple vertical links
connecting buses in different 3D layers to a more scalable Network
on Chip (NoC) solution [1]-[3]. NoCs consists of switches and
links and use circuit or packet switching to transfer data through
the system. NoCs are a necessity for 3D chips, as they are modu-
lar, provide configurable parallelism and can control the number of
TSVs required across layers.

Most Systems on Chips (SoCs) are composed of heterogeneous
cores and target a specific application domain. To obtain a power-
performance efficient implementation, it is important to build a
NoC topology that is tailored to match the application communi-
cation characteristics, such as bandwidth and latency constraints

of data flows. Recently, researchers have addressed the issue of
NoC topology synthesis for 2D SoCs [11]-[18], including our ear-
lier work on developing a synthesis flow for 2D SoCs [18]. How-
ever, topology synthesis for a 3D SoC introduces several new and
significant challenges: (i) the number of TSVs that can be allowed
across any two layers strongly depends on the underlying 3D fabri-
cation technology. For technologies where a large number of TSVs
are available, cores across different 3D layers can share the same
switches, as more vertical links can be established. On the other
hand, with a tight TSV constraint, a core on a layer may need to
connect to a switch in the same layer. Thus, depending on the TSV
constraint, the topology synthesized can be very different and the
synthesis procedure should be able to handle this, (ii) the assign-
ment of switches to different layers needs to be performed, and (iii)
TSV macros need to be introduced in each layer for a vertical link
and placement of switches and TSV macros need to be performed.

Building a custom application-specific NoC topology will be in-
strumental in pushing 3D NoC technology in industrial designs. In
this paper, we make two major contributions: first, we present, Sun-
Floor 3D, a tool for synthesizing application specific NoCs for 3D
SoCs. Second, we consider several realistic SoC benchmarks and
perform a comparative study of the NoCs designed for a 3D and
a 2D implementation of the benchmarks. The study shows the ad-
vantages of using 3D technology for reducing interconnect power
consumption and zero-lead latency (in the rest of the paper, this
referred to as just latency) on realistic SoC designs.

The application communication characteristics and, optionally,
a floorplan of the SoC (with the positions of each core) before in-
stantiating the NoC are taken as inputs to the design process. The
tool synthesizes the NoC topology that optimizes the design objec-
tives (such as minimizing power consumption or latency), performs
layer assignment of switches and placement of switches and TSV
macros. The placement is performed such that the resulting floor-
plan is minimally perturbed from the input floorplan and the NoC
wire lengths are minimized. From the floorplan, the tool can obtain
the length of the NoC links, and hence account for wire delay and
power consumption accurately during the synthesis process.

Several works have addressed the problems of assigning cores to
the different layers and performing 3D floorplanning, considering
thermal issues [22]-[25]. Also, in many designs, the layer assign-
ment of cores is dictated by technology constraints (such as having
logic and memory dies on different layers). Thus, in this work, we
take the floorplan of the cores as an input to our flow. Our work is
complementary to the works on 3D floorplanning [22]-[25], as we
only place the network components on the given input floorplan,
minimally perturbing it.

We perform experiments on several SoC benchmarks that show
large power (54% on average) and latency (21% on average) im-
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provement for the synthesized topologies when compared to stan-
dard topologies. For comparative purposes, we also apply a 2D
synthesis flow developed earlier by us [18] for a corresponding 2D
implementation of the benchmarks. Our results show that a 3D de-
sign can significantly reduce the interconnect power consumption
(38% on average) and latency (13% on average).

2. RELATED WORK
An introduction to the issues in NoC architecture design and syn-

thesis has been presented in [3]. Methods for synthesizing point-
to-point links and bus-based systems are presented in [4]-[6]. In
[7]-[9], the authors present approaches to map cores on to regular
NoC topologies. Synthesis of custom NoC topologies for 2D SoCs
has been presented in [11]-[18]. In [18], we presented a method to
synthesize the most power-performance efficient NoC topologies
for 2D SoCs.

