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Abstract—The commercial success of cellular phone systems
during the late 1980s and early 1990 years heralded the wireless
revolution that became apparent at the turn of the 21st century
and has led the modern society to a highly interconnected
world where ubiquitous connectivity and mobility are enabled
by powerful wireless terminals. Software defined radio (SDR)
technology has played a major role in accelerating the pace at
which wireless capabilities have advanced, in particular over the
past 15 years, and SDRs are now at the core of modern wireless
communication systems. In this paper we give an overview of
SDRs that includes a discussion of drivers and technologies that
have contributed to their continuous advancement, and presents
the theory needed to understand the architecture and operation of
current SDRs. We also review the choices for SDR platforms and
the programming options that are currently available for SDR
research, development, and teaching, and present case studies
illustrating SDR use. Our hope is that the paper will be useful
as a reference to wireless researchers and developers working in
the industry or in academic settings on further advancing and
refining the capabilities of wireless systems.

Index Terms—Software defined radio, field programmable
gate array, digital signal processing, wireless communication
networks.

I. INTRODUCTION

OVER the past three decades wireless communication
systems have revolutionized the modern society, becom-

ing essential components of our daily lives. Today’s wireless
devices provide much more than the mobile phone service
enabled by the first generation of cellular phones available
during the 1980s. They make extensive use of the Internet
with capabilities that include accessing business and financial
data, providing email, text messaging, and videoconference
capabilities, enabling online shopping and entertainment with
augmented reality features, assisting drivers with navigation
and up-to-the-minute traffic information, and many more.
Consumers preference of a wireless device and design has
even become a personal statement about their status and social
identity.

This unprecedented revolution in wireless communication
systems occurred over multiple generations of wireless tech-
nologies that succeeded since the late 1980s and has been
fueled by two main factors that have acted in synergy:

• Advances in hardware, starting from the clumsy, brick-
like mobile phone terminals in the first generation to the
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sleek smartphones of the current generation that bring the
Internet to our finger tips.

• Demand from consumers and society for applications
that evolved from providing basic voice service using
mobile phones and enabling wireless networking over
short distances, and have advanced to supporting ubiq-
uitous connectivity and edge computing through a vast
heterogeneous infrastructure of interconnected wired and
wireless networks.

A significant shift in the design paradigm of wireless
systems occurred during the mid 1990s with the transition
between second and third generations, when the SDR concept
was formally introduced by visionary engineer and wireless
pioneer Joseph Mitola [1], [2]. According to the Wireless Inno-
vation Forum [3], a SDR is defined as “a radio in which some
or all of the physical layer functions are software defined”.
We note that the physical layer of a communication system
has been traditionally associated with the hardware, and any
changes to physical layer functions such as modifying the
modulation scheme or changing the frequency band associated
with a particular system for example, would require hardware
changes. Thus, in order to support multiple wireless standards
on a conventional radio, all the corresponding hardware blocks
would have to be built in, which would increase the manufac-
turing cost and limit flexibility to a predefined set of choices.
By contrast, SDRs have a minimal set of hardware components
and can change their operating parameters as needed through
programming, providing a cost-effective alternative to multi-
functional wireless devices.

In the three decades that have passed since the introduction
of the SDR concept, SDRs have facilitated major advances
in wireless communication systems through low-cost rapid
prototyping, becoming the building blocks of modern com-
munication systems. We note that, despite the fact that three
decades of existence is expected to be a significant life time
in the realm of modern electrical and electronic technologies,
SDRs continue to thrive and are an ubiquitous presence in
all aspects of research, development, and teaching of wireless
communication systems and networks.

Motivated by the vitality of SDR technologies, in this paper
we provide an overview of their salient aspects that can be used
as a self-guided introduction to SDRs. We start by reviewing,
in Section II, the drivers and enabling technologies that
have shaped the SDR evolution over the past three decades,
highlighting the current trends that maintain SDRs in the focus
of the wireless communications research and development
communities. We continue with a brief theoretical background,
in Section III, that is indispensable to understanding SDR
operation. This includes representation of bandpass signals
in terms of in-phase and quadrature components along with
heterodyning for frequency up- and down-conversions, and is
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followed by presentation of SDR architectures in Section IV.
SDR choices that are currently available on the commercial
market along with programming alternatives are reviewed in
Section V. Two case studies illustrating the use of SDR plat-
forms in academic projects are also reviewed, in Section VI,
before concluding the paper with final remarks in Section VII.

We hope that this SDR primer will become a useful
reference to wireless researchers and developers working in
the industry or in academic settings on future generations of
wireless communication systems.

II. SDR DRIVERS AND ENABLING TECHNOLOGIES

Similar to cellular wireless systems, which have matured
over multiple generations, SDRs have also seen the succession
of multiple generations over which they have developed and
have been refined. The timeline of SDR generations, however,
does not align with that of the cellular wireless systems that
have succeeded in the commercial/consumer market. Rather,
SDR generations started in the late 1990s and are defined in
terms of their increasing volume and presence in the overall
wireless industry as outlined in [4] and illustrated in Fig. 1.

A. First SDR Generation

In the early days of SDR, during the late 1990s, the main
driver was the defense industry with its efforts aimed at
replacing existing radios used by the US military with a single
one that was dubbed the Joint Tactical Radio System (JTRS)
[5]. The idea behind the JTRS was that the new system could
be programmed for multimode radio operation to eliminate the
need for multiple radio units in a single military vehicle, and
system upgrades would also be performed through software
updates rather than through hardware changes. Besides the
JTRS, other drivers of the initial development of SDRs in-
clude public-safety communications [6] along with spectrum
monitoring and signal intelligence (SIGINT) [7], [8].

In terms of enabling technologies, the late 1990s and early
2000 years witnessed significant advances in integrated circuits
(ICs) for radio frequency (RF) applications (also referred to
as RFICs) [9] as well as in field programmable gate array
(FPGA) technology [10]. These advances supported the needs
of the defense-related SDR applications while also impacting
the commercial market. Specifically, RFIC manufacturers were
able to overcome important design challenges related to practi-
cal implementations of highly-integrated RF transceivers using
CMOS technology, and RFICs advanced towards system-on-
chip (SoC) solutions that combined complex RF analog and
digital functionality, making possible the “ultimate transmis-
sion” [11]. At the same time, implementations of digital signal
processing (DSP) algorithms using FPGA-based hardware
also advanced to the point where they would be able to
compete with application-specific integrated circuits (ASICs)
and application-specific standard products (ASSPs) used in the
current wireless communication systems [12], [13].

