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Original RTL
module aln simple (CLK, reset,a,b,result); *‘\

input CLK, rasst;
input a, b;
output rag [1:8] result;
rag count ;
always @ {posedye CLK or posedge reset) begin
f/ Simple Toggle flip—~flop
if {reset) count <= 1'hi;
slse count <= “gount; ijl
end
always @ {count)
casea (count)
1’b0: result <= a+b;
1’bl: result <= a-h;

\\Z;ggzzzle _‘,)
Obfuscated RTL

dule clircuit ( CLE, reset, a, b, result ); ﬂ‘\\
input CLK, reset, &, hb;
output [1:0) result; 472

rag state 0, state_I1,nl7,n23;
wire N2,a7,n15,nlé,nl8,nl19, n20,n21,n2%;
assign n7=" (reset);
assign n2l="( (" (state 1& (" (m15&a{"(a...
TR IR (T {state_R&a(T{("{b)) la}))}i};
assign n22="(" {("{al{" ({"{b})&nl5}})IEnle})...
&{" {stata_l& (" (nlEa{" {az("(b))}})I ) };
aszign m20="nl18] (" ({"({"(b}}&nlS)) | (" (state_l1&a))});
assign Ni=" {n23);
assign nid=" {state_0Q;
assign nlé=" (atate 1);
assign nli="{nl7);
assign result[0]="{"({"{(" {n1%&n23})...
{7 {{" (rapat |nZ3})&nlT}}}IE{"(n23}}}}.--
TRt C AR (T (Y)Y ) ..
E(T ({4747 n1%en23) ) & {7 ({7 (reset jn23}) ...
EnlT}})))2&n23}3));
assign yesultflls"({"{("({"{b})|a)}Een23))...
(T (T (AR T (T {7 (n19&n23) ) E. ..
{“{{" (roset [n23}Y&nlT))}}}}i))Iab)});
always #{posedge CLK or negedge n7} begin
if (in7) begin
nZ3<=1’bl; state (a=l bd; state l<=17hl; nlT<=1’bl;
alse begin
stats O<=n22; state_l<=n2l; n23<=N2; nl7<=n20;
end

q’dmadula j
FIG. 8
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o ~3 O

10:
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: /*Choose M Trojan payload nodes*/
: forallnoden € N do
Enumerate fanin cone in set (FIn)
Enumerate fanout cone in set (#0n)
end for
Lnax < max (lF]IJD
Ormax & maX(lFOIJD
for allnode n € N do
| Fin] | Fon|
Calculate metric Pp « 0.5 x + 0.5 x
fmax Omax

end for
Sort set N based on metric array Pr in descending order
Npayioad & @ /*the set of payload nodes*/
while | Npayioas | < M do
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If FOH n ngger - @then
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end while
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1
PROTECTION OF INTELLECTUAL
PROPERTY CORES THROUGH A DESIGN
FLOW

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application claims the benefit of U.S. Provisional
Patent Application No. 61/259,446, which was filed Nov. 9,
2009, and entitled HARDWARE IP PROTECTION AT DIF-
FERENT LEVELS OF DESIGN ABSTRACTIONS, the
entire contents of which is incorporated herein by reference.

TECHNICAL FIELD

The present invention relates generally to protection of
intellectual property (IP) such as IP cores.

BACKGROUND

The aim of integrating more and more functionality in a
single integrated circuit (IC) has resulted in a fast and inevi-
table increase in System-on-Chip (SoC) design complexity.
In this scenario, reuse-based design using hardware Intellec-
tual Property (IP) cores has become extremely common.
These IP cores are usually in the form of synthesizable Reg-
ister-Transfer Level (RTL) descriptions in Hardware Descrip-
tion Languages (HDLs), or gate-level designs directly imple-
mentable in hardware. This approach of designing complex
systems by integrating tested and verified, smaller and reus-
able modules can help reduce the design cycle time dramati-
cally. It is quite common to have SoC designs where multiple
1Ps from different IP vendors are integrated by the chip
designer and ultimately multiple such chips are integrated by
the system designer to build the desired system. Unfortu-
nately, recent trends in IP-piracy and reverse-engineering
efforts to produce counterfeit ICs have raised serious con-
cerns in the IC design community.

SUMMARY

The invention relates generally to methods and to a system
for protecting intellectual property such as IP Cores. The
methods and systems can be implemented as part of a design
flow for an integrated circuit (IC) that may utilize one or more
IP cores as building blocks for the IC chip or a system incor-
porating one or more such ICs. One embodiment of the inven-
tion provides a method for protecting the IC design. A circuit
description can be stored in memory in appropriate form such
as asoft IP instance or a firm IP instance thereof. The instance
of the circuit description comprises a set of nodes. The plu-
rality of modificationnodes are selected from a set of nodes of
the circuit description. For example, the circuit description
can be in a form of a register-transfer level (RTL) description,
a gate-level netlist, or a control and data flow graph (CDFG)
data structure for the corresponding circuit.

The method includes obfuscating the circuit design by
inserting a sequential structure into the circuit description to
provide a corresponding modified (i.e., obfuscated) version
of'the circuit description. The sequential structure can utilize
modification nodes as inputs for use in generating corre-
sponding outputs and implementing state transitions. The
inserted sequential structure can be partially or wholly hosted
within an existing structure (i.e., a register from the original
circuit description) to improve the obfuscation thereof. Addi-
tionally, the sequential structure can be inserted to provide for
both structural and functional and semantic obfuscation of the
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original circuit description. The modified circuit description
can be stored in memory and be sent to users in a design flow
such as for evaluation, fabrication and testing. A key can also
be generated for controlling the obfuscated circuit design
between an obfuscated mode and a normal operating mode.
There can be multiple keys depending upon the manner and
type of which obfuscation is being implemented. For example
the obfuscation can be implemented as a Trojan that permits
evaluation of the circuit description and corresponding cir-
cuitry for a probabilistically determined duration, after which
it causes a pre-determined malfunction. Such Trojan can be
disabled by another key, such as can be input to the primary
inputs of the core.

As an alternative or additional example, the corresponding
circuit description and associate corresponding circuitry can
operate initially in the obfuscated mode at power up. In this
way the original and normal operating function of the cir-
cuitry is disabled while in the obfuscated mode. Inresponse to
an authorized user inputting a corresponding initialization
key the circuitry can change from the obfuscated mode to the
normal operating mode. It will be understood and appreciated
that one or more of such sequential structures can be inserted
into a given circuit description and that the resulting modified
design can be constrained according to user requirements
such as the desired level of security and the increase in area or
power requirements permissible by the designer.

As a further example, one embodiment provides a method
for protecting an integrated circuit chip design. The method
can include storing in memory a circuit description of an
integrated circuit core comprising a set of nodes and selecting
a plurality of modification nodes from the set of nodes. A
sequential structure can be inserted into the circuit descrip-
tion to provide a modified circuit description, the sequential
structure utilizing the plurality of modification nodes as
inputs. The modified circuit description can be stored in
memory.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 depicts a block diagram of an example system for
obfuscating a circuit design.

FIG. 2 is a flow diagram depicting an example gate-level
obfuscation method.

FIG. 3 depicts an example of logic depicting gate-level
obfuscation.

FIG. 4 depicts an example of logic depicting gate-level
obfuscation with a cone expansion modification.

FIG. 5 depicts an example of a gate-level obfuscation
modification cell.

FIG. 6 is a flow diagram depicting an example method for
selecting nodes from a circuit description.

FIG. 7 is a flow diagram depicting an example method for
decompiling a circuit description to provide a corresponding
RTL instance.

FIG. 8 depicts an example of an RTL circuit representation
being transformed from an original description to an obfus-
cated version thereof.

FIG. 9 depicts an example of functional obfuscation that
can be implemented via gate-level modifications.

FIG. 10 depicts an example of a state diagram for an
obfuscated circuit implementing authentication for digital
watermarking.

FIG. 11 depicts an example design flow for obfuscating an
IP core by insertion of a Trojan.

FIG. 12 depicts an example approach for designing a Tro-
jan for insertion into a circuit design.
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FIG. 13 depicts an example of a state diagram demonstrat-
ing functional obfuscation via a Trojan that may be selec-
tively activated or disabled.

FIG. 14 is a flow diagram for a general obfuscation method
in which obfuscation can be performed on an RTL.

FIG. 15 depicts an example obfuscation method applied to
groups of state diagrams and state elements to produce an
obfuscated design.

FIG. 16 is a flow diagram depicting an example RTL obfus-
cation method.

FIG. 17 is a flow diagram depicting an example method for
designing a mode-control finite state machine.

FIG. 18 is a flow diagram depicting an example method for
use in analyzing RTL as part of an RTL obfuscation method.

FIG. 19 is a flow diagram depicting an example obfusca-
tion process that can be utilized as part of a RTL obfuscation
method.

FIG. 20 is an example of RTL being transformed into a
control data flow graph (CDFG) data structure.

FIG. 21 depicts an example of RTL circuit representation
being transformed from an original description to an obfus-
cated version thereofin which a register of the original design
hosts an inserted sequential structure.

FIG. 22 depicts an example of logic demonstrating
resource sharing in an obfuscated data path.

FIG. 23 depicts an example of original RTL and corre-
sponding CDFGs being converted to respective obfuscated
versions.

FIG. 24 depicts an example of an original RTL being trans-
formed to an obfuscated RTL.

FIG. 25 depicts an example of an obfuscated system.

FIG. 26 depicts another example of an obfuscated system.

FIG. 27 is an example of a design flow that can utilize
protection through obfuscation systems and methods at vari-
ous stages of the IP lifecycle.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

The invention relates generally to protecting an intellectual
property (IP) core, such as used in a system on chip (SoC)
device.