Several works have been investigating the 3D manufacturing pro-
cesses [20], [21], [36]. Methods for 3D floorplanning and place-
ment of cores, taking into account the thermal issues has been
presented in [22]-[25]. Manufacturing of 3D interconnects has
been addressed by [26] and [27]. Multi-dimensional regular topolo-
gies (like k-ary n-cubes, hypercubes) have been explored by re-
searchers as viable interconnect solutions for chip-to-chip networks
[19]. However, such standard topologies are not suitable for appli-
cation specific SoCs, which are heterogeneous in nature.

Synthesis of NoCs for 3D SoCs is a relatively new topic. New
switch architectures for 3D have been presented in [33] and [35].
In [34], the authors present the use of NoCs as interconnects for 3D
multi-processors. The electrical characteristics of vertical intercon-
nects are analyzed in [36] and the authors also present a back-end
design flow to implement 3D NoCs. An analytical cost metric for
3D NoCs is presented in [30]. Design of standard topologies for 3D
is analyzed in [31] and mapping of cores on to NoC topologies is
presented in [32]. Power-delay analysis of 3D interconnects is pre-
sented in [28]. However, none of these works address the issue of
synthesizing custom NoCs topologies for 3D SoCs. Moreover, the
works do not present a comparison of the NoC power and latency
for 2D and 3D NoC implementations.

In [38], we presented a synthesis algorithm, which is based on a
direct extension of the 2D NoC synthesis procedure. In the work,
the NoC was designed for each layer separately, and the connec-
tivity of the switches across the layers was then determined. The
method forces cores in a layer to be connected to switches in the
same layer and allows vertical interconnects only across adjacent
layers. Thus, the inter-layer flows incur large power and latency
penalty (shown in Sub-section 4.2). In this paper, we propose
a more general approach for topology synthesis, where the cores
across layers can share switches, depending on the TSV constraints.
Also, the work in [38] does not address additional issues, such as
assigning switches to layers, placement of TSV macros and place-
ment of network components with minimum perturbation of the
input floorplan.

3. TOPOLOGY SYNTHESIS
The core names, their communication requirements and the floor-

plan (core sizes, locations) are obtained as inputs to the tool. The
maximum number of TSVs across any two layers is also obtained
as an input. The NoC architectural parameters (such as NoC op-
erating frequency and data width) can either be given as inputs, or
can be varied in steps in a user-defined range. For a given link
width, the constraint on the maximum TSVs can be translated to a
constraint on the maximum number of inter-layer links (referred as
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Figure 1: Example vertical link

max ill) allowed. To estimate the power, timing and area for the
generated topology, models of the NoC components (switches and
links) are obtained as inputs.

In Figure 1, we show an example vertical link connecting two
switches that are in the bottom-most and top-most layers. From the
bottom layer, the link is first routed horizontally on the metal layer
and then vertically. In the second layer, an intermediate TSV macro
is needed to allow the link to cut through the silicon. Then, the link
is routed again on the metal layers in the second layer, and when
aligned with the switch on the top layer, the link is fed vertically.
The switch in the top layer has a TSV macro embedded for the
port that is connected to this link. The area of the TSV macros
for a particular link width is taken as input. For the synthesized
topologies, our tool automatically places the TSV macros in the
intermediate layers and on the corresponding switch ports.

As topology synthesis is NP-Hard [10], we present efficient heuris-
tics for solving the problem. Varying the number of switches in a
design has a great impact on the power consumption and latency.
Increasing the number of switches may lead to smaller switch sizes,
but also an increase in power consumption, as the packets have to
traverse more switches. On the other hand, with more switches, the
link power consumption may be reduced, as the links get shorter.
The total power consumption is given by the combined effect of
both these factors and is very hard to predict beforehand. In our
method, topologies with different switch counts are synthesized
and the most power-performance efficient design is chosen.