B. Subsequent SDR Generations

The advances made in RFIC and FPGA technologies led
to the emergence of a commercial ecosystem of providers
supporting SDR applications and prompted a second gener-
ation of SDRs in the early 2000 years. Equipment providers

Fig. 1. The succession of SDR generations along with the drivers and enabling
technologies for each generation [4].

came to the realization that SDR architectures are also ben-
eficial to the development of cellular wireless systems [14]
and SDRs made their way into the fourth generation (4G)
equipment that was aligning with the long-term evolution
(LTE) and LTE-advanced (LTE-A) standards [15], [16]. As
a result, the LTE base station infrastructure was developed
using SDR RFIC and FPGA technology, and new concepts
such as software defined networking (SDN) and network
function virtualization (NFV) were introduced as an approach
to decouple the various network functions and services from
the underlying hardware components of the network in order
to support legacy services as well as future evolutions [17]. In
addition, a software communications architecture (SCA) was
established as a distributed systems architecture that allows the
distinct components of a SDR application to run on different
processors, which communicate with each other based on
the Common Object Request Broker Architecture (CORBA)
middleware [18].

Further advances in low-power high-performance ICs
prompted the move of SDR technology to the handset segment
of the 4G LTE networks starting in the early 2010 years.
Specifically, low-power RFICs [19] in conjunction with high-
performance FPGAs optimized to function as DSP cores [20]
have started to be used in consumer handsets, significantly
increasing the volume of SDRs on the commercial market.
This marked the third generation of SDRs that also resulted
in the SDR technology becoming a de facto industry standard
for radios.

C. Future Trends

Currently, emerging systems such as the fifth generation
(5G) of cellular systems and the Internet of Things (IoT),
provide impetus for further development of SDR technology
that will include advances on both sides of SDR platforms,
hardware and software.

In terms of technology drivers, advances are expected to
occur on the hardware side of SDRs that will bring the analog
and digital sides closer together [21], by combining them in
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a single monolithic chip that will result in integration of the
FPGAs or of the ASICs with the analog-to-digital converters
(ADC) and digital-to-analog converters (DAC) [22], which
will likely lower the overall size and cost of the SDR plat-
forms, making them even more affordable and widespread in
practice. At the same time, on the software side of the SDRs,
the programming tools used by developers and researchers
will evolve to enable the implementation of more complex
tasks and novel DSP algorithms on increasingly more powerful
FPGAs and ASICs.

The wireless industry will continue to rely on SDRs in the
development of 5G systems, using them for various purposes
that include practical experimentation and prototyping [23],
as well as for enabling reconfigurable wireless networks with
efficient spectrum utilization where the SDRs provide the
programmable RF front-end needed for adjusting modulation
schemes for operation in different frequency bands [24]. In
this direction we note the performance evaluation of the non-
orthogonal multiple access (NOMA) approach using SDR
platforms in [25] and the 5G radio prototypes that are based
on SDRs [26], [27].

5G systems are also expected to support the IoT with its
specific requirements implied by the need to interconnect a
multitude of sensors operating on strict energy and latency
constraints [28], and SDRs will also be beneficial to the
development of IoT networks by enabling rapid prototyping
and experimentation. In this direction we note the SDR imple-
mentations of time-sensitive IoT networks in [29] and of RF
identification (RFID) readers in [30], [31]. In addition, SDR
implementations of receivers for the proprietary long range
low power (LoRa) modulation technique [32] have recently
been presented [33], [34].

Other emerging applications that have started to influence
SDR development and evolution in recent years include satel-
lite communications, where the SDR cost and versatility makes
them attractive for implementing reconfigurable radio links
that can deliver high data rate with low power consumption
in small satellite systems [35]. In addition, satellite com-
munications are also envisioned to support the Internet of
Remote Things (IoRT), where sensors or other smart devices
are located in remote areas or they are dispersed over a wide
geographical area such that they are inaccessible to terrestrial
networks [36] and SDR-based gateways are used to connect
them to a satellite network [37].

III. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND
Like any other type of radio system, a SDR is used to

transmit and receive bandpass signals that carry information.
In order to have a complete picture of SDR operation, a good
understanding of the canonical representation of bandpass
signals [38, Appendix 2] is a necessary prerequisite. This need
is also emphasized in references that discuss the more general
concept of “software defined electronics” [39], [40], which
includes SDRs as well as other types of modern measurement
systems that rely on converting bandpass RF signals to lowpass
baseband equivalent ones and then using software approaches
for further processing.

Bandpass signals are formally defined as signals with spec-
trum concentrated in a band of frequencies that is centered

Fig. 2. Example of bandpass signal spectra collected in a RF scan of the FM
broadcast bands [41]. The RF spectrum monitoring application displays only
the spectral images that correspond to positive frequencies.

at some frequency fc, usually much larger than the bandpass
signal bandwidth, which is denoted by 2W and extends over
the frequency interval [fc −W, fc +W ]. They are frequently
encountered in communication systems and are obtained from
a baseband information-bearing signal by applying a spe-
cific modulation scheme to a sinusoidal carrier signal with
frequency fc. To illustrate bandpass signals with a practical
example, Fig. 2 shows the instantaneous spectrum along with
the waterfall plot corresponding to a RF scan of the FM
broadcast band displaying three active FM stations. We note
that, the three distinct stations that are active display different
patterns of frequency use in time as seen in the waterfall
plot part of Fig. 2, which correspond to the distinct music
and/or talk shows broadcast at scan time on the three stations.
Their instantaneous spectra, however, look similar as they
correspond to bandpass signals obtained by applying the same
type of modulation (frequency modulation – FM) to baseband
signals that contain similar information (music and speech
signals).

A. Pre-Envelope and Complex Lowpass Equivalent Signals
We consider an arbitrary bandpass signal s(t) with a generic

amplitude spectrum |S(f)| shown in Fig. 3(a)1, and we note
that the fist step in obtaining the canonical representation of
bandpass signals is to construct the pre-envelope signal, which
is a complex-valued signal whose real part consists of the
original bandpass signal s(t), while its imaginary part consists
of the Hilbert transform ŝ(t) of the bandpass signal s(t):

s+(t) = s(t) + jŝ(t) (1)

We note that the Hilbert transform performs a phase shift
of ±π/2 on all components of s(t) and may be obtained by
passing s(t) through a linear filter2 with impulse response
h(t) = 1/(πt) and transfer function H(f) = −jsgn(f), where
sgn(·) denotes the signum function [38, Appendix 2]. We also
note some properties of the Hilbert transform that are relevant
to the canonical representation of bandpass signals:

• A signal s(t) and its Hilbert transform ŝ(t) are orthogo-
nal, that is ∫ ∞

−∞
s(t)ŝ(t)dt = 0 (2)

1The bandpass signal s(t) is assumed to be real-valued, hence the symmetry
of its amplitude spectrum |S(f)| with respect to the vertical axis that can be
noticed in Fig. 3(a).

2This linear filter is referred to as a Hilbert transformer [38, Appendix 2].

The orthogonality property of the Hilbert transform goes
along with the intuition that the real and imaginary parts
of a complex-valued quantity are real-valued quantities
corresponding to two orthogonal dimensions that are
represented by the horizontal and vertical axes of the
Cartesian representation of the complex plane, and sup-
port the construction of the pre-envelope signal (1) having

s(t) = Re{s+(t)} and ŝ(t) = Im{s+(t)}. (3)

• A signal s(t) and its Hilbert transform ŝ(t) have the same
amplitude spectrum

|S(f)| = |Ŝ(f)|, (4)

where |S(f)| and |Ŝ(f)| denote the Fourier transforms
of s(t) and ŝ(t), respectively.