Embodiments described herein provide a complete method
and corresponding design that can afford IP protection at all
stages (including the evaluation phase) of the IP lifecycle.
This can be achieved in one embodiment through the modi-
fication of the state transition function (e.g., corresponding to
a finite state machine (FSM)) of a circuit description instance
(e.g., firm IP, soft IP or a combination of modifications of firm
and soft IP) corresponding to the IP design. One or more keys
can also be provided for use with the obfuscated IP to selec-
tively enable or disable an obfuscated mode of the circuit
design. For example, the key can be generated as an initial-
ization key that is applied at primary inputs to disable the
obfuscated mode and/or to perform authentication, as men-
tioned above.

Alternatively, the key can correspond to a sequence of
states at internal nodes that can operate as a Trojan. For
instance, the Trojan can be implemented to represent a finite
state machine (FSM) that goes through a sequence of state
transitions caused by pre-identified rare events before acti-
vating to disable the circuit functionality of the designed or
fabricated circuit. The timing of activation can thus be proba-
bilistically set by selecting the sequence of transitions to
allow evaluation of the design or circuit for a prescribed
duration. Embodiments of the invention can be utilized to
exploit the elusive nature of hardware Trojans via a gate-level
1P (referred to herein as “firm IP”’) design technique that can
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avoid the requirement of IP encryption, evaluation in pro-
tected environment or extensive licensing agreement, and
hence reduces the burden for both IC designers and IP ven-
dors. The approach disclosed herein can also be implemented
according to soft IP (e.g., register-transfer level (RTL))
design techniques.

The systems and methods can also be employed to embed
a hard-to-remove “digital watermark™ in the IP design that
can help to authenticate the IP in case it is illegally stolen. The
authentication capability comes at no additional hardware
overhead and thus helps to reduce the overall design over-
head, while providing additional security. Thus, those skilled
in the art and those parties concerned with the SoC design and
manufacturing flow, including the IP vendor, the IC designer
and the system designer can benefit from the systems and
methods described herein.

As will be appreciated by those skilled in the art, portions
of'the invention may be embodied as a method, data process-
ing system, or computer program product. Accordingly, these
portions of the present invention may take the form of an
entirely hardware embodiment, an entirely machine-readable
instruction embodiment, or an embodiment combining hard-
ware and machine-readable instructions. Furthermore, por-
tions of the invention may be a computer program product on
a computer-usable storage medium having computer read-
able program code on the medium. Any suitable computer-
readable medium may be utilized including, but not limited
to, static and dynamic storage devices, hard disks, optical
storage devices, solid state storage and magnetic storage
devices.

Certain embodiments of the invention are described herein
with reference to flowchart illustrations of methods, systems,
and computer program products. It will be understood that
blocks of the illustrations, and combinations of blocks in the
illustrations, can be implemented by computer-executable
instructions. These computer-executable instructions may be
provided to one or more processor of a general purpose com-
puter, special purpose computer, or other programmable data
processing apparatus (or a combination of devices and cir-
cuits) to produce a machine, such that the instructions, which
execute via the processor, implement the functions specified
in the block or blocks.

These computer-executable instructions may also be
stored in computer-readable memory that can direct a com-
puter or other programmable data processing apparatus to
function in a particular manner, such that the instructions
stored in the computer-readable memory result in an article of
manufacture including instructions which implement the
function specified in the flowchart block or blocks. The com-
puter program instructions may also be loaded onto a com-
puter or other programmable data processing apparatus to
cause a series of operational steps to be performed on the
computer or other programmable apparatus to produce a
computer implemented process such that the instructions
which execute on the computer or other programmable appa-
ratus provide steps for implementing the functions specified
in the flowchart block or blocks.

Turning to the figures, FIG. 1 depicts an example of a
system 10 that can be used for protecting an IP or integrated
circuit (IC) chip design, such as an IP core of a system on chip
(SoC). The system 10 includes an obfuscation tool 12 that is
configured for obfuscating a circuit design by inserting a
sequential structure, such as a finite state machine (FSM) into
the circuit description. The system 10 includes memory 14 in
which an original circuit description 16 can be stored. The
original circuit description 16 can represent an instance of the
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design, such as firm IP (e.g., gate level netlist) or soft IP (e.g.,
an RTL or other higher level designs including a control and
data flow graph (CDFG)).

The obfuscation tool 12 can be implemented as computer-
executable instructions running on a processor or a computer
or workstation. The obfuscation tool 12 thus can include a
variety of methods for performing the desired obfuscation
relative to the original circuit description 16. The computer or
workstation further can utilize other tools and methods foruse
in designing, converting and modifying the design.

It will be understood and appreciated that in addition to
various formats and languages in which the original circuit
description 16 can be stored in the memory 14, the original
circuit description can exist in a variety of different phases of
the design flow for the circuit. For example, the original
circuit description 16 can be a previously verified unobfus-
cated version. Alternatively, the original circuit description
16 can correspond to a previously obfuscated version of the
circuit description in which additional processing and obfus-
cation is to be performed. That is, the term “original” does not
require that it be a first version of a given design, but instead
is intended simply to differentiate between the condition that
the design is accessed and its obfuscated output condition.
The obfuscationtool 12 thus can access the circuit description
16 or portions thereof for obfuscation at any stage based on
the teachings herein.

In the example of FIG. 1, the obfuscation tool 12 includes
a node selector 18 that can be utilized to select a plurality of
nodes from the original circuit description 16 and generate a
corresponding subset of the nodes that can be utilized in
conjunction with the obfuscation of the circuit design. For
instance, the plurality of nodes being modified (e.g., referred
to herein as modification nodes) can be utilized as inputs for
the sequential structure such as the FSM. The nodes can be
selected according to a ranking method (see, e.g., FIG. 3). The
ranking of the nodes can be an iterative process in which
multiple passes through the method are performed to result in
a corresponding set of nodes. The number of nodes further
can be determined according to user inputs and other con-
straints provided by the designer.

As an example, a designer can interact with the obfuscation
tool 12 via a user interface 20. For instance, in response to the
user inputs, a variety of input parameters and constraints,
such as a maximum area constraint, a number of states to
perform in the obfuscated mode, a length of a key sequence
for enabling or disabling an obfuscation mode, or the like, can
be established by the user through a user interface. Alterna-
tively or additionally, default parameters can be utilized for
performing the obfuscation method.

Once the corresponding nodes have been selected, the
obfuscation tool 12 can modify the circuit description 16,
which can include functional obfuscation, structural obfus-
cation and semantic obfuscation. The obfuscation can be
performed on the circuit description at one or more different
design levels. For instance, in one embodiment, the obfusca-
tion can be performed on a gate-level netlist of the circuit
description 16. Alternatively or additionally, the obfuscation
can be performed on a RTL instance ofthe circuit description
16. As yet another alternative, the obfuscation can be per-
formed on a CDFG data structure corresponding to the circuit
description 16.

Those skilled in the art will understand and appreciate
various types of converters 22 that can be utilized to transform
the circuit description 16 among such various different levels
thereofto facilitate the modification of the circuit description.
The user interface 20 can thus be utilized to access the con-
verter 22 for converting the original and/or obfuscated circuit
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description 24 to a corresponding different form, such as
described herein. The obfuscation tool 12 can also be pro-
grammed to include or access other methods for flattening the
resulting obfuscated design, which flattening can further
increase the level of obfuscation being performed. The obfus-
cation tool 12 in turn can generate the obfuscated circuit
description 24 which can be stored in the memory 14.

As a further example, FIG. 2 depicts a method 50 for
protecting an IP core. The method 50 begins at 52 by provid-
ing input parameters and a circuit description for the IP core
to be obfuscated. The input parameters can also define a
maximum allowable area overhead, which can be entered by
a designer as a design constraint, from which the maximum
number of modifiable nodes (N,,,.) can be estimated. In the
example of FIG. 2, the circuit description can be a soft IP
description, such as the RTL description of the IP core. At 54,
the soft IP circuit description (e.g., RTL) can be synthesized
to a firm-IP version, such as a gate-level netlist (e.g., a Verilog
netlist).

At 56, modules can be identified as “don’t touch” modules,
such as according to a list of user-defined modules, which if
found in the gate-level netlist, are treated as don’t touch
modules (e.g., excluded from modification). The user input
parameters can also specify anumber of nodes N, , to modify
in the method 50. For instance, N, can be either user-
specified or settobeequaltoN,,, ... While the example of FIG.
2 shows a circuit description being synthesized to the netlist
version, it will be appreciated that the netlist version can be
alternatively provided as the input circuit description along
with the input parameters, as indicated at 58.

At 60, the nodes in the netlist circuit description are ranked.
For example, the nodes in the netlist can be dynamically
ranked to choose N, most suitable nodes for modification
and modified node are eliminated. The ranking of the nodes
can be performed as an iterative process that can account for
fan-in characteristics and/or fan-out characteristics of the
respective nodes in the netlist. An appropriate node selection
metric can also be defined. A further example of a node
ranking method is demonstrated with respect to FIG. 6.

By way of example, a hacker trying to determine the func-
tionality of an obfuscated RTL IP core can take resort to either
(1) simulation-based reverse-engineering to determine func-
tionality of the design, or (2) structural analysis of the syn-
thesized RTL to identify and isolate the original design from
the obfuscated design. The proposed obfuscation approach
targets simulation mismatch between the obfuscated design
and the original design for the maximum possible number of
input vectors.

The example of FIG. 3 depicts a modified 2-input AND
gate. If en=0, the AND gate functions as an ordinary AND
gate. However, if en=1, the original functionality of the AND
gate is obfuscated because the output is inverted. This method
can be extended to the gate level design using an internally
generated en signal which will cause the modified design to
behave functionally differently from the original design
under certain conditions.

