
NETWORKING EMBEDDED SYSTEMS

Deep Technical Analysis of the KSZ9897 7-Port Gigabit 
Ethernet Switch and xMII Interface Architectures
Published: March 11, 2025  |  Index ID: #617

In the rapidly evolving landscape of industrial automation, automotive networking, and high-performance 

embedded systems, the demand for robust, high-bandwidth communication has never been greater. Central to this 

evolution is the transition from legacy Fast Ethernet (10/100 Mbps) to Gigabit Ethernet (10/100/1000 Mbps) 

frameworks. Among the leading hardware solutions facilitating this transition is the KSZ9897family of switches

from Microchip Technology. As a fully integrated Layer 2 managed switch, the KSZ9897 serves as a cornerstone for

engineers designing complex networks that require not only high throughput but also precise timing and power

efficiency. This article provides an exhaustive technical exploration of the KSZ9897 series, the intricacies of Media

Independent Interfaces (xMII), and the strategic implementation of advanced networking protocols like AVB and

IEEE 1588v2.

The Theoretical Framework of Gigabit Switching and Media Independence

To understand the utility of the KSZ9897, one must first grasp the concept of the Media Independent Interface 

(MII). The MII serves as the critical abstraction layer between the Media Access Control (MAC) sublayer of the Data

Link Layer and the Physical Layer (PHY). By standardizing this interface, semiconductor manufacturers allow

network controllers from various vendors to interface seamlessly with different physical media, whether copper

(10BASE-T, 100BASE-TX, 1000BASE-T) or fiber optics.

The Evolution of xMII: From MII to SGMII

As network speeds increased, the original MII standard encountered physical limitations, particularly regarding pin

count and clock frequency. This led to the development of several variants designed to optimize PCB real estate

and signal integrity:

•  MII (Media Independent Interface): The legacy standard for 100 Mbps Ethernet. It utilizes a 4-bit wide data 

bus for both transmit and receive directions, requiring a total of 16 signals. It operates at 25 MHz for 100 Mbps 

throughput.

•  RMII (Reduced Media Independent Interface): Designed to halve the pin count, RMII uses a 2-bit wide data 

bus and a shared 50 MHz reference clock, reducing the signal count to roughly 6-10 pins.

•  RGMII (Reduced Gigabit Media Independent Interface): The industry standard for Gigabit connections. It 

employs a 4-bit data bus but utilizes Double Data Rate (DDR) signaling, capturing data on both the rising and 

falling edges of a 125 MHz clock to achieve 1000 Mbps throughput.

•  SGMII (Serial Gigabit Media Independent Interface): A serial implementation that uses differential pairs 

(LVDS) to transmit data at a baud rate of 1.25 Gbps. SGMII significantly reduces pin count (only 4-6 pins) and is 

ideal for high-density switches like the KSZ9897S.

Architectural Deep Dive: The KSZ9897 Switch Family

The KSZ9897is a seven-port, highly integrated Layer 2 managed Ethernet switch. Its architecture is specifically

optimized for applications requiring a mix of integrated copper PHYs and high-speed digital interfaces for host

processor connectivity.



Internal Component Breakdown

The device features five integrated 10/100/1000BASE-T PHYs and two ports dedicated to digital interfaces. 

Specifically, in the KSZ9897RTXC and KSZ9897STXI variants:

•  Ports 1-5: These ports feature integrated Triple-Speed Transceivers (PHYs) with support for auto-negotiation, 

auto-MDI/MDI-X, and robust cable diagnostics (LinkMD+).

•  Port 6: A highly flexible port supporting SGMII, RGMII, MII, or RMII. This port is typically used to connect to a 

high-end SoC or an additional switch.

•  Port 7: Supports RGMII, MII, or RMII, providing a secondary high-speed uplink or processor interface.

Switching Fabric and Buffer Management

The core of the KSZ9897 is a non-blocking wire-speed switch fabric. It utilizes a Store-and-Forwardarchitecture,

which ensures that frames are fully received and checked for CRC errors before being forwarded. This prevents the

propagation of corrupted packets through the network. The device includes a large integrated packet buffer and an

address lookup engine (ALE) capable of storing up to 8,000 MAC addresses.

Technical Analysis of Interface Performance

Selecting the right interface (RGMII vs. SGMII) is a critical decision for systems engineers. The following table

provides a technical comparison of the interfaces supported by the KSZ9897.



Feature MII RMII RGMII SGMII

Max Speed 100 Mbps 100 Mbps 1000 Mbps 1000 Mbps

Clock Frequency 25 MHz 50 MHz 125 MHz 625 MHz (DDR)

Data Bus Width 4-bit 2-bit 4-bit (DDR) 1-bit (Differential)

Pin Count (approx) 16 7 12 4-6

Voltage Levels 3.3V / 2.5V 3.3V / 2.5V 1.5V / 1.8V / 2.5V LVDS / Differential

PCB Complexity Low Low Medium (Skew 
Control)

High (Impedance)

Signal Integrity and RGMII Implementation

When implementing RGMII on the KSZ9897, designers must pay close attention to clock-to-data skew. The

RGMII v2.0 specification introduces an internal delay (ID) option. The KSZ9897 allows for the addition of a

programmable delay (typically 2ns) to the clock signal relative to the data signals. This is vital to ensure that the

clock edge aligns with the center of the "data eye," maximizing the setup and hold time margins. Without precise

skew management, Gigabit links will suffer from high bit-error rates (BER) or fail to link up entirely.