Using simple algebra one can easily show that the Fourier
transform S+(f) of the pre-envelope signal s+(t) can be
expressed in terms of the Fourier transform S(f) of the
bandpass signal s(t) as

S+(f) =




0 for f < 0
S(0) for f = 0
2S(f) for f > 0,

(5)

which shows that S+(f) has no components with negative
frequencies. Thus, for the bandpass signal s(t) with generic
amplitude spectrum shown in Fig. 3(a), the amplitude spec-
trum |S+(f)| of its corresponding pre-envelope signal s+(t)
looks like the one shown in Fig. 3(b) and can be obtained
through a shift in frequency by fc of the amplitude spectrum
|S̃(f)| shown in Fig. 3(c) that corresponds to signal s̃(t).

The signal s̃(t) with amplitude spectrum shown in Fig. 3(c)
is referred to as the complex lowpass equivalent signal of the
bandpass signal s(t), and the frequency shifting relationship
between the |S+(f)| and |S̃(f)| amplitude spectra,

S+(f) = S̃(f − fc) (6)

translates into multiplication by a complex exponential of the
complex lowpass equivalent signal in time domain, that is

s+(t) = s̃(t)ej2πfct. (7)

Noting that, by construction (3), the original bandpass signal
s(t) corresponds to the real part of the pre-envelope signal,
we can now write the relationship between s(t) and s̃(t) as

s(t) = Re{s̃(t)ej2πfct}. (8)

Expression (8) highlights the two components of the canonical
representation of bandpass signals:

• The information content of bandpass signal s(t), which
is implied by the spectrum of its complex lowpass equiv-
alent signal s̃(t) with bandwidth 2W , and

• The frequency band where the bandpass signal occurs,
which is centered at fc, the frequency of the complex
exponential term.

Thus, the canonical representation of bandpass signals enables
their analysis in terms of complex lowpass equivalent signals
and it is independent of the center frequency at which the

(a) Amplitude spectrum for bandpass signal s(t).

(b) Amplitude spectrum for pre-envelope signal s+(t).

(c) Amplitude spectrum for complex lowpass equivalent signal s̃(t).

Fig. 3. Amplitude spectra for signals used in the canonical representation of
bandpass signals.

bandpass signals occur. From a SDR perspective, the im-
plication is that the transmitter can focus on implementing
a modulation scheme for information transmission without
considering the band of frequencies in which the modulated
signal should be transmitted, while the receiver can extract
the information contained in the bandpass signal by baseband
processing of the complex lowpass equivalent signal.

B. The In-Phase and Quadrature Signal Components

The downside of the canonical representation of bandpass
signals based on the complex lowpass equivalent signal is the
fact that, due to its complex-valued nature, its characteristics
cannot be directly visualized using measurement equipment
such as an oscilloscope or spectrum analyzer. Nevertheless,
the complex lowpass equivalent signal can be used to provide
an alternative representation in terms of the two real-valued
signals that make up its real and imaginary parts, sI(t) and
sQ(t), respectively, which are referred to as the in-phase (I)
and quadrature (Q) components of the bandpass signal. Thus,
for bandpass signal s(t) with complex lowpass equivalent
signal s̃(t) we have that

sI(t) = Re{s̃(t)} and sQ(t) = Im{s̃(t)}, (9)

such that equation (8) can be rewritten as

s(t) = Re{[sI(t) + jsQ(t)]e
j2πfct}. (10)
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We consider an arbitrary bandpass signal s(t) with a generic

amplitude spectrum |S(f)| shown in Fig. 3(a)1, and we note
that the fist step in obtaining the canonical representation of
bandpass signals is to construct the pre-envelope signal, which
is a complex-valued signal whose real part consists of the
original bandpass signal s(t), while its imaginary part consists
of the Hilbert transform ŝ(t) of the bandpass signal s(t):

s+(t) = s(t) + jŝ(t) (1)

We note that the Hilbert transform performs a phase shift
of ±π/2 on all components of s(t) and may be obtained by
passing s(t) through a linear filter2 with impulse response
h(t) = 1/(πt) and transfer function H(f) = −jsgn(f), where
sgn(·) denotes the signum function [38, Appendix 2]. We also
note some properties of the Hilbert transform that are relevant
to the canonical representation of bandpass signals:

• A signal s(t) and its Hilbert transform ŝ(t) are orthogo-
nal, that is ∫ ∞

−∞
s(t)ŝ(t)dt = 0 (2)

1The bandpass signal s(t) is assumed to be real-valued, hence the symmetry
of its amplitude spectrum |S(f)| with respect to the vertical axis that can be
noticed in Fig. 3(a).

2This linear filter is referred to as a Hilbert transformer [38, Appendix 2].

The orthogonality property of the Hilbert transform goes
along with the intuition that the real and imaginary parts
of a complex-valued quantity are real-valued quantities
corresponding to two orthogonal dimensions that are
represented by the horizontal and vertical axes of the
Cartesian representation of the complex plane, and sup-
port the construction of the pre-envelope signal (1) having

s(t) = Re{s+(t)} and ŝ(t) = Im{s+(t)}. (3)

• A signal s(t) and its Hilbert transform ŝ(t) have the same
amplitude spectrum

|S(f)| = |Ŝ(f)|, (4)

where |S(f)| and |Ŝ(f)| denote the Fourier transforms
of s(t) and ŝ(t), respectively.

Using simple algebra one can easily show that the Fourier
transform S+(f) of the pre-envelope signal s+(t) can be
expressed in terms of the Fourier transform S(f) of the
bandpass signal s(t) as

S+(f) =




0 for f < 0
S(0) for f = 0
2S(f) for f > 0,

(5)

which shows that S+(f) has no components with negative
frequencies. Thus, for the bandpass signal s(t) with generic
amplitude spectrum shown in Fig. 3(a), the amplitude spec-
trum |S+(f)| of its corresponding pre-envelope signal s+(t)
looks like the one shown in Fig. 3(b) and can be obtained
through a shift in frequency by fc of the amplitude spectrum
|S̃(f)| shown in Fig. 3(c) that corresponds to signal s̃(t).

The signal s̃(t) with amplitude spectrum shown in Fig. 3(c)
is referred to as the complex lowpass equivalent signal of the
bandpass signal s(t), and the frequency shifting relationship
between the |S+(f)| and |S̃(f)| amplitude spectra,

S+(f) = S̃(f − fc) (6)

translates into multiplication by a complex exponential of the
complex lowpass equivalent signal in time domain, that is

s+(t) = s̃(t)ej2πfct. (7)

Noting that, by construction (3), the original bandpass signal
s(t) corresponds to the real part of the pre-envelope signal,
we can now write the relationship between s(t) and s̃(t) as

s(t) = Re{s̃(t)ej2πfct}. (8)

Expression (8) highlights the two components of the canonical
representation of bandpass signals:

• The information content of bandpass signal s(t), which
is implied by the spectrum of its complex lowpass equiv-
alent signal s̃(t) with bandwidth 2W , and

• The frequency band where the bandpass signal occurs,
which is centered at fc, the frequency of the complex
exponential term.