The simple circuit of FIG. 3 against an ordinary 2-input
AND gate will report 4 possible input vectors with en=1 as
failing patterns. To increase the number of failing patterns for
this circuit we must increase its input logic cone size, all the
while ensuring that it continues to function properly when
en=0. FIG. 4 shows an alternative scheme, where the input
logic cone has been expanded to include the nodes ¢ and d.
This modified circuit is functionally non-equivalent to a&b
for 13 input patterns if en=1. The modification scheme of
FIG. 4 can be generalized as a modification cell, such as
demonstrated in the example of FIG. 5.
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In the example of FIG. 5, f is the Boolean function corre-
sponding to an internal node and g is any arbitrary Boolean
logic function. As shown, the modified logic function is of the
form:

Fnoa=fen'+f-gen Eq. 1

Returning to FIG. 2, at 62 the function g can be generated
or selected as a Modification Kernel Function (MKF) from
the nodes ranked at 60. From Eq. 1, it is evident that that for
en=1, g should evaluate to logic-1 as often as possible to cause
more failing test patterns, and this is ensured if g is the
logical-OR of its inputs. In the derivation that follows, g is
assumed to be an OR-function of its inputs.

As a further example, let P be the set of all primary inputs
and state element outputs. Let P, =P be the set of primary
inputs and P, =P be a set of some primary inputs and state
element outputs. Let fbe a function of the nodes in P, and gbe
a function of the nodes in P,. Let P, MP,=P, IP,I=p,, IP,|=p,,
I[Pl=p, and P,UP,=I" and II'l=p,+p,-p=y. Further, in this
example, let g be a Boolean OR function with p, inputs. Then,
for (272-1) of'its input combinations, g is at logic-1. Consider
en=1. Then, for all these (2#?-1) input combinations of P,,
f,.~1 causing a failing vector. Corresponding to each of
these (2°-1) combinations of P,, there are (p,—p) other inde-
pendent primary inputs to f. Hence, the total number of failing
vectors when g=1 is:

Nglzz(plfo).(zpz_l) Eq. 2

For the other “all zero” input combinations of P,, f=0. Let the
number of possible cases where =1 at g=0 be N,,. Then, the
total number of failing input patterns:

Nypiting=Ngi+Ngq=271(27-11+N 4 Eq. 3

In the special case when P, MP,=P=¢, N, is given simply by
the number of possible logic-1 entries in the truth-table of f.
The total input space of the modified function has a size 2.
We define the functional obfuscation metric (Mp,,,.) as

20P1=P) . (P2 — 1) +Ngo Eq. 4

2p1+p2—p+l

Niiling
o+l T

M func =

The “+1” factor in the denominator is due to the en signal.
Note that

0 1

<M finc < 3

As an example, the logic function f=ab+cd with g=a+b has
Mg, 13/32.

From the foregoing, it can be shown that having a g with
p=0 maximizes M, for most Boolean functions. However,
in practice, this could incur a lot of hardware overhead to
generate the OR-functions corresponding to each modified
node. Alternatively, a different approach is to select an inter-
nal logic node of the netlist to provide the Boolean function g.
Such internal logic node should have a have very large fan-in
cone to substantially expand the logic cone of the modified
node. Also, nodes in “combinational loops” should remain
unmodified. Although g in this approach is not guaranteed to
be an OR-function and is thus theoretically sub-optimal, this
approach is attractive because of its low design overhead.

At 64, the netlist is modified. The modifications can be
performed for the chosen nodes, such as using the modifica-
tion cell of FIG. 5, using a suitable MKF and any one of the
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N, outputs of the inserted FSM chosen randomly. Boolean
functions of the inserted FSM can be generated randomly. As
an example, the state encoding of the inserted FSM can be
performed using a commercially available state encoding
tool, such as STAMINA.

After all the structural gate-level modifications have been
completed to achieve functional obfuscation, at 66, the modi-
fied netlist can be re-synthesized as part of implementing
further semantic obfuscation. The re-synthesis can be imple-
mented to “flatten” the modification cells and the state tran-
sition logic for inserted state elements. This process also
allows logic sharing between the original circuit, modifica-
tion cells and inserted state transition logic, which enhances
the obfuscation.

At 68, the re-synthesized netlist can be then decompiled to
a corresponding RTL (e.g., Verilog RTL). As part of the
decompilation of the synthesized netlist representation,
redundant internal nodes can be eliminated. An example of
the decompile process is demonstrated herein with respect to
FIG. 7.

At 70, an obfuscated RTL representation of the circuit
design and a corresponding key can be output and stored in
memory. The nature of the key can depend on the type and
manner of obfuscation implemented by modifying the netlist
(at 64). For instance, the key can correspond to an initializa-
tion key sequence that is required to enable normal operation
only upon application of a specific input key sequence.

Alternatively or additionally, the modifications at 64 can be
utilized to insert a sequential structure that operates as a
conditionally triggerable hardware Trojan, which ensure that
the IP cannot be used illegally by an IC design house in a
product. For instance, the Trojan is triggered (e.g., corre-
sponding to entering the obfuscation mode) after a duration
based on a predetermined state transition sequence occurring
at selected subset of internal nodes, which duration can be
probabilistically determined. This duration can be set to pro-
vide an IC designer sufficient opportunity to evaluate the IP.
The Trojan can be disabled by the application of a different
deactivation key so as to operate in its normal operating mode.
This disabling key can be provided to an IC designer who
purchases the IP after evaluation. This design technique gives
the IC designer the freedom to evaluate the fully functional
evaluation version using the preferred set of design automa-
tion tools, while protecting the rights of the IP vendor. Advan-
tageously, the evaluation can proceed without requiring a
license or otherwise entering into an evaluation agreement
since the IP will be permanently disabled after the duration.
Moreover, since the duration is probabilistically determined
based on analysis of internal inputs, the Trojan is hidden from
detection.

Additionally or alternatively, the modification to the netlist
at 64 can also be implemented such that the obfuscation used
to insert the sequential structure also embeds a digital water-
mark in the IP to facilitate authentication of the IP. In contrast
to many other approaches, the systems and methods disclosed
herein provide much greater resistance to reverse-engineer-
ing because the security features (e.g., FSM) form an integral
and indistinguishable part of the modified design. The FSM
can be configured to provide a particular pattern to appear at
asub-set of the primary outputs when a particular input vector
is applied at a small subset of the primary inputs. Even if a
hacker arranges to by-pass the initialization stage by struc-
tural modifications, because of the prevalent widespread use
of'full-scan designs, the inserted FSM structure can always be
controlled for authentication.

FIG. 6 depicts an example of a method 60 that can be
utilized to select a subset of nodes, such as corresponding to
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action 60 in FIG. 2. The method 60 begins at 102 with the
input of a list of internal nodes for the circuit design (e.g.,
from the netlist) and input parameters. Ideally, to obfuscate a
design, one would like to modify as many nodes in the origi-
nal implementation as possible. However, that is practically
impossible because of various design constraints such as area,
power and timing. Accordingly, a maximum number of nodes
(N,,...) can be defined by a user or determined from other
constraints, such as according to a maximum area, timing or
power requirements.

At 104, a suitability metric is calculated. The suitability
metric can quantify the desirability of using a node in the
obfuscation method (e.g., method 50 of FIG. 2). The suitabil-
ity metric can consider the fan-out and fan-in characteristics
of'each node. For instance, any modification at a node that has
a large output logic cone would be preferred over any modi-
fication at a node with smaller logic cone, because this will
cause changes in the input logic cones of a comparatively
larger number of nodes. Similarly, a large input logic cone of
a node is generally indicative of the logic depth of the node;
hence, any change at the node is likely to potentially alter a
large number of primary outputs. Thus, in determining the
suitability metric for a node before choosing it, the calcula-
tion of the suitability metric can consider these factors. An
example of a suitability metric M,,,, for a given node can be
expressed as follows:

Wl-FO Wz-FI
FOpax ~ Flyax

FO-FI

) Eq. 5
*
Flnax - FOpax

Myode = (

where

FI is the number of nodes in the fan-in cone of the node,

FO is the number of nodes in the fan-out cone of the node,

Flmax and FOmax is the maximum number of fan-in and

fan-out nodes in the circuit netlist, respectively, and are
used to normalize the metric; and

w, and w, are weights assigned to the two factors, with

O0<w,, w,=1 and w,+w,=1.

As an example, w,=w,=0.5, which has been determined to
be effective. Although other weight values can be utilized.
Note that 0<M,, .. =1. Because of the widely differing values
of FO,,,, and FL . the suitability metric of Eq. 5 can con-
sider both the sum and the product terms involving

Fo
FOmm

FI
Fluax”

Considering only the sum term or only the product term may
result in an inferior metric that fails to capture the actual
suitability of a node.

Once the metric has been calculated for the nodes in a gate
level design, at 106, the nodes are ranked. The ranking at 106
can be performed as an iterative ranking process (e.g., dem-
onstrated at 106 to 114). For example, the ranking can be
implemented as a multi-pass algorithm, with the metric for
each node being dynamically modified based on the selection
of'the node in the last iteration. The iterative ranking process
can take into account the overlap of the fan-out cones of the
nodes which have been already selected and eliminate them
from the fan-out cones of the remaining nodes. On the
completion of each iterative ranking at 106, the top ranking
node among the remaining nodes can be selected at 108, such
that selection of N, nodes would take N, .. iterations. In

max

this way, as the iterations progress, the nodes with more
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non-overlapping fan-out cones are assigned higher weight. At
110, common cones in fan-out cones for nodes that have
already been selected can be eliminated to avoid duplicating
counts of nodes in a given fan-out. At 112, the suitability
metric (e.g., the metric of Eq. 5) is recalculated for the current
iteration.

At 114, a determination is made as to whether the maxi-
mum number of nodes N, . has been selected. If the deter-
mination is negative, the method returns to 106 to rank the
metric for each of the nodes. Once it has been determined at
114 that the maximum number of nodes N, . has been
selected, the method can end at 116. It will be appreciated that
the iterative approach for selecting nodes in the example of
FIG. 6 seems to yield superior results relative to a single-pass
ranking.

