
Application Note 105

October 2023

Author:
Engineering Support

The Connor-Winfield Corporation

Bulletin CW-AN105
Revision 00
Date 18 Oct 2023

The Connor-Winfield Corporation 
2111 Comprehensive Drive
Aurora, Illinois   60505

Phone: 630-851-4722
Email: sales@conwin.com

www.conwin.com

Precision time synchronization and clocking are essential for vari-
ous applications, ranging from telecommunications to financial 
systems, and from power grids to scientific measurements. Ensur-
ing precise synchronization and clocking requires a combination of 
hardware, software, and protocols.

Frequency control devices, such as oscillators and crystal resonators, 
play a fundamental role in time synchronization applications by pro-
viding a stable and consistent time base. The accuracy, stability, and 
precision of these frequency control devices directly influence the 
effectiveness of time synchronization.

Here is a breakdown of how to use frequency control devices and 
its PLL circuitry in supporting time synchronization applications:

1. Stable Time Base:
Every digital system requires a clock to function. This clock is 
usually derived from an oscillator. The accuracy and stability of 
this oscillator determines how consistently the system keeps 
time. In time synchronization applications, having a stable time 
source is crucial, as it forms the foundation upon which synchro-
nization can be built.  The precision level of the clock will often 
dictate the system’s ability to maintain time in the short term 
and in periods where synchronization is lost, i.e. holdover

2. Oscillator Types and Their Usage:
Quartz crystals and clock Oscillators: These are among the 
most commonly used resonators and oscillators for general 
electronic applications due to their good frequency stability, 
low cost, and compact size.

Voltage Controlled Crystal Oscillators (VCXOs): These are 
quartz oscillators with the ability to have its frequency controlled 
via a varactor-based voltage tuning circuit such that it can be 
controlled in a phase lock loop (PLL) system to clean up the 
phase noise signal of a noisy/ jittery reference clock.

Temperature Compensated Crystal Oscillators (TCXOs): 
These are quartz oscillators with a temperature compensa-
tion circuit to reduce frequency variations due to temperature 
changes. They’re used in applications requiring higher preci-
sion than standard quartz oscillators.
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2. Oscillator Types and Their Usage continued...
Oven-Controlled Crystal Oscillators (OCXOs): These have a 
temperature-controlled chamber (oven) that keeps the crys-
tal at a constant temperature, offering even better frequency 
stability than TCXOs. They’re used in more demanding time 
synchronization applications, like in base stations and telecom 
equipment.

Rubidium or Cesium Atomic Clocks: These offer the high-
est accuracy and are used in applications requiring extremely 
precise time synchronization, like in GPS satellites or national 
timekeeping standards.

3. Numerical/Digital Phase Lock Loop (NPLL):
 A Numerical Phase-Locked Loop (NPLL) is a numerical/ digital 
implementation of the traditional phase-locked loop, which is 
a feedback control system that aims to synchronize the phase 
of an oscillator with the phase of a reference signal. In the 
context of time synchronization, NPLLs can be used in various 
ways to ensure that the local oscillator remains synchronized 
with a reference time source.

4. Clock Multiplication and Division:
In many electronic systems, various components operate at 
different frequencies. Frequency control devices can be used 
alongside phase-locked loops (PLLs) or other frequency syn-
thesis techniques to produce multiple clock frequencies from a 
single reference frequency.

5. GPS-Disciplined Oscillators:
Some synchronization systems use GPS signals to discipline an 
oscillator, usually an OCXO. The oscillator provides a stable fre-
quency, while the GPS provides an absolute time reference. The 
system can then adjust the oscillator to align with the GPS time, 
ensuring both frequency stability and absolute time accuracy. 

Frequency control devices act as the heartbeat of time synchro-
nization systems, offering a consistent and stable foundation on 
which synchronized timing can be established and maintained 
across various devices and systems