Thus, the canonical representation of bandpass signals enables
their analysis in terms of complex lowpass equivalent signals
and it is independent of the center frequency at which the

(a) Amplitude spectrum for bandpass signal s(t).

(b) Amplitude spectrum for pre-envelope signal s+(t).

(c) Amplitude spectrum for complex lowpass equivalent signal s̃(t).

Fig. 3. Amplitude spectra for signals used in the canonical representation of
bandpass signals.

bandpass signals occur. From a SDR perspective, the im-
plication is that the transmitter can focus on implementing
a modulation scheme for information transmission without
considering the band of frequencies in which the modulated
signal should be transmitted, while the receiver can extract
the information contained in the bandpass signal by baseband
processing of the complex lowpass equivalent signal.

B. The In-Phase and Quadrature Signal Components

The downside of the canonical representation of bandpass
signals based on the complex lowpass equivalent signal is the
fact that, due to its complex-valued nature, its characteristics
cannot be directly visualized using measurement equipment
such as an oscilloscope or spectrum analyzer. Nevertheless,
the complex lowpass equivalent signal can be used to provide
an alternative representation in terms of the two real-valued
signals that make up its real and imaginary parts, sI(t) and
sQ(t), respectively, which are referred to as the in-phase (I)
and quadrature (Q) components of the bandpass signal. Thus,
for bandpass signal s(t) with complex lowpass equivalent
signal s̃(t) we have that

sI(t) = Re{s̃(t)} and sQ(t) = Im{s̃(t)}, (9)

such that equation (8) can be rewritten as

s(t) = Re{[sI(t) + jsQ(t)]e
j2πfct}. (10)
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Fig. 4. Obtaining the I and Q components of a bandpass signal.

Fig. 5. Synthesizing a bandpass signal from its I and Q components.

Using Euler’s formula ej2πfct = cos(2πfct)+ j sin(2πfct) in
(10) we obtain the equivalent expression of s(t) in terms of
the I and Q components as

s(t) = sI(t) cos(2πfct)− sQ(t) sin(2πfct), (11)

which, similar to (8), provides the I/Q signals as an alternative
way of characterizing the information content of bandpass
signal s(t), in terms of real-valued signals sI(t) and sQ(t),
both with lowpass spectrum and bandwidth 2W as implied by
the spectrum of s̃(t).

Given the bandpass signal s(t), its I and Q compo-
nents can be obtained by multiplying it with cos(2πfct)
and − sin(2πfct) respectively, followed by lowpass filtering
(LPF), as shown in Fig 4, where the bandwidth of the LPF
used is the same for both sI(t) and sQ(t) and is equal to the
bandwidth W of the complex lowpass equivalent signal s̃(t).

Alternatively, when the I and Q components of the bandpass
signal are available, the bandpass signal s(t) can be synthe-
sized by directly implementing (11) as shown in Fig. 5.

C. Heterodyning and Frequency Down/Up-Conversion

Heterodyning, also referred to as frequency changing or
mixing [38, Section 2.4], consists of multiplying a bandpass
signal s1(t) with center frequency fc1 with a sinusoidal signal
produced by a local oscillator with frequency fLO followed
by an appropriate bandpass filtering operation to produce a
new bandpass signal s2(t) with a different center frequency
fc2 = fc1 ± fLO. When fc2 < fc1 the operation is referred
to as frequency-down conversion, and when fc2 > fc1 the
operation is referred to as frequency-up conversion.

A major application of heterodyning is in the superhetero-
dyne receiver [38, Section 2.9], which has been used for

Fig. 6. Ideal architecture of a SDR. The ADC and DAC are performed on the
RF signal, and a power amplifier (PA) is used on the transmit side to ensure
desired RF transmit power level.

Fig. 7. The architecture of existing SDRs. The RF signal is shifted to IF
where ADC and DAC are performed. A low noise amplifier (LNA) is used
on the receive side prior to IF, with a PA on the transmit side.

decades in the reception of radio signals by converting the
received RF signal to an intermediate frequency (IF) where it
would be further filtered and amplified before being processed
by the demodulator to extract the information. The same
approach that consists of processing at an IF, which is used in
the superheterodyne receiver, is also used in SDRs [42] as well
as in other applications such as the emerging 5G systems [43].

IV. THE SDR ARCHITECTURE

Ideally, a SDR platform should perform all processing dig-
itally, with the conversions from analog-to-digital and digital-
to-analog occurring directly on the RF signal at the antenna,
as shown in Fig. 6. This architecture, which corresponds to
the one envisioned by Mitola [2], is applicable currently to
lower frequencies, mostly in the high-frequency (HF) and very
high frequency (VHF) bands, due to limitations of existing
ADC and DAC converter technology. We note that, to support
operation over a wide RF range, from HF (tens of MHz)
to super high frequencies (SHF) up to 6 GHz, the ADC
and DAC used must have extremely high resolutions with a
wide dynamic range. This is a critical requirement that was
acknowledged in the microelectronics and IC community from
the early days of SDRs [44].

A. The IF Stage
During the late 1990s and early 2000 years, it was realized

that capabilities of integrated ADCs and DACs [45] were
increasing at a slower pace than those of other types of ICs,
which were following Moore’s law [46]. Thus, alternative
architectures for SDRs had to be pursued. The solution was
found in the form of the SDR architecture shown in Fig 7,
which is present in current SDRs and uses an IF processing
stage where the ADC and DAC take place [42].

The IF stage bridges the RF front end of the SDR with
its digital processing core where information is extracted
from received signals or embedded in signals synthesized for
transmission:

• On the receiver side, the IF stage translates the analog RF
signal to the IF and enables a subsampling (or sampling
translation) approach for ADC [47], which takes advan-
tage of the fact that a conventional ADC can digitize an
analog signal with a compact spectrum, as is the case
with bandpass signals, using an undersampling approach
relative to the RF or IF frequencies, but oversampling
with respect to the information bandwidth of the bandpass
signal [48], [49]. The RF front end of the SDR may
include on the receiver side a LNA to strengthen weak
signals without significantly impacting the signal-to-noise
ratio (SNR) [50].

• On the transmitter side, the I and Q components of the
modulated signal are digitally synthesized and translated
to IF, followed by DAC and analog frequency translation
to RF. The RF front end of the SDR includes on the
transmitter side also a PA, which is a critical component
as it impacts the power consumption and overall cost of
the SDR [51].

We note that in current implementations of SDR platforms,
the two analog stages of the SDR (the RF front end and the IF)
are usually integrated on the same chip. For example, this is
the case with Ettus Research bus series SDR platforms, which
use AD 936x agile transceiver chips [52]3, as well as with the
RTL-SDR receive only SDR, which uses the R820T tuner [53].