FIG. 7 depicts an example of a method 68 that can be used
to decompile to an RTL representation, such as corresponding
to action 68 in FIG. 2 following re-synthesis. The method 68
can be performed to regenerate the RTL of the code, without
maintaining high level HDL constructs. At 152, the modified
netlist is provided as an input to the method 68. For instance,
the modified netlist can be a description of an unmapped,
unoptimized gate-level Verilog netlist. At 154, the states (S)
of the FSM are defined as a function of a set of primary
outputs and inputs to the state elements (SE) in the modified
netlist. For instance, a forward annotation file can be used to
indicate relevant high-level HDL constructs and macros to be
preserved through the transformation process. These are
maintained during the RTL compilation and decompilation
steps. From the unmapped gate-level netlist, we look for
specific generic gates, that can be decompiled to an equivalent
RTL construct, e.g. a multiplexor can be mapped to an equiva-
lent “if . . . then . . . else’ construct. The datapath modules or
macros can also be transformed into appropriate operands.

At, 156 a recursive processing for each node s, begins.
Thus, at 158, Boolean expression for a given node s, is deter-
mined. For instance, the modified netlist is traversed recur-
sively for the node s, to re-construct the Boolean equations for
the primary outputs and the state element inputs, which can be
expressed in terms of the primary inputs, the state-element
outputs and a few selected high fan-out internal nodes.

At 160 a determination is made if all nodes in the modified
netlist have been covered as part of the recursive processing.
If all nodes have not been covered, the method proceeds to
162 to process the next node d,, ;. From 162 the process is
repeated for the next node including determining a corre-
sponding Boolean expression. Once all nodes have been
determined to be covered, from 160 the method can proceed
to 164.

At 164, the redundant internal nodes are removed. The
resulting RTL representation is written and can be stored in
memory. This “partial flattening” effect hides all information
about the modifications performed in the netlist. Once the
logic equations are formed, specific signature in the equation
is searched to map it to a suitable RTL construct. For example,
anequationnl=s1-d1+s2-d2+s3-d3 can be mapped to a CASE
construct.

As afurther example, the obfuscation tool (e.g., the tool 12
from FIG. 1) maintains a list of expected instances of library
datapath elements, and whenever these are encountered in the
netlist, their outputs are related through proper RTL con-
structs to their inputs. This helps to ensure re-generation of
the same datapath cells on re-synthesis of the RTL. As an
example, consider a simple Verilog module “alu simple”
which performs addition or subtraction of two bits depending
on the value of a free running toggle flip-flop and its obfus-
cated version, such as shown in FIG. 8. FIG. 8 demonstrates
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an original RTL representation 170 and modified RTL repre-
sentation 172 following obfuscation. It is evident that the
modification cell and the inserted FSM logic are indistin-
guishable from the rest of the design. The net semantic effect
of obfuscation is the replacement of high level RTL con-
structs (such as if . . . else, for, while, case, assign, or the like)
and redundant internal wires from the original RTL by reg,
assign and wire declarations in the obfuscated RTL. Also,
additional state elements can be added to the obfuscated RTL,
such as described herein.

A metric can be used to provide a quantifiable measure of
semantic difference between two instances of RTL descrip-
tion (e.g., between the instances 170 and 172 of FIG. 8). As an
example, the following metric M_,,, can be calculated to

sem

estimate the success of the semantic obfuscation:

abs(Ne.orig + Nyorig + Ne obfis = Nrawobfus) Eg. 6

" max({Neorig + Nuorig + Ne.obfush Nrawobfus)

sem

where
N_, o 15 the total number of high-level RTL constructs in
the original RTL;

N_ o7+ 18 the number of extra state elements included in the
obfuscated design;

w.orig 18 the total number of internal wire declarations in
the original RTL; and

raw.obfiss 18 the number of reg, assign and wire declarations
in the obfuscated RTL.

FIG. 9 depicts a scheme 200 that demonstrates changes in
the internal node structure of combinational logic 202 and a
corresponding state diagram 204 for a modified state transi-
tion function. In one embodiment of an obfuscated circuit
design, it is only on application of a specific initialization key
(e.g., an input sequence of N vectors) that it reaches a state
which allows the circuit to operate in its normal mode. The
initial state and the states traversed before a successful ini-
tialization constitute a “pre-initialization state space”. Thus
until the initialization key has been applied, the circuit oper-
ates in its obfuscated node, such that its outputs do not cor-
respond to the circuit’s desired function.

In the example of FIG. 9, the state diagram 204 has been
modified, as described herein such that a subset of the state
machine, indicated at 208, corresponds to the obfuscated
mode that prevents normal functionality. Thus in this example
of the modified state machine 204, P0—P1—P2 is demon-
strated as the correct initialization sequence to transition from
the obfuscated mode to the normal mode. The key or initial-
ization sequence can be determined by the IP designer, and it
can change from one instance of the IP to another.

The additional states in the pre-initialization state space
can be realized by either inserting additional state elements
(SEs) 210 or using unreachable states of the existing state
machine. For instance, in FIG. 9, state elements T, T, and T,
have been intermingled with the original state elements, such
that logic sharing can be implemented between the original
circuit, the modified FSM and the modification cells. This
helps make the circuit modifications unidentifiable.

Besides controlling the mode of circuit operation, the
modified state machine also affects selected internal nodes in
the logic structure 202 based on its states. For instance, modi-
fication cells (e.g. M1 through M3, such as can be XOR gates)
are inserted at the selected internal nodes. The modification
cells affect the logic values on these nodes based on “enable”
(en) signals derived from the current state of the state
machine. This modification scheme helps ensure that when
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all the en signals are at logic-0, the logic values at the modi-
fied nodes are the same as the original ones—corresponding
to normal operation of the circuit.

As described herein, a set of internal nodes of the combi-
national logic 202 can be structurally modified to implement
the modified state transition function, such as corresponding
to the transitions in the obfuscation mode state diagram 208.
In the example of FIG. 9, the structural modification can be
implemented via modification cells M1, M2 and M3, which
can be designed to implement logic to perform the state
transitions demonstrated in the obfuscation mode state dia-
gram 208. Provided these nodes are selected judiciously,
modifications at even a small number of nodes can greatly
affect the logic structure and functional behavior of the cir-
cuit. To add to the security scheme, enable signal for different
modification cells can be made to depend on arbitrary com-
bination of inserted state elements while ensuring that it
evaluates to logic-0 in normal mode.

As a further example, the state transition function can be
modified to provide an authenticating signature. FIG. 10
demonstrates an example of a state diagram 250 that includes
an obfuscation FSM 252, an original FSM 254 and an authen-
tication FSM 256. The obfuscation and authentication FSMs
252 and 256 can be implemented by modifying the state
transition function of the original circuit, such as shown and
described herein. While in the example of FIG. 10 the obfus-
cation and authentication are demonstrated as separate FSMs
that provide for distinct state transitions, it will be appreciated
that the obfuscation technique itself can be implemented to
afford authentication. For instance, the obfuscation FSM 252
can embed hard-to-remove authentication signature within
the design, thus providing simultaneous obfuscation and
authentication at a low design overhead.

In the example of FIG. 10, the obfuscation FSM 252 is
designed to prevent operation of the circuit in the normal
mode until an initialization key is applied at the primary
inputs. For instance, the initialization key for transitioning
through the states of the obfuscation FSM is demonstrated as
P,°, P,° and P,°. Thus, in response to applying the initial-
ization key to the inputs, the circuit changes from the obfus-
cation mode to the normal mode, similar to the example of
FIG. 9.

The authentication FSM 256 provides a mechanism to
authenticate the origin of a given design even in circum-
stances where an unauthorized user has been able to bypass
the obfuscation FSM 252, such as by illegally procuring the
initialization key. The authentication FSM 256 is designed to
provide a predetermined output sequence in response to
applying an authentication key at the primary inputs of the
circuit. For instance, the authentication key for transitioning
through the states of the authentication FSM 256 is demon-
strated as P,#, P, and P,*. From the final state of the authen-
tication FSM S, the circuit can transition back to the initial
state of the obfuscation FSM. In this way, the authentication
FSM can provide a digital watermark. Since the authentica-
tion FSM 256, as well as the obfuscation FSM can form an
integral and indistinguishable part of the modified design, as
described herein, much greater resistance to reverse-engi-
neering can be afforded than other authentication mecha-
nisms.

FIG. 9 depicts an example of a design flow 600 for use in
protecting an evaluation version of an IP. The method 600
includes three main portions: Trojan Design 602; Trojan
Insertion 606 and Trojan Obfuscation 616. The Trojan design
portion can be utilized to design and generate a pool of Tro-
jans 604, which can be stored in memory (e.g., as a Trojan
library) for insertion into different IP instances. By way of
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example, the Trojans in the pool 604 can have the following
characteristics: (a) the Trojan is a finite state machine (FSM)
that activates and disrupts the original circuit functionality
only on the occurrence of a pre-defined rare sequence of
inputs, referred as the Trojan activation condition; (b) the
inputs of the Trojan are derived from internal nodes of the
original design with low signal probability (to realize rare
transition condition); (c¢) the Trojan FSM causes some
dummy state transitions (e.g., transitions which do not lead it
to activation) which mitigates Trojan isolation and detection
by an adversary through structural analysis, and (d) an
inserted Trojan can be disabled by the application of a fixed
sequence of input vectors (e.g., a disabling key) at the primary
inputs. An example state diagram for such a Trojan is shown
in FIG. 12.

Characteristic (a) ensures that the Trojan does not disrupt
normal functionality until it has been activated, while (b)
ensures that the IP remains enabled for sufficient time to
perform a comprehensive evaluation. The characteristic (c)
ensures that the inserted Trojan state elements behave like
other state elements in the design performing state transitions
and are thus not easily distinguishable through structural
analysis.

It will be appreciated that the Trojan insertion 606 and
obfuscation 616 can be implemented via similar techniques to
the insertion of the obfuscation sequential structure, shown
and described herein. In the example of FIG. 11, the Trojan
insertion includes computing signal probability of internal
nodes, indicated at 608, for the original IP 620. The original
IP 620 can include state eclements 622 that perform state
transitions based on inputs provided to combinational logic
624. Rare trigger conditions are also determined at 610 for the
Trojan based on the computed internal node probability. The
inputs of the Trojan can thus be derived from several internal
nodes chosen, at random, from circuit description, such as the
gate-level netlist. Existing or yet-to-be-determined algo-
rithms for computing signal probability at internal nodes of'a
design can be used to identify nodes for use in building the
state transition condition in the Trojan.