In the synthesis procedure, we perform the following steps: first,
we establish core to switch connectivity (Sub-section 3.1). Then,
we obtain deadlock-free paths for traffic flows (Sub-section 3.2).
Then, placement of switches and TSVs on the input floorplan are
obtained (Sub-section 3.3).

3.1 Establishing Core to Switch Connectivity

In this sub-section, we present methods for establishing connec-
tivity between the cores and switches.

DEFINITION 1. Let n be the number of cores in the design. The
3D layer to which a core i is assigned is represented by layeri.

The communication characteristics of the application are obtained
and represented by a graph [7], defined as follows:

DEFINITION 2. The communication graph is a directed graph,
G(V, E) with each vertex vi ∈ V representing a core and the di-
rected edge (vi, vj) representing the communication between the



Figure 2: LPG and the min-cut partitions Figure 3: PG and the min-cut partitions Figure 4: SPG and the min-cut partitions

cores vi and vj . The bandwidth of traffic flow from cores vi to vj

is represented by bwi,j and the latency constraint for the flow is
represented by lati,j .

We define a Partitioning Graph (PG) as follows:

DEFINITION 3. The partitioning graph is a directed graph,
PG(U, H,α), that has the same set of vertices and edges as the
communication graph. The weight of the edge (ui, uj), defined by
hi,j .

In this paper, hi,j is set to a combination of the bandwidth and
the latency constraints of the traffic flow from core ui to uj : hi,j =
α×bwi,j/max bw +(1−α)× min lat/lati,j , where max bw is
the maximum bandwidth value over all flows, min lat is the tight-
est latency constraint over all flows and α is a weight parameter.
The parameter α can be set by the designer based on the applica-
tion characteristics or swept by the tool over a range of values, in
order to meet the latency constraints.

Algorithm 1 Core-to- switch connectivity
1: Build partitioning graph PG(U,H,α)
2: Unmet = φ.
3: {Vary number of direct switches in a range}
4: for i = 1 to |U | do
5: Perform i min-cut partitions of PG. Let the set Partitionj

be set of vertices in j th partition, ∀j ∈ 1 · · · i.
6: {Compute layer assignment for each switch:}
7: layer swj =

P
∀k∈partitionj

layer k

|partitionj|
8: Compute paths for inter-switch flows
9: If path computation failed, add i to set Unmet.

10: end for
11: θ = θmin

12: while ((Unmet! = φ) & (θ ≤ θmax)) do
13: for Each i ∈ Unmet do
14: Build scaled partitioning graph, SPG(W,L,θ)
15: PG = SPG
16: Repeat steps 5 to 8
17: If valid paths found, remove i from set Unmet.
18: end for
19: θ = θ + θscale

20: end while

In the first step of Algorithm 1, the partitioning graph is built.
Then (in Step 3), the number of switches in the design is varied
from 1 to the number of cores in the design. In the next step (step
5), for the current switch count, that many min-cut partitions of
PG are obtained. All the cores in a partition are connected to the
same switch and the partitioning is done such that each partition has
about equal number of cores. Thus, those traffic flows with large

bandwidth requirements or tight latency constraints are assigned to
the same partition and traverse a single hop in the network.

EXAMPLE 1. For the communication graph from Figure 2, an
example partitioning graph is shown in Figure 3. The cores are
assigned to the two layers such that highly communicating cores
are placed one above the other, which is an input to our synthesis
algorithm. Here, we assume α = 1 and the bandwidth of the traffic
flowing between cores with in a layer is lower than the traffic be-
tween the cores across the layers. In the figure, we also show an
example of 3 min-cut partitions of the graph. The partitioning leads
to cores in different layers being assigned to the same partition.

Then (in step 7), the layer assignment of each switch is computed
as an average of the layers of the cores to which the switch is con-
nected. Alternatively, the switch could also be assigned to the layer
containing the most number of cores connected to it. At this point,
the intra-partition traffic flows are taken care of and we need to es-
tablish connectivity across the switches for the inter-switch traffic
flows. This step is explained in the next section. Then (in step
9), the resulting designs are evaluated to see whether they meet the
max ill constraint and the switch counts that do not meet the con-
straint are stored in the set unmet.