B. Digital Processing

On the digital processing side of a SDR platform one can
also distinguish two distinct stages, the digital front end and
the baseband processing stage [54].

The digital front end performs two functions [55]:
• Sample rate conversion, which adapts the sampling rate

corresponding to the IF stage and the sampling rate at
which the digital baseband processing is accomplished
in the subsequent signal processing stage.

• Channelization, which includes channel filtering to ex-
tract specific frequency bands and conversion between
the digital IF and baseband.

The baseband processing stage is where the actual opera-
tions related to the communication signal synthesis/analysis
takes place and covers functions that include physical layer
processing such as implementing modulation/demodulation
and error correction encoding/decoding as well as MAC layer
functions that connect the physical layer with the upper
protocol layers.

In existing implementations of SDR platforms, the digital
front end is implemented on an FPGA that can be co-located
on the same board as the RF front end and IF chip or on
a different board, while baseband processing is accomplished
on a general purpose processor (GPP), which, in most cases,

3The AD 9364 implements a single transceiver and is used in the USRP
B200. The AD9361 provides two independent transceivers and is used in the
USRP B210.

is a host computer programmed to run specific applications
handling the digital stream of I/Q data. In this case, the FPGA
includes also the communication interface between the digital
front end and the host computer, which can be over Universal
Serial Bus (USB), Ethernet, or PCIe [56].

Baseband processing can also be implemented on the same
FPGA as the digital front end if the FPGA fabric has sufficient
resources available, which is the case with high-end FPGAs
and Systems-on-a-Chip (SoCs) that integrate powerful FPGAs
with ARM processing cores on the same IC enabling stan-
dalone SDR platforms that can be deployed in the field [54].

V. SDR CHOICES AND PROGRAMMING

A wide range of SDR platforms are currently available on
the commercial market, and providing a comprehensive listing
of all SDR choices is beyond the scope of the paper. Rather,
we would like to highlight several SDR platforms that have
attracted the attention of a wider audience and have been used
for wireless systems research, development, and teaching in
industry and academic settings.

A. The Universal Software Radio Peripheral – USRP

The USRP is among the most widely used SDR platforms
for wireless research and teaching [57], being available in
many flavors [58]:

• At the low end, the USRP family has the bus series, which
provides a fully integrated, single board SDR platform
with continuous frequency coverage from 70 MHz to
6 GHz and up to 56 MHz of real-time bandwidth.

• At the high end of the USRP spectrum, the X series offers
a high-performance scalable architecture that includes
large user-programmable FPGAs and the RF front end
covering the range from DC to 6 GHz with up to
120 MHz of baseband bandwidth.

• The top member of the USRP family, the X410, features
a Zynq Ultrascale RFSoC that includes a quad-core ARM
Cortex-A53 processor for standalone applications and is
designed for frequencies from 1 MHz to 7.2 GHz with
4 independent transmit/receive channels and a two-stage
superheterodyne architecture, being capable of supporting
up 400 MHz of instantaneous bandwidth on each channel.

Over the past decade the USRP SDRs have become a
leading choice for teaching fundamental concepts in com-
munication systems and for hands-on experimentation with
wireless communications, and many references are available
in the published literature [59], [60], [61], [62].

B. The RTL-SDR Receiver
Another popular SDR choice is the RTL-SDR, which is a

receive only platform, with the name acronym coming from
the use of the RealTek RTL2832U chip for its digital front-
end. Different versions of the RTL-SDR are available, that are
distinguished by the different tuner chips used to receive the
RF signal, which include [53]:

• The Rafael Micro R820T covers the frequency range from
24 MHz to 1.766 GHz and uses an IF processing stage
to provide a down-converted IF signal with a bandwidth
of about 6 MHz to the RTL2832U, which extracts the
digital I/Q data.
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The IF stage bridges the RF front end of the SDR with
its digital processing core where information is extracted
from received signals or embedded in signals synthesized for
transmission:

• On the receiver side, the IF stage translates the analog RF
signal to the IF and enables a subsampling (or sampling
translation) approach for ADC [47], which takes advan-
tage of the fact that a conventional ADC can digitize an
analog signal with a compact spectrum, as is the case
with bandpass signals, using an undersampling approach
relative to the RF or IF frequencies, but oversampling
with respect to the information bandwidth of the bandpass
signal [48], [49]. The RF front end of the SDR may
include on the receiver side a LNA to strengthen weak
signals without significantly impacting the signal-to-noise
ratio (SNR) [50].

• On the transmitter side, the I and Q components of the
modulated signal are digitally synthesized and translated
to IF, followed by DAC and analog frequency translation
to RF. The RF front end of the SDR includes on the
transmitter side also a PA, which is a critical component
as it impacts the power consumption and overall cost of
the SDR [51].

We note that in current implementations of SDR platforms,
the two analog stages of the SDR (the RF front end and the IF)
are usually integrated on the same chip. For example, this is
the case with Ettus Research bus series SDR platforms, which
use AD 936x agile transceiver chips [52]3, as well as with the
RTL-SDR receive only SDR, which uses the R820T tuner [53].

B. Digital Processing

On the digital processing side of a SDR platform one can
also distinguish two distinct stages, the digital front end and
the baseband processing stage [54].

The digital front end performs two functions [55]:
• Sample rate conversion, which adapts the sampling rate

corresponding to the IF stage and the sampling rate at
which the digital baseband processing is accomplished
in the subsequent signal processing stage.

• Channelization, which includes channel filtering to ex-
tract specific frequency bands and conversion between
the digital IF and baseband.

The baseband processing stage is where the actual opera-
tions related to the communication signal synthesis/analysis
takes place and covers functions that include physical layer
processing such as implementing modulation/demodulation
and error correction encoding/decoding as well as MAC layer
functions that connect the physical layer with the upper
protocol layers.

In existing implementations of SDR platforms, the digital
front end is implemented on an FPGA that can be co-located
on the same board as the RF front end and IF chip or on
a different board, while baseband processing is accomplished
on a general purpose processor (GPP), which, in most cases,

3The AD 9364 implements a single transceiver and is used in the USRP
B200. The AD9361 provides two independent transceivers and is used in the
USRP B210.

is a host computer programmed to run specific applications
handling the digital stream of I/Q data. In this case, the FPGA
includes also the communication interface between the digital
front end and the host computer, which can be over Universal
Serial Bus (USB), Ethernet, or PCIe [56].

Baseband processing can also be implemented on the same
FPGA as the digital front end if the FPGA fabric has sufficient
resources available, which is the case with high-end FPGAs
and Systems-on-a-Chip (SoCs) that integrate powerful FPGAs
with ARM processing cores on the same IC enabling stan-
dalone SDR platforms that can be deployed in the field [54].

V. SDR CHOICES AND PROGRAMMING

A wide range of SDR platforms are currently available on
the commercial market, and providing a comprehensive listing
of all SDR choices is beyond the scope of the paper. Rather,
we would like to highlight several SDR platforms that have
attracted the attention of a wider audience and have been used
for wireless systems research, development, and teaching in
industry and academic settings.