As mentioned above, the time taken by the inserted Trojan
to activate is not deterministic—instead, it is a pseudo-ran-
dom value, which can be probabilistically determined. The
activation time depends on the actual Boolean logic utilized
for the Trojan state transition function, which gets satisfied
based on the actual sequence of input vectors applied to the
circuit. By way of further example, the expected time of
Trojan activation (T,,,,,,,) is the mean number of consecutive
clock cycles after which an embedded Trojan gets activated,
during simulation of the IP at design phase or during post-
fabrication deployment. For instance, when an IP vendor
provides an IP to a designer for a minimum evaluation period
of'T,, s it should be ensured that the probability of the Trojan
getting activated before T, is negligibly small, assuming
continuous operation. In this example, let the time of activa-
tion of the Trojan (t,_,,.) be a random variable following a
probability distribution p(t,_,, ) with expectation T, .
Then, p(t,.,,.) can be represented by a “bell-shaped” curve
with maxima at |.. Here, L may or may not be equal to T
The value of T, ,; should satisfy the condition:

eva

mean*

_ [ Tew
P1=Ptaerive=Tovar)Jo ““Pluciive) Wacave €L

where €, is a parameter that determines the probability of
the Trojan becoming activated before T, ;.

As an example, a goal of an IP vendor would be to design

a Trojan such that €, is minimized for a given T,, ;. This can

be ensured by a proper choice of triggering nodes with small

enough triggering probability. However, some 1P vendors
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may want to impose an additional constraint of an upper limit
ont, .. .suchasaterm T, . The upper limit T, can be
utilized to ensure that the Trojan actually becomes active
within a reasonable number of clock cycles of operation after
T., ;- When such a constraint is used, the additional constraint
that must be satisfied is:

Pr=Pllaciive =)0 "D Caciive) aciive™1—€2 Eq.8

where €, is another parameter, which should also be mini-
mized for a given T,,,,.
Thus the relationships of Eqs. 7 and 8 can be utilized as part
of'the design process to define the activation time to a proba-
bilistic value that can be set by the IP vendor.

It can be noted that since the state transitions depend on
internal node conditions, Trojan activation time will depend
on input behavior and thus becomes non-deterministic. It is
however possible to ensure that the Trojan triggering prob-
ability can be sufficiently low to prevent activation during an
evaluation period, which can be set by the designer. For
instance, the number of activation cycles for the Trojan can be
increased by choosing a rarer trigger condition or selecting a
Trojan with larger number of states.

As a further example, FIG. 12 demonstrates a process 640
that can be utilized to find Trojan trigger nodes and payload
nodes of the Trojan being inserted. For example, the input to
the algorithm can include the gate-level netlist of the IP, a
number of modifications to be made in the netlist, the RTL
“template” of the Trojan to be inserted. The inputs can also
include the number of trigger nodes of the Trojan to be
inserted, the number of input conditions that would cause
state transitions to the Trojan state machine, and a trigger
threshold value to determine the internal nodes which can act
as trigger nodes for the inserted Trojan.

For example, to determine the Trojan trigger nodes, a set of
random vectors can be generated. The circuit is simulated
using this set of randomly generated vectors. The signal prob-
ability of the internal nodes can be estimated from the simu-
lations. The nodes with signal probability below the given
trigger threshold value, which can be set by a user via a user
interface, can be defined as rare nodes. From this set of rare
nodes, the desired number of trigger nodes for the Trojan are
selected. Additionally, from the logic values at these nodes
obtained from simulations, the required number of rarest
logic value combinations can also be chosen as the Trojan
state transition conditions.

The Trojan RTL template is then “filled-up” to complete
the behavioral description of the Trojan. Next, the fan-outand
fan-in cones of each internal node are enumerated and a
weighted normalized metric based on the sizes of these is
estimated, such as shown in FIG. 12. For instance, any modi-
fication made at a node with a higher value of this metric
ensures that the effect of the modification would be propa-
gated to large parts of the IP. The nodes in the circuit are then
ranked based on this metric. The required number of nodes to
be modified by the Trojan can then be chosen from among the
top ranked nodes N. As a precaution, no Trojan trigger node
should reside in the fan-out cone of the modified nodes, which
eliminates any erroneous combinational loop in the modified
circuit.

The selected trigger nodes are “stitched” to the Trojan
netlist, and corresponding logic (e.g., extra gates) can be
inserted as required depending on the selected value and the
Trojan trigger logic values. Each Trojan payload node can be
modified by XOR-ing it with one of the Trojan outputs which
evaluate to logic-1 in the activated state, in effect inverting the
expected node value. Instead of using an XOR gate, the 1P
designer can potentially use other Boolean functions to
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modify the value at a node, because using the same gate (e.g.,
XOR) at all payloads can help an adversary to identify the
Trojan through structural analysis. The IP designer only
needs to ensure that prior to Trojan activation the logic values
at the modified nodes are not altered. It is worth noting that
information about the functionality of a logic block can be
used for payload selection to ensure that Trojan activation
affects the output significantly. For example, if a Trojan modi-
fies the least significant output bit of multiply-and-accumu-
late block in a Discrete Cosine Transform (DCT) hardware,
the resultant impact on the output image quality can be neg-
ligible. Similarly, if a particular output bit is truncated/
masked before it drives the next stage, it should not be
selected as payload. Those skilled in the art may understand
and appreciate other constraints that can be utilized to deter-
mine an appropriate set of trigger nodes and payload nodes
for a given Trojan.

Returning to FIG. 11, Trojan insertion 606 can employ
unused states of the original circuit design, and thus may
employ methods to identify a selected set of unused states, as
indicated at 612. The unused states located in the original IP
620 can be used as part of the state transitions that form the
Trojan (or other obfuscation structure) being inserted. In
addition or as an alternative, state elements can be inserted
into the original circuit description to provide the states for
use in the Trojan FSM. That is, the state transitions that define
the Trojan can be implemented entirely by expanding a reg-
ister or other structure in the original IP 620 to include more
state elements for the Trojan, by using unused states in the
original IP or as a combination of unused states and new state
elements.

At 614, Trojan payload nodes are determined in the com-
binational logic 630 to implement a Trojan 628 selected from
the pool 604 in the modified circuit description 626. The
payload nodes can be determined as a subset of nodes having
desired values that can be selected to correspond to the states
of the Trojan state machine. Once the payload nodes have
been determined at 614, the Trojan insertion 606 can be
implemented by modifying the circuit description, such as
modifying an original netlist. The original IP can be trans-
formed into a modified IP with the Trojan 626, which can
include state elements 632 that perform state transitions
based on inputs provided to combinational logic 630. For
instance, the combination logic 630 is modified to implement
the state transition conditions defined by the Trojan according
to the determined trigger points and payload nodes.

The Trojan outputs can be XOR-ed with high fan-out inter-
nal nodes in the circuit which ensures that the effect of the
Trojan is propagated to large parts of the circuitry. Addition-
ally, to reduce the hardware overhead caused by the Trojan
insertion, the invalid states of the original circuit can be
re-used to implement the Trojan to further help obfuscate the
Trojan.

The Trojan obfuscation 616 involves the re-synthesis, dem-
onstrated at 618, of the modified gate-level design 626. The
re-synthesis causes the Trojan state-machine 628 to share
logic with the original circuit, and thus helps to make the
Trojan less detectable by structural analysis. To avoid detec-
tion by functional analysis, the Trojan activation should be
delayed by a sufficiently long (e.g., probabilistically deter-
mined) time, so that it takes many cycles of operation to cause
the circuit to malfunction. Thus it needs to be ensured with
high confidence that the Trojan will not activate under func-
tional testing during the evaluation period.

FIG. 13 depicts a state diagram 650 for a circuit design in
which a Trojan has been inserted, such as according to the
scheme 600 of FIG. 11. The state diagram 650 demonstrates
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states S, S, S, . . . S, corresponding to normal operation of
the circuit, such can be implemented as part of an evaluation
mode. That is normal operation can continue until the proba-
bilistically determined sequence of state transitions occurs to
trigger activation of the Trojan states. Thus from state S,,
after a preceding sequence of predetermined states, corre-
sponding to conditions (e.g., values) of internal nodes, if
condition C,,,, occurs, the circuit changes from its normal
operating mode to an invalid operating modes corresponding
to Trojan states. When this occurs, the normal expected func-
tionality of the circuit is disabled.

This invalid operation mode caused by the Trojan state
conditions 656 can be disabled by the application of a key
(e.g., or a Trojan disabling sequence) at primary inputs of the
circuit. That is, in contrast to the conditions at a selected set of
internal nodes during normal operation, which can result in
activating the Trojan state machine, the disabling key is pro-
vided at primary inputs to disable the Trojan. By allowing the
inserted Trojan to be disabled, the IP vendor has the option of
licensing the same IP to a customer along with the disabling
input sequence (the disabling key). Further, the sequence of
inputs that takes the Trojan to the active state can operate as a
digital watermark for the IP, and can help to authenticate the
design, without incurring any additional design overhead.

Itwill thus be appreciated that this design technique affords
the IC designer (or other user) the freedom to evaluate a fully
functional evaluation version of the IP core, using a preferred
set of design automation tools, while protecting the rights of
the IP vendor. This design technique can be integrated with
the hardware obfuscation technique to complement each
other in the complete design flow.

Itis intuitive that the size of the obfuscation state space will
be larger compared to the size of the normal state space. For
instance, it can be shown that the size of the obfuscation state
space has an exponential dependence of the number of extra
state elements added. Additionally, in a circuit where the size
of the used state space is small compared to the size of the
unused state space, higher levels of obfuscation can be
achieved at lower hardware overhead by utilizing the unused
state space.