Advanced Networking Features: AVB, TSN, and Time Synchronization

One of the distinguishing factors of the KSZ9897 and its sibling, the KSZ9567, is the comprehensive support for 

Audio Video Bridging (AVB) and Time-Sensitive Networking (TSN)standards. These features are

indispensable in automotive infotainment and industrial control systems where latency must be deterministic.

IEEE 1588v2 Precision Time Protocol (PTP)

The KSZ9897 integrates hardware support for IEEE 1588v2. Unlike software-based synchronization, hardware-

level timestamping captures the exact moment a PTP message leaves or enters the MAC. This allows for

synchronization accuracy in the sub-microsecond range. The switch supports both 1-step and 2-step clock modes,

acting as either a Transparent Clock (TC) or a Boundary Clock (BC).

IEEE 802.1BA and 802.1Qav (Traffic Shaping)

To support AVB, the KSZ9897 implements Credit-Based Shapers (CBS). This mechanism ensures that time-

critical streams (such as live audio or video) are granted priority access to the bandwidth while preventing them

from "starving" best-effort traffic. By regulating the transmission of frames, the switch maintains low latency and

minimal jitter for high-priority streams.

Hardware Integration and Field Engineering Guide

Integrating the KSZ9897 into a custom PCB requires a structured approach to power sequencing, configuration,

and thermal management.

Step-by-Step Configuration Workflow

1.  Hardware Strapping: Upon reset, the KSZ9897 samples specific pins to determine the initial configuration, 

such as the I2C/SPI address and the operating mode of Port 6/7. Ensure pull-up and pull-down resistors are sized 



correctly (typically 10k ohms) to prevent signal contention.

2.  Management Interface Selection: The device can be managed via SPI or I2C. SPI is generally preferred for 

high-speed register access and bulk data transfers (such as MIB counter polling).

3.  PHY Initialization: While the integrated PHYs are self-sufficient, software should verify link status, speed, and 

duplex via the MDIO/MDC interface or the internal register map.

4.  VLAN and QoS Setup: For complex networks, configure 802.1Q VLAN tags to segregate traffic. Define 

priority queues (up to 4 queues per port) to ensure that critical management traffic is prioritized.

Thermal Management and Packaging

The KSZ9897STXC is housed in a 128-pin TQFP-EP (Exposed Pad) package. The exposed pad is not just an 

electrical ground; it is the primary thermal path. Designers must include a robust array of thermal vias connecting 

the EP to a large internal ground plane. In industrial environments where ambient temperatures reach +85°C 

(Industrial Grade STXI), failure to provide adequate heat sinking can lead to thermal throttling or permanent device

failure.

Diagnostics and Troubleshooting with LinkMD+

Network maintenance is a significant operational cost. The KSZ9897 includes LinkMD+, a Time Domain

Reflectometry (TDR) based cable diagnostic tool. This feature allows the system to detect and locate common

cable faults including:

•  Open Circuits: Identification of the exact distance to a broken wire.

•  Short Circuits: Pinpointing the location of a short between pairs.

•  Impedance Mismatches: Detecting degraded cables that may support 100 Mbps but fail at 1000 Mbps.

Case Study: Resolving RGMII Communication Errors

In a recent industrial deployment involving the KSZ9897, a development team reported intermittent packet loss on 

the RGMII uplink to an i.MX6 processor. Initial diagnostics suggested a software driver issue. However, using a 

high-bandwidth oscilloscope, engineers identified that the 125 MHz clock signal was arriving at the processor 

simultaneously with the data transitions. By enabling the Internal Delay (ID)bit in the KSZ9897's Port 6 control

registers, the clock was shifted by 2ns, placing it in the middle of the stable data window. This single register

adjustment eliminated the CRC errors and stabilized the Gigabit link.

Energy Efficiency and Green Ethernet

Sustainability and power consumption are increasingly relevant in modern hardware design. The KSZ9897 

supports IEEE 802.3az Energy Efficient Ethernet (EEE). This standard allows the switch to enter a Low Power 

Idle (LPI) state during periods of low data activity. The power savings are substantial, particularly in networks with 

bursty traffic patterns. Additionally, the device features a Wake-on-LAN (WOL)capability, allowing the system to

remain in a deep sleep state until a specific "Magic Packet" is detected on the wire.

Broad Implications for Future Networking

The technical sophistication of the KSZ9897 family underscores a broader trend in the semiconductor industry: the

integration of high-level management features into the silicon itself. By offloading tasks like PTP timestamping,

VLAN tagging, and traffic shaping from the main CPU to the switch hardware, designers can utilize lower-cost

processors while maintaining high-performance network characteristics. 

As we look toward the future, the convergence of Automotive Ethernet (100BASE-T1) and standard Gigabit



Ethernet will likely rely on devices like the KSZ9897 to act as bridges. The switch's ability to handle multiple xMII

formats makes it a versatile tool for bridging the gap between specialized automotive sensors and standard data

logging equipment. Whether in a factory floor controller, a smart city gateway, or an autonomous vehicle's

backbone, the KSZ9897 represents the pinnacle of current Layer 2 switching technology, providing the reliability

and precision required for the next generation of connected devices.

Tags: #KSZ9897  #Gigabit Ethernet  #SGMII  #RGMII  #Microchip Technology  #IEEE 1588v2  #AVB



Page 1 of 5



Page 2 of 5



Page 3 of 5



Page 4 of 5



Page 5 of 5