A. The Universal Software Radio Peripheral – USRP

The USRP is among the most widely used SDR platforms
for wireless research and teaching [57], being available in
many flavors [58]:

• At the low end, the USRP family has the bus series, which
provides a fully integrated, single board SDR platform
with continuous frequency coverage from 70 MHz to
6 GHz and up to 56 MHz of real-time bandwidth.

• At the high end of the USRP spectrum, the X series offers
a high-performance scalable architecture that includes
large user-programmable FPGAs and the RF front end
covering the range from DC to 6 GHz with up to
120 MHz of baseband bandwidth.

• The top member of the USRP family, the X410, features
a Zynq Ultrascale RFSoC that includes a quad-core ARM
Cortex-A53 processor for standalone applications and is
designed for frequencies from 1 MHz to 7.2 GHz with
4 independent transmit/receive channels and a two-stage
superheterodyne architecture, being capable of supporting
up 400 MHz of instantaneous bandwidth on each channel.

Over the past decade the USRP SDRs have become a
leading choice for teaching fundamental concepts in com-
munication systems and for hands-on experimentation with
wireless communications, and many references are available
in the published literature [59], [60], [61], [62].

B. The RTL-SDR Receiver
Another popular SDR choice is the RTL-SDR, which is a

receive only platform, with the name acronym coming from
the use of the RealTek RTL2832U chip for its digital front-
end. Different versions of the RTL-SDR are available, that are
distinguished by the different tuner chips used to receive the
RF signal, which include [53]:

• The Rafael Micro R820T covers the frequency range from
24 MHz to 1.766 GHz and uses an IF processing stage
to provide a down-converted IF signal with a bandwidth
of about 6 MHz to the RTL2832U, which extracts the
digital I/Q data.
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• The Elonics E4000 operates from 52 MHz to 2.2 GHz,
with a gap between 1.1 GHz and 1.25 GHz, and has no
IF stage, converting the analog RF signal to a baseband
one with a roughly 10 MHz bandwidth and feeding the
analog I/Q signals to the RTL2832U, which samples them
to extract the I/Q data.

The I/Q data at the output of the RTL2832, which has a
bandwidth of about 2.8 MHz and is encoded on 8 bits,
is provided over USB to the host computer for baseband
processing.

The RTL-SDR receiver is very affordable, with kits that
include the RTL-SDR USB dongle, antennas and cables, avail-
able online for very low prices. Despite its lower capabilities
in terms of frequency range or bandwidth when compared to
the USRP, the RTL-SDR is a main choice for radio enthusiasts,
with numerous projects using it featured on the internet [63].
In addition, reference book [53], which can be used for
hands-on teaching SDR concepts, has also contributed to the
popularity of the RTL-SDR receiver.

C. Other SDR Choices

The ADALM-PLUTO is a SDR platform that aims aca-
demic teaching and is marketed as “an active learning module”
that “helps introduce electrical engineering students to the
fundamentals of SDR, RF, and wireless communications” [64].
Its RF front end features an AD9363 highly integrated RF
agile transceiver with the digital front end using a Zynq FPGA,
operating over the frequency range from 325 MHz to 3.8 GHz
with up to 20 MHz of real-time bandwidth and communicating
with the host computer over USB. The ADALM-PLUTO is
supported in MATLAB and Simulink, and is a good candidate
for integrating it in the electrical engineering curriculum to
support teaching a wide range of concepts related to RF and
wireless systems, digital communications and signal process-
ing, or embedded systems [65], [66].

Two other SDRs have also been mentioned alongside the
USRP in a recent study of SDR platforms that meet min-
imum specifications for existing wireless technologies [56],
the HackRF One [67] and the Lime SDR [68]. They have also
been used in academic projects [69], [70] and are also popular
with radio enthusiasts, with various projects using them also
featured online [63]. Their main characteristics are:

• The HackRF operates over the frequency range from
1 MHz to 6 GHz with an instantaneous bandwidth of
20 MHz, communicating with the host computer over
USB 2.0. It features a MAX2837 chip for the RF front
end, which has no IF and converts the RF signals to
baseband, followed by the MAX5864 ADC/DAC and the
LPC4300 series ARM Cortex-M4 microcontroller for its
digital front end.

• The Lime SDR operates over the frequency range from
100 kHz to 3.8 GHz with an instantaneous bandwidth of
160 MHz, communicating with the host computer over
USB 3.0. The RF front end uses the LMS7002M field
programmable RFIC dual transceiver, which supports
2×2 MIMO configurations and has on chip integrated
12-bit ADC and DAC to provide the digital I/Q signal
data to an Alterra Cyclone IV FPGA.

(a) (b) (c)

Fig. 8. GNU Radio blocks required for programming SDR platforms:
(a) Source and sink blocks for USRP SDR; (b) Different versions of source
blocks for RTL-SDR; (c) Osmocom source and sink blocks that can be used
with various SDRs.

Finally, the Myriad RF SDR board is also worth men-
tioning [71]. The original Myriad–RF 1 is a multi-band,
multi-standard RF module from Lime Microsystems that is
based on their LMS6002D transceiver IC, featuring one RF
broadband output and one RF broadband input with digital
baseband interface. The Myriad-RF 1 contained everything
needed for it to be connected to baseband chipsets, FPGAs, or
to run in standalone mode. Currently, the Myriad-RF 1 design
has been adapted for use with the Novena open hardware
computing platform, which can be configured for embedded
applications [72].

D. SDR Programming
Software development toolkits available to program SDR

platforms include GNU Radio [73], MATLAB and Simulink
[74], and LabVIEW [75]. They provide graphical interfaces in
which blocks performing specific signal processing functions
are interconnected to implement various physical and MAC
layer functions on SDRs and to run standalone applications.
We note that GNU Radio is open source and free to use, while
MATLAB and Simulink as well as LabVIEW require a valid
license to be able to use them.

Behind every block available in GNU Radio there is a
Python script supporting it. Due to the open source nature of
GNU Radio, code can be modified by the user as needed by
adding out-of-tree (OOT) modules containing new functional-
ities and blocks [76], thus effectively leveraging the power
of open-source SDR community [73]. We note that GNU
Radio was originally designed for use with the open-source
Linux operating system and the Ubuntu distribution of Linux
continues to be preferred for developing applications with
GNU Radio by SDR developers. Nevertheless, installation
options for running GNU Radio under Windows and Mac
operating systems are also available, albeit taking advantage of
the open-source features of GNU Radio such as adding OOT
modules may not be as friendly under these operating systems
as under Ubuntu. We also note that, while GNU Radio can be
used without any hardware as a simulation and development
environment, its power lies in the ability to simulate complete
transmit/receive chains that include RF, analog, and other
relevant impairments encountered in practical systems and
implementations. Thus, using GNU Radio with specific SDR
platforms requires that the manufacturers provide support for

GNU Radio to ensure that blocks corresponding to their
specific SDR platforms such as the ones illustrated in Fig. 8
are available for use:

• Sink blocks represent transmitters and correspond to the
RF front end of the SDR platform that synthesizes the RF
signal. The input to a SDR sink is in general a complex
variable whose real and imaginary parts, respectively, are
sampled versions of the I and Q components of the RF
signal that is transmitted by the SDR, with the sampling
rate specified as one of the parameters of the sink block.