FIG. 14 depicts an example method 300 that can be
employed to protect a circuit design, which can utilize unused
state space from an original design. This approach can be used
to increase the level of security while also reducing overhead
to implement the obfuscation. The approach demonstrated in
FIG. 14 is equally applicable to constructing an obfuscation
state space for Trojan insertion as well as other forms of
obfuscation shown and described herein.

The method 300 begins at 302, in which input parameters
and constraints are provided. The input parameters and con-
straints further can include, for example, an RTL description
for the circuit for which the obfuscation is being performed as
well as an area constraint for the modified circuit design. At
304, a number of extra state elements (N) and a number of
existing state elements (SE) are determined for the method.
The existing state elements can be ascertained from the RTL
description and the number of extra state elements can be
determined according to the obfuscation sequential structure
(e.g., an FSM) that is to be inserted into the circuit descrip-
tion. For instance, an obfuscation FSM can be constructed by
a user or be selected from a library of FSMs, which can be
selected by a designer.

At 306, the existing state elements are selected for analysis
to ascertain, at 308 a number of unused states. The number of
unused states can be determined from simulation for the
existing state elements. As mentioned above, unused states
can be utilized for one or more states in obfuscation state
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machine to increase the level of protection as well as reduce
the overhead for implementing the obfuscation.

At 310, a determination is made as to whether sufficient
states have been found for accommodating the obfuscation
state transitions. If an insufficient number of states are found,
the method returns to 306 for further evaluation of the state
elements and determining unused states. Once a sufficient
number of states are found, the method can proceed from 310
to 312.

At 312, an RTL description can be generated for a state
machine designed to operate in the obfuscated mode. The
RTL description being generated can employ extra state ele-
ments that have been inserted for implementing obfuscation
(e.g., the extra state elements determined at 304), unused
states located at 308 can be used, or a combination of inserted
state elements and unused states can be used to provide the
obfuscation state transitions. In order to implement the
desired state transitions for the obfuscated mode, additional
logic can be generated, such as by modifying logic and/or
inserting modification cells into combinational logic of the
original circuit description (e.g., the original RTL).

At 314, the RTL that has been generated at 312 for imple-
menting the obfuscation state machine can be integrated with
the netlist corresponding to the original RTL description. At
316, an integrated RTL can be re-synthesized, such as
described herein, which may involve a design compiler, dem-
onstrated at 318. Examples of commercially available com-
pilers and other design tools are commercially available from
Synopsis, Inc. of Mountain View, Calif.

At 320 a determination is made as to whether an area
constraint has been satisfied. If the area constraint has not
been satisfied the method proceeds to 322 in which one or
both of the extra state elements or a number of existing state
elements is decremented. With the decrease in number of
such state elements, the method returns to 304 to repeat 304
through 320. It will be appreciated that the number of extra
state elements can be decremented while the number of exist-
ing state elements for use in generating the obfuscated RTL
description that satisfies the size constraints that were input at
302. Once the area constraint has been satisfied for a synthe-
sized RTL design, the method can proceed to 324 in which the
obfuscated netlist and associated enabling key can be output
(e.g., stored in memory).

FIG. 15 depicts an example of an approach that can be
utilized in conjunction with the method 300 of FIG. 14 foruse
in constructing an obfuscated design 330 that includes both
an obfuscated state space 332 and an original state space 334.
As part of the obfuscation method, the state transition func-
tion can be separated into groups such as can include an
original state machine corresponding to the original RTL
code, as well as groups of parallel state machines 338 and
340. The state machines 338 correspond to the extra states due
to the inserted state elements. The state machines 340 repre-
sent the unused or unsearchable states of the original state
machine. Thus, in the example of FIG. 15, the N extra state
elements are grouped into the parallel finite state machines
represented at PSM, through PSM,. Similarly, the unused
states can be grouped also into parallel finite state machines
represented at PSM', through PSM',,. RTL code can be gen-
erated separately for each of the finite state machines PSM1
through PSM as well as PSM', through PSM',,. Thus the
scheme of having multiple parallel finite state machines to
design the obfuscation state space 332 of the obfuscated
design allows similar design obfuscation effects to be
achieved without incurring high computational complexity
and design overhead associated with other approaches.
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FIG. 16 depicts an example method 400 that can be used to
protect a circuit design. In the example of FIG. 16, the design
obfuscation is performed on a CDFG data structure represen-
tation of a given circuit design. The method 400 begins at 402
by providing the input circuit description (e.g., the original
RTL IP core) and related parameters. For instance, the input
parameters can include the desired obfuscation level repre-
sented by an obfuscation metric (M,,,), and the maximum
allowable area overhead.

By way of example, consider a case where n mode-control
FSM state-transition statements have been hosted in an RTL
description with N blocking/non-blocking assignment state-
ments. However, since an adversary (e.g., hacker) does not
know a-priori how many registers host the mode-control
FSM, such adversary must correctly figure out the hosted
FSM state transition statements from one out of

()

k=1

possibilities. Again, each of these choices for a given k has k!
associated ways to arrange the state transitions (e.g., so that
the initialization key sequence is applied in the correct order).
Hence, the adversary must correctly identify one out of

k=1

possibilities.

Another feature that needs to be deciphered by the adver-
sary for detecting the obfuscated structure(s) are the mode
control signals. As an example, let M be the total number of
blocking, non-blocking and dataflow assignments in the RTL,
and let m be the size of the modification signal pool. Then, the
adversary must choose m signals correctly out of M signals,
which is one out of

choices. Combining these two security features, the M,
metric can be determined to estimate the resilience and stealth
of the obfuscated design, such as follows:

1 Eq 9

A lower value of M, indicates a greater obfuscation effi-
ciency.

At 404, the mode-control FSM is designed. An example
process for designing a mode-control FSM is demonstrated in
FIG. 16. The design at 404 can be performed according to a
target obfuscation efficiency, such as the target M, The
design provided at 404 can provide a specification for the
mode-control FSM, which can include its state transition
graph, the length of the initialization key sequence, the state
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encoding, the pool of modification signals and the initializa-
tion key sequence. Random state encoding and a random
initialization key sequence can be generated to increase the
security.

At 406, the RTL is analyzed. An example method for
analyzing RTL is demonstrated in FIG. 18. For instance, the
given RTL is parsed and concurrent blocks of RTL code are
transformed to corresponding CDFG data structures, which
are referred to as the original CDFGs. By way of example,
FIG. 20 demonstrates the transformation of an “always @J( . .
. )” block of RTL code 500 to its corresponding CDFG data
structure representation, indicated at 502.

At 408, the CDFG is obfuscated. The CDFGs are obfus-
cated by modifying the control flow ofthe circuit design, such
as based on the control signal generated from the FSM (at
404). A set of modified CDFGs can be stored in memory and
utilized during the obfuscation at 408. For instance, the
CDFGs, including the modified CDFGs, can also be modified
by introducing or modifying data flow components. An
example method for obfuscating the CDFG is demonstrated
in FIG. 19.

At 412, an obfuscated RTL is generated from the output of
the CDFG obfuscation at 408. For instance, the RTL can be
generated by traversing each of them in a depth-first manner.
At 414, the obfuscated RTL can be synthesized and flattening
can be performed to provide further semantic obfuscation,
such as described herein.

At 416, a determination is made as to whether the area of
the synthesized circuit satisfies an area constraint. If the area
constraint is not satisfied, such as in response to determining
that the calculated area overhead exceeds the overhead con-
straint, the method proceeds to 420, and the number of modi-
fications (N, ;) is changed. For instance the number of modi-
fications (N,,,,,) can be decreased by a pre-defined step-size
and the method can return to 408 for repeating 408 to 416.
Alternatively or additionally, a balancing between control
flow modifications can be performed to maximize the obfus-
cation effect for a minimum overhead. If it is determined at
416 that target area overhead is satisfied, the method proceeds
to 418 and the output of the obfuscated RTL and one or more
keys can be provided (e.g., and stored in memory).

FIG. 17 depicts an example of a method 404 for generating
a mode-control FSM, such as corresponding to 404 of FIG.
15. The mode-control FSM design process 404 begins at 430,
in which a length of an initialization sequence is derived. The
length of the initialization sequence can be user-defined
according to protection requirements or it can be set to a
predetermined default length.

At 430, dummy state transitions are added to the obfusca-
tion state machine. Such dummy state transitions can operate
in both the obfuscated mode and in the normal mode. Such
transitions can be inserted so that the mode-control FSM does
not converge or get stuck at a particular state in either mode.
This helps to increase the level of protection by making it
difficult for an adversary to identify the state elements imple-
menting the FSM through structural analysis. At 434, state
encoding is performed. The state encoding can be imple-
mented to perform encoding on the respective state transi-
tions, including the dummy transitions at 432. The state
encoding can be performed randomly to increase the security
associated with the obfuscation method.

At 436 an initialization key sequence can be derived. An
initialization key sequence can be randomly determined to
increase security. As described herein, the initialization key
sequence corresponds to a particular sequence that is applied
as the primary inputs, such as to change circuit operation from
the obfuscated mode to the normal operating mode.
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At 438, a corresponding number of host registers (N) are
determined. As described herein, the mode-control FSM can
be implemented from newly inserted state elements. Such
inserted state elements further may be hosted within existing
registers in the design, such as by expanding the size of such
registers and intermingling the state elements for the obfus-
cation state machine therein. The number ofhost registers can
vary depending upon the size of the initialization sequence
and whether unused states of the original state space can be
utilized in construction the obfuscation state space.

At 440, a pool of modification signals is derived. The
modification signal pool can be formed from Boolean func-
tions derived from the mode-control FSM states. The modi-
fication signals affect the logic values at select nodes when the
circuit is operating in the obfuscated mode, which prevents
the circuit from performing its normal functionality. Once the
pool of modification signals has been derived from the obfus-
cation FSM, the method can output the specification for the
FSM as well as provide the pool of mode-control signals,
representing the Boolean functions for implementing such
state transitions.