In order to facilitate meeting the max ill constraint for the de-
sign points in the set unmet, we use the Scaled Partitioning Graph,
defined as follows:

DEFINITION 4. A scaled partitioning graph with a scaling pa-
rameter θ, SPG(W , L, θ), is a directed graph that has the same set
of vertices as PG. A directed edge li,j exists between vertices i and
j, if ∃(ui, uj) ∈ P or layeri = layerj.

That is, in the SPG, along with the edges in PG, we define new
edges between all cores in the same layer of 3D. We also reduce
the edge weights of inter-layer flows, depending on the scaling pa-
rameter θ. If this scaled graph is used for partitioning, then more
cores in the same layer will be in a partition, thereby reducing the
inter-layer links, at the expense of increasing the power consump-
tion and latency of inter-layer flows. To obtain designs with lower
inter-layer links, the parameter θ is varied from θmin to θmax in
steps of θscale in the algorithm (steps 12 to 19), until the max ill
constraint is met. After several experimental runs, we determined
that varying θ from 1 to 15 in steps of 3 gives good results.

In order to cluster cores in a layer that actually communicate,
we also need to ensure that the newly added edges have a lower
edge weight than the original intra-layer edges. Please note that if
the new edges are not added, the partitioner may still cluster cores
across layers, which will not lead to a reduction in the inter-layer
links.

We denote the maximum edge weight in PG by max wt. We
formally define the edge weights in SPG as follows:
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Figure 5: Power consumption in 2D
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Figure 6: Power consumption in 3D
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li,j =

8>>><
>>>:

hi,j , if (ui, uj) ∈ PG & layeri = layerj
hi,j

θ×|layeri−layerj| , if (ui, uj) ∈ PG & layeri �= layerj

θ×max wt
10×θmax

, if (ui, uj) /∈ PG & layeri = layerj

0 , otherwise
(1)

From the definition, we can see that the newly added edges have
at most one-tenth the maximum edge weight of any edge in PG,
which was obtained experimentally after trying several values.

EXAMPLE 2. The SPG for θ = 10 for the PG from Example
1 is presented in Figure 4. In the SPG, the inter-layer links have
lower weights and new edges are added between cores with in the
same layer. The 3 min-cut partitions are now different, with more
cores in the same layer belonging to the same partition.

3.2 Path Computation
When establishing links across switches, we need to consider the

max ill constraint. In this paper, we do not show the entire path
computation algorithm (including the removal of deadlocks), as it
is similar to the 2D case presented in earlier works, such as [15]
and [18]. We only show how the max ill constraint is handled.

During path computation, a high cost (SOFT INF ) is assigned
for establishing links between switches that would lead to increas-
ing the number of vertical links across any layer above soft max ill
value. The soft max ill is set to be few links less than the max ill
value. The use of this softer constraint first, facilitates the proce-
dure to obtain more valid paths, when compared to directly using
the hard max ill constraint. From experiments, we set the cost
SOFT INF to be ten times the maximum cost of any flow and
the value of soft max ill to be 2 or 3 links less than max ill. We
show the use of this softer constraint in Algorithm 2, for evaluating
the cost of establishing a physical link across two switches i and j.

Algorithm 2 Check Constraints (i,j)

1: Define soft max ill and SOFT INF
2: Estimate power consumption increase in opening and using

link from i to j.
3: If establishing link increases vertical link count across any

layer above soft max ill, assign cost of SOFT INF for us-
ing switch i to j

4: If establishing link increases vertical link count across any
layer above max ill, assign cost of INF for using switch i to j

3.3 Placement of NoC Components
The ideal position of the switches and TSVs can be computed

based on the positions of the cores and the connectivity between

the switches and cores. For example, a switch position can be com-
puted to be equidistant from all the cores to which it is connected.
However, placing the components at the ideal positions may lead
to overlap with the already placed cores. To remove such overlaps,
we consider one switch or TSV macro at a time. We try to find a
free space near its ideal location to place it. If no space is avail-
able, we displace the already placed blocks from their positions in
the x or y direction by the size of the component, creating space.
As more components are placed, they can re-use the gap created by
the earlier components. For lack of space, we do not present the
detailed algorithm for placement in this paper.