• Source blocks represent receivers and correspond to the
RF front end of the SDR platform that acquires the
RF signal. The output of a SDR source is in general a
complex variable whose real and imaginary parts, respec-
tively, are sampled versions of the I and Q components
of the RF signal that is acquired by the SDR, with the
sampling rate specified as one of the parameters of the
source block.

Programming SDR platforms using MATLAB and Simulink
requires also the Communications Toolbox, which needs to
be included with the MATLAB and Simulink license to be
available for use. In addition, hardware support packages
specific to the SDR platform that needs to be programmed
should be installed. These provide Simulink blocks similar to
the source and sink blocks in GNU Radio, which communi-
cate with external SDR devices to process live radio signals
captured over the air. Currently, the USRP, the RTL-SDR, and
the ADALM-PLUTO are supported with MATLAB, but the
HackRF One and the Lime SDR are not [74]. Since MATLAB
is not open source, the blocks available for SDR programming
cannot be modified by the users. However, free open-source
MATLAB and Simulink code published by users is available
on the MATLAB Central File Exchange [77].

Programming using LabVIEW is currently limited to the
NI and Ettus USRP SDRs, and other SDR platforms are
not officially supported. However, some examples of using
LabVIEW with RTL-SDR can be found by searching the NI
Community website [78].

VI. CASE STUDIES

We illustrate the use of SDR platforms with two case studies
that have been completed in recent years in academic projects
outside of a formal course on wireless communications:

• In the first project a Lime SDR platform is used as
receiver to collect RF measurements for an empirical
characterization of man-made noise in the 900 MHz
frequency band [70]. This study demonstrates one of the
many applications of SDR platforms, to replace conven-
tional equipment used for performing RF measurements,
which leads to lighter and more portable system and is
beneficial for reducing overall system costs.

• In the second project an experimental study of the RF
transmit power for a USRP B200 is presented [79]. The
study is important since it highlights the need to test SDR
platforms prior to using them in practical implementa-
tions, to confirm the RF power level at which they are
programmed to transmit, and to understand dependence
of RF power on frequency and other parameters, such

Fig. 9. Full size van converted into a mobile platform to perform noise
measurements in the early 1990s [70].

Fig. 10. The mobile platform used to perform noise measurements in [70].

as transmit gain(s) for example, which may be available
when programming the SDRs.

A. Using SDR Platforms for Empirical Noise Characterization

The items needed to perform an empirical characteriza-
tion of impulsive noise include a radio receiver, a spectrum
analyzer, a logarithmic detector, a digital oscilloscope, and
a computer. We note that performing an empirical noise
characterization study during the early 1990s required access
to a well-equipped lab dedicated to communication systems
where all the items, which had significant price tags at the
time, had to be available. Furthermore, in order to incorporate
this equipment into a mobile platform a full size van had to
be converted into a measurement vehicle as shown in Fig. 9.
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GNU Radio to ensure that blocks corresponding to their
specific SDR platforms such as the ones illustrated in Fig. 8
are available for use:

• Sink blocks represent transmitters and correspond to the
RF front end of the SDR platform that synthesizes the RF
signal. The input to a SDR sink is in general a complex
variable whose real and imaginary parts, respectively, are
sampled versions of the I and Q components of the RF
signal that is transmitted by the SDR, with the sampling
rate specified as one of the parameters of the sink block.

• Source blocks represent receivers and correspond to the
RF front end of the SDR platform that acquires the
RF signal. The output of a SDR source is in general a
complex variable whose real and imaginary parts, respec-
tively, are sampled versions of the I and Q components
of the RF signal that is acquired by the SDR, with the
sampling rate specified as one of the parameters of the
source block.

Programming SDR platforms using MATLAB and Simulink
requires also the Communications Toolbox, which needs to
be included with the MATLAB and Simulink license to be
available for use. In addition, hardware support packages
specific to the SDR platform that needs to be programmed
should be installed. These provide Simulink blocks similar to
the source and sink blocks in GNU Radio, which communi-
cate with external SDR devices to process live radio signals
captured over the air. Currently, the USRP, the RTL-SDR, and
the ADALM-PLUTO are supported with MATLAB, but the
HackRF One and the Lime SDR are not [74]. Since MATLAB
is not open source, the blocks available for SDR programming
cannot be modified by the users. However, free open-source
MATLAB and Simulink code published by users is available
on the MATLAB Central File Exchange [77].

Programming using LabVIEW is currently limited to the
NI and Ettus USRP SDRs, and other SDR platforms are
not officially supported. However, some examples of using
LabVIEW with RTL-SDR can be found by searching the NI
Community website [78].

VI. CASE STUDIES

We illustrate the use of SDR platforms with two case studies
that have been completed in recent years in academic projects
outside of a formal course on wireless communications:

• In the first project a Lime SDR platform is used as
receiver to collect RF measurements for an empirical
characterization of man-made noise in the 900 MHz
frequency band [70]. This study demonstrates one of the
many applications of SDR platforms, to replace conven-
tional equipment used for performing RF measurements,
which leads to lighter and more portable system and is
beneficial for reducing overall system costs.

• In the second project an experimental study of the RF
transmit power for a USRP B200 is presented [79]. The
study is important since it highlights the need to test SDR
platforms prior to using them in practical implementa-
tions, to confirm the RF power level at which they are
programmed to transmit, and to understand dependence
of RF power on frequency and other parameters, such

Fig. 9. Full size van converted into a mobile platform to perform noise
measurements in the early 1990s [70].

Fig. 10. The mobile platform used to perform noise measurements in [70].

as transmit gain(s) for example, which may be available
when programming the SDRs.

A. Using SDR Platforms for Empirical Noise Characterization

The items needed to perform an empirical characteriza-
tion of impulsive noise include a radio receiver, a spectrum
analyzer, a logarithmic detector, a digital oscilloscope, and
a computer. We note that performing an empirical noise
characterization study during the early 1990s required access
to a well-equipped lab dedicated to communication systems
where all the items, which had significant price tags at the
time, had to be available. Furthermore, in order to incorporate
this equipment into a mobile platform a full size van had to
be converted into a measurement vehicle as shown in Fig. 9.
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By contrast, the setup used for taking measurements of
impulsive noise these days can be accomplished using in-
expensive components that can be acquired with the limited
budget of an undergraduate research project, consisting of a
SDR platform such as the Lime SDR, along with an average
laptop computer as seen in Fig. 10. The SDR platform is
configured as receiver providing access to the I/Q noise data,
while all of the other items (the logarithmic detector, the
spectrum analyzer, and the digital oscilloscope) are integrated
in the signal processing software running on the laptop.