FIG. 18 depicts an example of a process 406 for analyzing
the RTL code and transforming it to a corresponding CFG
data structure. At 450, the RTL is parsed and corresponding
CDFGs are built (e.g., see FIG. 20). For instance, each block
of RTL can result in a corresponding CDFG being con-
structed. At 452, resulting CDFGs can be combined. For
instance, various CDFGs can be merged to build a larger
combined CDFG. As one example, all CDFGs corresponding
to a non-blocking assignment to clock registers can be com-
bined together without any change of the overall functional-
ity. Such procedures create larger CDFGs with substantially
larger number of nodes than in the constituent CDFGs. Con-
sequently, obfuscation is facilitated.

At 454, control-path and host registers are identified. For
instance, instead of providing a stand-alone mode-control
FSM, state elements of the mode-control FSM can be hosted
in one or more existing registers in the design, such as dis-
closed herein. As aresult, the mode-control FSM becomes an
integral part of the design in contrast to a structurally isolated
element.

An example of a hosted element is depicted in the example
of FIG. 21 in which an eight bit register REG1 has been
expanded to twelve bits to host the mode-control FSM. When
these 4-bits are set at values 4'h1 or 4'h2, the circuit operates
in its normal mode, whereas the circuit operates in its obfus-
cated mode when such bits are at 4'ha or 4'hb. In this example,
extra RTL statements have been added to make the circuit
functionally equivalent in the normal mode. As disclosed
herein, the obfuscation can be improved by distributing the
mode-control FSM state elements in a non-contiguous man-
ner inside the register (e.g., see FIG. 9). While the example of
FIG. 21 demonstrates the additional bits of the register being
continuous bits the obfuscation can be improved by distrib-
uting the state elements in a non-continuous manner within
the register.

At 456, data-path components can be identified for modi-
fication as part of the obfuscation process (e.g., see 408 of
FIG. 15 and FIG. 19). At 458, the number of modifications
can be estimated as N,,,,. Once the estimate of N, ,,,, has
been determined, at 460, the method can output a set of
original CDFGs transformed from RTL, and the estimated
number of modifications N,,,,, Which can be stored in
memory. From the outputs at 460, the method 400 of FIG. 16
can continue to perform the obfuscation thereof.

FIG. 19 depicts an example of a method 408 for obfuscat-
ing a circuit design through modification of the CDFGs. For
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instance, the method 408 receives, as inputs, an original set of
CDFGs (e.g., output from the analysis method 406 of FIG.
18) as well as a pool of mode control signals 484 and then an
FSM specification 486 (e.g., as output by the mode-control
FSM design method 404 of FIG. 17).

At 480, the mode-control FSM is integrated with the origi-
nal CDFGs 482. At 490, flow control modifications are per-
formed. The flow control modifications can be performed by
modifying CDFG nodes using control signals generated from
the FSM. There can be N, ,,, of such control-flow modifica-
tions. As an example, the largest CDFGs (e.g., having a
greater number of nodes) can be selected for modification as
it should enhance the maximum change in the functional
behavior at a minimal design overhead.

In addition to the control flow modifications at 490, the
method 408 can include performing data path modifications,
as demonstrated at 492. For instance, the functionality of data
path components can be changed by introducing additional
data path elements. Such changes can be performed in a
manner to help ensure sharing of additional resources during
syntheses. This can be implemented to reduce overhead since
data path components usually incur large hardware overhead.

By way of example, FIG. 22 demonstrates a datapath 520
implementing resource sharing. The datapath includes an
adder 522, a subtraction block 524, a multiplier 526 and a
multiplexer 528. The original datapath (e.g., prior to obfus-
cation) included the adder 522, subtraction block 524 and the
multiplier 526. Thus, in the example of FIG. 22, the datapath
originally computed the output OUT as (a+b)*(a-b). After
the modification of the RTL, the output OUT computes (a+b)
when operating in the obfuscated mode, allowing the adder
522 to be shared in the two modes in which the output of the
multiplier 526 and the adder 522 are to be multiplexed.

Returning to FIG. 19, the method 408 in turn provides its
output at 494 that includes the modified set of CDFGs. From
the modified CDFGs, a corresponding obfuscated RTL can be
generated (e.g., corresponding to 412 in the method of 400 of
FIG. 16).

FIG. 23 demonstrates an example of control flow obfusca-
tion, such as can be implemented at 490 of the method 408 of
FIG. 19. In the example of FIG. 23, an original RTL 552 and
its corresponding CDFG 554 are transformed to an obfus-
cated CDFG 556 and its associated RTL 558. Additionally,
another original RTL 560 and its corresponding CDFG 562
are transformed to an obfuscated CDFG 564 and its associ-
ated RTL 566. Another original RTL. 568 and its correspond-
ing CDFG 570 are also demonstrated being transformed to an
obfuscated CDFG 572 and its associated RTL 574. After the
FSM has been hosted in a set of chosen host registers, several
CDFG nodes are modified using the control signals generated
from this FSM. The largest CDFGs are preferentially selected
for modification, because this ensures maximum change in
functional behavior at minimal design overhead. Two
example modifications of the CDFGs and the corresponding
RTL statements are shown in FIG. 23. The registers regl, reg2
and reg3 are the host registers. Three “case( )”, “if( )” and
“assign” statements are modified by the mode-control signals
condl, cond2 and cond3, respectively. These signals evaluate
to logic-1 only in the obfuscation mode because the condi-
tions regl=20'habcde, reg2=12'haaa and reg3=16"hblac cor-
respond to states that only exist in the obfuscation mode.

FIG. 24 demonstrates an example of an obfuscated RTL
580that can be generated from an original RTL 582 following
obfuscation by modifying CDFGs (e.g., corresponding to
412-414 in the method of FIG. 16). For instance, the obfus-
cated RTL 580 can be generated from the modified CDFGs,
by traversing each of them in a depth-first manner. In the
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example of FIG. 24, a four bit obfuscation FSM has been
hosted in registers int regl and int reg2. The conditions int
regl[13:12]=2'b00, int regl[13:12]=2b01, int reg2[13:12]
=2'h00 and int regl[13:12]=2'b10 occur only in the obfus-
cated mode. The initialization sequence can be represented as
follows:

in1=12'h6541in2=12"12221in1=12"h333|in2=12'hacc—=in1=12'9ab.

The example demonstrated in FIG. 24 also utilizes dummy
state transitions and out-of-order state transition RTL state-
ments to increase the level obfuscation with reduced over-
head. The outputs res1 and res2 have been modified by two
different modification signals. Instead of allowing the inputs
to appear directly in the sensitivity list of the “if( )” state-
ments, it is possible to derive internal signals (similar to the
ones shown in the obfuscated RTL 580) with complicated
Boolean expressions that are used to perform the modifica-
tions. The output res1 has been modified following the data-
path modification approach using resource sharing (see, e.g.,
492 of FIG. 19 and related description of FIG. 21).

FIGS. 25 and 26 depict example SoC blocks 700 and 750
that can be generated. Each of the SoC blocs 700 and 750
includes a set of primary inputs and primary outputs that vary
based on the contents of the SoC and whether it operates ina
normal operating mode or an obfuscated mode.

In FIG. 25, the SoC block 700 includes a control unit (or
controller) 702 that has been modified to include a sequential
structure, such as an FSM 704. The FSM 704 can be config-
ured to implement one or more obfuscation state machines or
Trojans based on the teachings herein. In the example of FIG.
25, the control unit 702 provides outputs to each of a plurality
of Q multiplexers 706 (Q is a positive integer, Q>1). The
respective outputs to each multiplexer 706 can be the same or
different. Each multiplexer 706 provides a corresponding
output to a respective IP block 708 of the SoC 700 based on a
control signal from the control unit 702. The SoC 700 pro-
vides corresponding primary outputs based on the operation
of'the IP blocks 708 under the control of the control unit 702.

By way of example, by constructing the SoC 700 according
to a secure SoC design flow, such as disclosed herein, all
concerned with the electronic design and manufacturing pro-
cess can benefit. For instance, the IP vendor applies the hard-
ware obfuscation scheme to create the modified IP and sup-
plies it to the design house, along with one or more keys. The
design house receives one or multiple IPs from the IP vendors
and integrates them onto the SoC 700. To activate the differ-
ent [Ps 708, which incorporate obfuscated circuitry, as dis-
closed herein, the designer includes a low-overhead control-
ler in the SoC for providing appropriate keys to the [Ps 708. In
the example of FIG. 25, the control unit is configured to
perform the initialization of the different IP blocks 708, such
as by serially steering the different initialization sequences to
the different IP blocks from the primary inputs. This control-
ler module has an integrated FSM which determines the steer-
ing of the correct input sequences in correct order to a specific
IP block. Multiplexors 706 can be controlled by the FSM 704
to steer initialization sequences to the IP blocks during ini-
tialization, or the primary inputs or internal signals during
normal operation. The chip designer can modify the test-
benches accordingly to perform block-level or chip-level
logic simulations.

The example SoC of FIG. 26 is similar to FIG. 25, such that
like reference characters in FIG. 26 are used to indicate parts
previously introduced with respect to FIG. 25. Accordingly
reference can be made back to the example of FIG. 25 for a
description of such elements. In the example of FIG. 26, the
control unit 702 includes an FSM 704, similar to FIG. 25, but
also includes a physically unclonable function (PUF) block
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752 and a programmable memory (e.g., a programmable
ROM) 754. In this example, the initialization sequences
stored can be stored permanently on-chip in the memory 754.

For example, the activating patterns can be implemented as
simple logic function (e.g., an XOR) of the patterns read from
the memory 754 and the output of the PUF block 752. The
patterns can be written to the memory 754 post-manufactur-
ing, such as after receiving instructions from the chip
designer. Because the output of a PUF circuit is not predict-
able before manufacturing, it is not possible to have the same
bits written into the programmable ROMs for each IC
instance. At the beginning of operations, the control unit 752
reads the different input sequences in parallel and sends them
to the different IP blocks for initialization. An advantage of
this approach is that the number of initialization cycles can be
limited. However, an extra overhead is incurred for storing the
input sequences on an on-chip ROM. Again, to increase the
security of the scheme, the chip designer can arrange an
instance-specific initialization sequence to be stored on the
memory 754.