4. EXPERIMENTS AND CASE STUDIES
For the experiments, the NoC component library from [37] is

used. The power and latency values of the switches and links of
the library are determined from post-layout simulations, based on
65nm low power libraries. The vertical interconnects using TSVs
are implemented based on the models from [36]. In [36], the au-
thors show that the vertical links have much lower resistance and
capacitance (an order of magnitude reduction) when compared to
horizontal links.

4.1 Multimedia SoC case study
We consider a benchmark of a realistic multimedia and wireless

communication SoC for case-study (referred to as D 26 media).
The benchmark contains 26 cores with irregular sizes, and per-
forms based-band and multi-media processing. The system in-
cludes ARM, DSP cores, multiple memory banks, DMA engine
and several peripheral devices. The cores are manually mapped on
to three layers in 3D. For comparisons, we also consider a 2D im-
plementation of the benchmark. The floorplans of the cores in each
layer of the 3D and for the 2D design are obtained using existing
tools [39]. For fair comparisons, we use the same objectives of
minimizing area and wire-length when obtaining the floorplan for
both the cases. To synthesize the topologies for the 2D case, We
use our synthesis flow developed earlier [38].

In Figures 5 and 6, we present the power consumption of the
NoC topologies (power consumption on switches and links) synthe-
sized by our tools for different switch counts for both cases. In all
the experiments, we set the data width of the NoC links to 32 bits, to
match the core data widths and the NoC operating frequency to the
minimum point at which valid topologies are obtained (computed
to be 400 MHz for this benchmark). We use a max ill constraint
of 25 links for this and the experiments in the next sub-section. In
Sub-section 4.3, we study the impact of varying this constraint.

When very few switches are used in the design, they need to have
more input/output ports, as they need to connect to more cores. A
large switch can only support a low operating frequency, as the crit-



Figure 8: Most power-efficient topology

Figure 9: Resulting 3D floorplan with switches

Table 1: 2D vs 3D NoC Comparison
Benchmark Power (mW) Latency (cyc)

Link power Switch power Total power
2D 3D 2D 3D 2D 3D 2D 3D

D 36 4 150 41.5 65 70.5 215 112 3.28 3.14
D 36 6 154.5 43.5 76.5 82 230 125.5 3.57 3.5
D 36 8 215 55.5 105 104.5 320 160 4.37 3.65

D 35 bot 68 36.2 48 43.3 116 79.5 6.04 4.2
D 65 pipe 106 104 63 58 169 162 2.53 2.57
D 38 tvopd 52.5 22.67 37 38.11 89.5 60.78 4 3.6
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Figure 10: Comparison with layer-by-layer

ical path inside the switch increases with its size. In order to meet
the 400 MHz requirement, we could only obtain valid topologies
with 4 or more switches, thus the plots starts at 4 switches. In the
plots, we show the switch, switch-to-switch link and core-to-switch
link power consumption values as well. For this benchmark we can
observe a power savings of 25% for the 3D relative to the 2D case.
This is due to the fact that the long horizontal wires in a 2D design
are replaced by shorter vertical wires. In Figure 7, we show the
wire-length distribution of the links in 2D and 3D cases. From the
figure, as expected, the 2D design has many long wires. In Figures
8 and 9, we present an example topology synthesized by our tool
and the floorplan of the cores and network components for the 3D
case.