The specific application presented in [70] focuses on a
narrowband system with RF bandwidth of 250 Hz operating in
the 900 MHz band, but the setup can be easily adapted to other
applications due to the versatility of the Lime SDR platform,
which operates over a wide range of frequencies, covering
the HF, VHF and UHF bands. Thus, the measurement setup
in [70] requires minimal software changes to be applied to
impulsive noise measurements and characterization in other
scenarios, such as complementing the numerical simulation
results in [80] with actual RF measurements of the noise
radiated by a microwave oven over a narrowband channel
with 300 kHz bandwidth at 2 GHz, similar to the one in
[81]. Alternatively, the same system in [70] can be adapted
to characterize wideband UHF digital TV channels with a
bandwidth of 10 MHz in the 700 MHz band [82].

The Lime SDR, or other similar SDR platform, can also be
used in transmit mode to synthesize impulsive noise signals
using computer generated I and Q components as outlined
in [83]. Accomplishing this requires in essence developing
the software for generating the I and Q components of the
artificial impulsive noise along with programming the SDR
platform to transmit it over the frequency band of interest,
and can be useful for testing purposes in a lab setup.

The noise measurement approach presented in [70] allows
RF site-surveyors to accumulate noise data and to identify
best and worst-case noise scenarios by using a lightweight
and highly portable battery-powered measurement setup that
includes a SDR platform and a laptop computer. The setup
can be easily adapted to perform measurements of broadband
or narrowband electromagnetic interference emissions, which
are usually performed by experts at nationally recognized
testing laboratories. Such measurements can be both expensive
and time consuming, since they require specialized person-
nel and test fixtures, as well as hours of calibration and
measurements to produce highly accurate certified results.
However, when stringent accuracy and certification are not
absolutely necessary, as may be the case with consumer-
type applications, taking advantage of the versatility of SDR
platforms, to establish dedicated systems for electromagnetic
compatibility testing can significantly reduce cost, while still
providing useful information for system design.

B. Transmit Power Variation for USRP B200 SDR

The study of transmit RF power in [79] is motivated by
the fact that the USRP SDRs are not calibrated devices that
can be used for measurement and/or testing, and USRP data
sheets are vague when it comes to the specification of the
RF transmit power level. A USRP B200 is considered in

(a) Lower UHD gain values.

(b) Higher UHD gain values.

Fig. 11. Measured output RF power for USRP B200 SDR [79].

[79], for which the RF specifications mention only that its
RF transmit power is above 10 dBm [52]. Furthermore, the
transmit power of the USRP B200 is programmable through
the transmit gain parameter in the USRP Hardware Driver
(UHD), but exact specification of RF power as a function of
the UHD gain is elusive. Nevertheless, precise knowledge of
the RF transmit power is desirable for both experimentation
and practical implementations, in particular for radio links with
low margins such as, for example, those occurring in satellite
communications [84], where every dB matters.

To perform the measurements of transmit RF power in
[79] the USRP B200 was programmed using MATLAB and
Simulink to transmit tones with frequency starting from
70 MHz to 6 GHz in 10 MHz increments. The USRP was
configured to transmit using various UHD gain settings with
values between 70 dB and the maximum allowed UHD value
of 89.75 dB, and the RF power of the corresponding trans-
mitted signal was recorded using a spectrum analyzer. A sep-
arate Matlab script is run to collect the power measurements
automatically using the Instrument Control Toolbox, and the
results obtained are separated into two categories as follows:
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• The first category, shown in Fig. 11(a), includes lower
UHD gains with values starting at 71 dB and increasing
in 3 dB increments to 80 dB.

• The second category, shown in Fig. 11(b), includes high
UHD gains with values starting at 83.75 dB and increas-
ing in 3 dB increments to a UHD gain value of 89.75 dB,
which is the maximum allowed UHD gain setting for the
USRP B200.

The experimental results show that, with the UHD gain
set at the maximum allowed value of 89.75 dB, the transmit
power of the USRP B200 is indeed above 10 dBm over all its
operating range as specified by the manufacturer [52]. Results
in Fig. 11(b) also show that for UHD gains above 83 dB, the
transmitter appears to be outside its linear operating range as
changes in the UHD gain value do not reflect linearly in the
transmit power variations. For UHD gains below 80 dB results
in Fig. 11(a) show that the transmitter operation is linear as
one can observe the clear 3 dB separation between neighboring
curves, which is expected from the UHD gain settings under
linear operation. It is thus conceivable to extrapolate the
measurements done for these UHD gain values (71 dB, 74 dB,
77 dB, and 80 dB) to estimate transmit power levels for UHD
gains below 70 dB.

Another interesting observation that can be based on the
plots in Fig. 11 is that the transmit RF power of the USRP
B200 varies with frequency. For example, looking at the curves
for lower UHD gain values in Fig. 11(a), one can notice a
variation of about 12 dB between the output power values
at lower frequencies (70 MHz – 100 MHz) and those at
higher frequencies (5.5 GHz – 6 GHz). The decrease in the
transmit RF power of the USRP B200 observed when the
operating frequency increases is likely due to the fact that the
transmitter impedance is better matched at lower frequencies
than at higher ones, and should be considered when the USRP
is programmed to transmit at a specific power level in a given
frequency band.

The specific application setup presented in [79], which
focuses on a USRP B200 SDR, can be easily adapted to other
SDR platforms. If MATLAB hardware support package for the
SDR platform is not available, which is currently the case with
the HackRF One and the Lime SDR platforms, then the SDR
may be programmed to sweep its operating range using GNU
Radio, while collecting the power measurements can still be
accomplished using the MATLAB script that calls functions
in the Instrument Control Toolbox.

VII. CONCLUSIONS

In this paper we provided a comprehensive introduction to
SDRs, which are the building blocks of modern communica-
tion systems and are used in research, development, implemen-
tation, and teaching of wireless communications. The paper
starts with a brief review of drivers and enabling technologies
that contributed to the advancement of SDR platforms and
to their ubiquitous presence in current and emerging wireless
systems and networks, mentioning also future trends that will
continue to keep SDRs at the forefront of communication
technologies. Next, a brief theoretical background is given,

reviewing bandpass signal representations in terms of I/Q
components along with heterodyning for frequency up- and
down-conversions, which are concepts that are essential to the
understanding of SDR operation. The current architecture of
SDR platforms is then presented, with details on the various
processing stages in SDRs that include the RF front end, the IF
processing, the digital front end, and the baseband processing.
Finally, the paper presents several SDR platforms that have
emerged as preferred choices for research, development, teach-
ing, and radio enthusiast projects, reviews SDR programming
alternatives, and presents two case studies demonstrating SDR
applications and uses.

We are confident that, with the continued interest for SDRs
in existing and future generations of wireless communication
systems, the paper will serve as a useful reference for wireless
researchers and developers working in the industry as well as
for instructors teaching courses on wireless communications.
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