FIG. 27 depicts an example design flow 800 in which the
methods and systems disclosed herein can be employed to
provide protection throughout the flow. Briefly, the design
flow 800 includes one or more IP vendors 802 that generate
the IPs and associated keys. The IP vendors 802 can provide
the IPs and associated keys to a chip designer 804. The chip
designer 804 can provide a representation of the chip design
(incorporating any number of IPs) to a foundry 806, such as a
manufacturing house. For example, the chip designer can
provide the design in a Graphic Database System format,
such as according to the GDS II stream format. The foundry
806 can use the data to reconstruct all or part of the artwork to
be used in sharing layouts, transferring artwork between dif-
ferent tools, or creating photomasks.

Additionally, another chip designer 804' can obtain an
evaluation version of the IP from a vendor 802. The evalua-
tion version can include an embedded sequential structure
configured to operate as Trojan, as disclosed herein (see, e.g.,
FIGS. 11-13 and corresponding description). Thus, the
designer 804' can evaluate the evaluation version of the IP for
probabilistically determined time. Since the IP includes the
Trojan, as disclosed herein, the evaluation version can be
distributed freely (e.g., without license or execution of an
agreement), such as for downloading via the Internet, without
concern of the IP being compromised. If the designer 804'
desires to purchase the IP, he can purchase the disabling key
from the vendor 802.

The foundry 806 fabricates the chip based on the design
data from the designer and provides the chip to a test facility
808. The chip designer 804 can also provide the test facility
808 with test data, such as test vectors. If the chip incorporates
an SoC, such as demonstrated in FIG. 26, the chip designer
804 can also provide the test facility with data for program-
ming the memory 754 with one or more keys to enable opera-
tion of the circuitry. For instance, the chip designer can cal-
culate the specific bits required to be written in the one-time
programmable memory. The test facility 808 programs the
memory, and blows off a one-time programmable fuse, so that
the output of the PUF block is no longer visible at the output.
The test facility 808 then performs post-manufacturing test-
ing, using the set of test vectors provided by the design house.
If a PUF block has been used in the IC, the test engineer can
report the output on the application of certain vectors back to
the chip designer 804.

The test facility 808 can provide a tested IC to a system
designer 810 for incorporating the tested IC into a corre-
sponding system or device. To enable operation of the IC in
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the system or device, the chip designer 804 provides the
system designer 810 with the appropriate keys to enable
operation ofthe IC. For example, the system designer 810 can
integrate one or more different ICs in the board-level design
and configure to apply the initialization keys during “boot-
ing” or similar other initialization phase. Thus, the initializa-
tion patterns for the different SoCs can be stored in memory,
such as ROM. In most ASICs composed of multiple IPs,
several initialization cycles are typically needed at start-up to
get into the “steady-stream” state, which requires accom-
plishing certain tasks such as initialization of specific regis-
ters. The system designer 810 can easily utilize this inherent
latency to hide the effect of the initialization sequences from
the end user. The system designer 810 in turn benefits from
the fact that the board is unusable until the correct initializa-
tion patterns have been stored in the ROM.

Finally, this secure assembled system is provided to an end
user 812, such as in a consumer product for which it is
intended. The obfuscation techniques provide the end-user
with the assurance that the components have gone through a
secure and piracy-proof design flow. Ideally, all communica-
tion between parties associated with the design flow should be
carried out in an encrypted form, such as using symmetric or
asymmetric cryptographic algorithms. As disclosed herein,
the design flow has various benefits at each level of design and
manufacture.

What have been described above are examples and
embodiments of the invention. It is, of course, not possible to
describe every conceivable combination of components or
methodologies for purposes of describing the invention, but
one of ordinary skill in the art will recognize that many further
combinations and permutations of the invention are possible.
Accordingly, the invention is intended to embrace all such
alterations, modifications and variations that fall within the
scope of the appended claims and the application.

What is claimed is:

1. A method for protecting an integrated circuit chip
design, comprising:

storing in memory an original circuit description of an

integrated circuit core comprising a set of nodes;
selecting a plurality of modification nodes from the set of
nodes;

inserting a sequential structure into the original circuit

description to provide a modified circuit description, the
plurality of modification nodes operating as inputs to the
sequential structure, the modified circuit description
corresponding to an obfuscated version of the original
circuit description that enables at least an evaluation of
the original circuit description; and

storing the modified circuit description in memory,

wherein the modified circuit description is functionally
equivalent to an original circuit description upon appli-
cation of the key.
2. The method of claim 1, wherein the modified circuit
description comprises a firm intellectual property (IP)
instance, the method further comprising converting the firm
IP instance description to a soft IP instance.
3. The method of claim 2, wherein the soft IP unit com-
prises a register-transfer level circuit description.
4. The method of claim 2, wherein the converting further
comprises:
synthesizing the modified circuit description to inter-
mingle state elements of the firm IP instance with state
elements of the modified circuit description; and

de-compiling the synthesized description to remove redun-
dant nodes and provide a functionally and semantically
obfuscated soft IP instance.
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5. The method of claim 1, wherein the original circuit
description comprises a soft intellectual property (IP)
instance, the method further comprising transforming the soft
IP instance into a corresponding control and data flow graph
(CDFQG) data structure, the CDFG data structure being obfus-
cated by insertion of the sequential structure into the CDFG
data structure.

6. The method of claim 5, wherein the sequential structure
comprises a finite state machine having state elements,
wherein insertion of the sequential structure further com-
prises:

expanding an original register structure of the soft IP

instance of the original circuit description; and

hosting at least one of the state elements of the finite state

machine in the expanded original register structure.

7. The method of claim 6, wherein the original register
structure comprises a plurality of states, at least some of the
plurality of states of the original register structure being
unused states, the insertion of the sequential structure further
comprising:

identifying the unused states of the original register struc-

ture; and

using the identified unused states to conform to at least one

state of the finite state machine; and

modifying logic in the original circuit description to imple-

ment transitions between states of the finite state
machine.

8. The method of claim 6, further comprising modifying
the CDFG data structure based on control signals generated
from the hosted state element of the finite state machine.

9. The method of claim 5, further comprising converting
the obfuscated CDFG data structure to provide an obfuscated
soft IP instance of the original circuit description.

10. The method of claim 1, wherein the sequential structure
comprises a mode-control finite state machine configured to
operate the integrated circuit chip design in one of an obfus-
cated mode and a normal operating mode depending on appli-
cation of a key sequence of the key, whereby protection
against reverse engineering and cloning is provided.

11. The method of claim 10, wherein the mode-control
finite state machine is designed to provide an output that
varies according to a set of generated Boolean functions,
which in the obfuscated mode defines a digital watermark for
the obfuscated version of the circuit description.

12. The method of claim 10, wherein the mode-control
finite state machine is configured to operate in the obfuscated
mode initially at power up, such that normal operation of the
integrated circuit chip design is disabled, and change from the
obfuscated mode to the normal mode in response to an ini-
tialization key sequence being provided at a set of primary
inputs.

13. The method of claim 10, wherein the mode-control
finite state machine is configured to operate in the normal
mode after power up and change from the normal mode to the
obfuscated mode, such that normal operation of the circuit is
disabled, after a predetermined time based on an activation
key sequence at the selected plurality of modufication nodes
within the modified circuit description, whereby evaluation
of the original circuit description is permitted for the prede-
termined time.

14. The method of claim 13, wherein the mode-control
finite state machine is configured to disable the obfuscated
mode in response to providing a disabling sequence at the
primary inputs.
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15. The method of claim 10, wherein the mode-control
finite state machine is configured to perform dummy state
transitions in each of the obfuscated mode and the normal
operating mode.

16. The method of claim 10, further comprising sharing the
key between authorized parties involved in a design flow for
fabricating a device that comprises the modified circuit
description.

17. The method of claim 10, wherein the mode-control
finite state machine is configured to operate in the normal
operating mode and change from the normal operating mode
to an invalid operating mode after a predetermined sequence
of state transitions occurs within the modified circuit descrip-
tion, wherein normal expected functionality of the integrated
circuit chip design is disabled in the invalid operating mode.

18. The method of claim 1, wherein the original circuit
description comprises a gate-level netlist stored in the
memory, the sequential structure comprises a finite state
machine, the finite state machine being inserted into the gate-
level netlist by modifying the gate-level netlist and storing the
modified gate-level netlist in memory.

19. The method of claim 1, wherein the modified circuit
description comprises one or more of a gate-level netlist, a
Register-Transfer Level (RTL) instance, and a control and
data flow graph (CDFG) data structure.

20. A method for protecting an integrated circuit chip
design, comprising:

storing in memory a circuit description of an integrated
circuit core comprising a set of nodes;

selecting a plurality of modification nodes from the set of
nodes, wherein selecting the plurality of modification
nodes further comprises:

calculating a node selection metric for each internal node
in the set of nodes; and

ranking the set of nodes in an order based on calculated
node selection metrics;

inserting a sequential structure into the circuit description
to provide a modified circuit description, the plurality of
modification nodes operating as inputs to the sequential
structure; and

storing the modified circuit description in memory,
whereby the modified circuit description affords protec-
tion throughout a design flow.

21. The method of claim 20, wherein the node selection
metric is calculated as a function of at least one of fan-in
characteristics and fan-out characteristics for each respective
node.

22. The method of claim 20, wherein the ranking is per-
formed according to a multi-pass approach that affords
greater weight to nodes having non-overlapping fan-out char-
acteristics so as to increase the structural difference between
the original and obfuscated circuit design.

23. A system for protecting an integrated circuit design
comprising:

a node selector programmed to select a plurality of modi-
fication nodes from a set of nodes in an original circuit
design; and

an obfuscation tool programmed to modify the original
circuit design by inserting a sequential structure into the
original circuit design to provide an obfuscated circuit
description that is stored in memory, the obfuscated
circuit description operating in an obfuscated mode in
the absence of applying a key and a normal mode upon
application of a key at nodes of the obfuscated circuit.
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