4.2 2D vs. 3D Comparison
We applied our synthesis procedure on varied set of benchmarks

to validate the gains under different application scenarios. We con-
sider three distributed benchmarks with 36 cores (18 processors
and 18 memories): D 36 4, D 36 6 and D 36 8, where each pro-
cessor has 4, 6 and 8 traffic flows going to the memories. The
total bandwidth is the same in the three benchmarks. We consider a
benchmark, D 35 bot that models bottleneck communication, with
16 processors, 16 private memories (one processor is connected to
one private memory) and 3 shared memories to which all the pro-
cessors communicate. We also consider two benchmarks where all
the cores communicate in a pipeline fashion: 65 core (D 65 pipe)
and 38 core designs (D tvopd). In the last two benchmarks, each
core communicates only to one or few other cores.

The power consumption for the least power design points for
2D and 3D, as well as the average latency are presented in Table
1. Most of the power savings obtained in 3D are due to shorter
wires. For this reason, we can observe large power savings for
the distributed benchmarks, where there are traffic flows to many
different cores. We can also notice reasonable power savings for the
bottleneck design, because the wires going to shared memories are
long, though the traffic to the shared memories is smaller than to the

private memories. For the pipelined benchmarks, lower savings are
obtained. For the different benchmarks, on average, a 38% power
reduction and 13% latency reduction are obtained in the 3D case
when compared to a 2D implementation.

In Figure 10, we show the power consumption of the topologies
synthesized by the approach presented in [38], with respect to the
proposed approach for the different benchmarks. The method in
[38] connects cores in a layer to switches in the same layer. Thus,
the inter-layer traffic needs to traverse more switches to reach the
destination, leading to an increase in power consumption and la-
tency. As seen from Figure 10, the method presented in this work
results in 40% reduction in NoC power consumption, when com-
pared to the earlier work.

4.3 Impact of Inter-layer Link Constraint and
Comparisons with Mesh

Imposing a stricter constraint on max ill results in topologies
having more switches. When there are more switches, more cores
in a layer are connected to a switch in the same layer, reducing
the number of inter-layer links. However, the inter-layer traffic
flows would need to traverse more switches, there by leading to
higher power consumption and latency. We perform topology syn-
thesis for the D 26 media design with different max ill constraint
values, and the power, latency values for the different points are
presented in Figures 11 and 12. With a tighter TSV constraint,
the power consumption and latency increases significantly, as more
switches are needed in the design.

For completeness, we compare power consumption of the topolo-
gies generated by our procedure to a standard topology. We gener-
ate best mapping (optimizing for power, meeting the latency con-
straints) of the cores on to a mesh topology, and remove any unused
switch-to-switch links. Compared to this optimized mesh topology,
we obtain a large power reduction for the custom topologies (an av-
erage of 51%), shown in Figure 13. Our experiments also showed
that we obtain 21% reduction in latency when compared to the op-
timized mesh.
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Figure 11: Impact of max ill on power
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Figure 13: Comparisons with mesh

Even though the algorithm explores a large space of solutions,
due to the use of efficient heuristics presented, all the experiments
could be performed in few hours (on a system operating at 2 GHz).
Also, it is important to note that the synthesis algorithm has to be
performed only once at design time for a system and the timing
overhead is negligible.

5. CONCLUSIONS
Networks on Chips (NoCs) are necessary to achieve a scalable

communication infrastructure in 3D chips. The use of NoCs in 3D
ICs introduces several new and challenging problems. Building a
custom NoC topology that meets the application communication
requirements, as well as the 3D technological constraints, is a criti-
cal problem that needs to be addressed. In this work, we presented
SunFloor 3D, a tool for NoC topology synthesis for 3D ICs. The
tool also performs path computation, assignment and placement of
network components in the 3D layers. Our experiments on sev-
eral realistic benchmarks show that the tool produces topologies
that result in large NoC power and latency savings (54% and 21%,
respectively) when compared to standard topologies. We also pre-
sented a comparative analysis of NoCs in 2D and 3D, which shows
that 3D integration can produce large interconnect power and la-
tency reduction (38% and 13%, respectively). In future, we plan
to address the design of NoCs for Globally Asynchronous Locally
Synchronous (GALS) paradigm for 3D ICs.
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