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USING ASYMMETRIC SINGLE-ISA
CMPS TO SAVE ENERGY ON

OPERATING SYSTEMS
.....................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................

CPUS CONSUME TOO MUCH POWER. MODERN COMPLEX CORES SOMETIMES WASTE

POWER ON FUNCTIONS THAT ARE NOT USEFUL FOR THE CODE THEY RUN. IN PARTICULAR,

OPERATING SYSTEM KERNELS DO NOT BENEFIT FROM MANY POWER-CONSUMING

FEATURES INTENDED TO IMPROVE APPLICATION PERFORMANCE. WE ADVOCATE

ASYMMETRIC SINGLE-ISA MULTICORE SYSTEMS, IN WHICH SOME CORES ARE OPTIMIZED

TO RUN OS CODE AT GREATLY IMPROVED ENERGY EFFICIENCY.

......Our computer systems need to do
better at balancing useful performance with
energy consumption. In a recent paper,
Barroso and Hölzle1 pointed out that most
servers operate most of the time at relatively
modest utilizations—seldom entirely idle,
and seldom fully utilized. However, typical
servers consume almost as much energy
when idle as they do when fully loaded, so
their energy efficiency (useful work per
joule) suffers in their normal operating
region. Barroso and Hölzle argued that
designers should ‘‘develop machines that
consume energy in proportion to the
amount of work performed.’’

We know that many applications spend
much of their execution in operating system
(OS) code. (This has been documented by
others,2,3 and we list our own measurements
for several benchmarks later in this article,
in Table 2.) But we have also known, since
1990, what John Ousterhout observed, that
‘‘operating system performance does not
seem to be improving at the same rate as the

base speed of the underlying hardware.’’4

So, OS code execution on complex CPU
cores wastes energy, because it does not fully
exploit that complexity.

Multicore systems offer us a way to
restore energy proportionality to OS code
execution, and more generally to OS-
intensive applications, via asymmetric (or
heterogeneous) cores. In 2003, Kumar et al.
showed, through simulation, that energy
efficiency could be improved by migrating
application code between complex and
simple cores as appropriate to the current
phase of the application;5 their simulations
did not include OS code. Because they
migrated code dynamically, their proposal
retained the single instruction set architec-
ture (single-ISA) model of symmetrical chip
multiprocessors: all cores can execute the
same machine code. For conciseness, we
refer to these as asymmetric single-ISA chip
multiprocessor (ASISA-CMP) systems.

We advocate the use of ASISA-CMP
systems in which some cores are optimized
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for energy-efficient execution of OS code.
These cores need not be novel designs;
Nellans et al. observed that ‘‘a classic 5 stage
pipeline [such as] a 486 is surprisingly close
in performance to a modern Pentium 4
when executing [OS code].’’2 Older, simpler
core designs, when implemented in the
same VLSI process as modern complex
cores, can consume an order of magnitude
less power without a similarly large gap in
OS performance.

Others have proposed heterogeneous
multicore systems focused on OS code,2,6

but with multiple ISAs; that is, some cores
run special ISAs, either dedicated to OS
functions or dedicated to network process-
ing. However, the nice thing about single-
ISA heterogeneous multicore systems is that
they eliminate worries about where the code
executes, because any core can execute any
part of the code. The single-ISA model
makes it very easy to implement and
maintain the necessary OS changes. The
same kernel binary can execute on ASISA-
CMPs and traditional, symmetric CMPs,
with only minor configuration changes to
optimize for energy efficiency.

Proportionality in energy consumption
There are at least two ways to design a

system to meet the goal of energy propor-
tionality: The first way is to use individual
components whose power consumption
varies with throughput, such as a CPU that
supports voltage and frequency scaling. The
second is to use a combination of both
high-power, high-performance and low-
power, low-performance components, with
a mechanism for dynamically varying which
components are used (and powered up)
based on system load.

The ASISA-CMP model of Kumar et al.5

follows the second approach, without
precluding the first one. Under light load,
activity shifts to low-power cores; under
heavy load, low-power cores can offer
additional parallelism without significant
increases in power consumption.

OS-friendly cores
We extend the ASISA-CMP model by

asserting that low-power cores should be
specialized to execute operating system

code. This assertion stems from several
observations:

N OS code does not proportionately
benefit from the potential speedup of
complex, high-frequency cores. Run-
ning OS code on simpler cores is a
better use of power and chip area.

N Most computer systems (with excep-
tions, such as those used for scientific
computing) are often idle. (Ranga-
nathan et al. report 90th-percentile
utilization from nine different enter-
prise clusters between 5.3 percent and
44 percent;7 a subset of Google servers
operates ‘‘most of the time’’ between
10 percent and 50 percent utiliza-
tion.1) Powering down complex CPU
cores when they would otherwise be
idle improves proportionality.

These observations led us to an approach
based on two complementary designs:

N CMPs combining high-power, high-
complexity application cores, and low-
power, low-complexity OS-friendly
cores; and

N operating system modifications to
dynamically shift load to the most
appropriate core, and (potentially) to
power down idle cores.

Of course, the CPU is not the only
power-consuming component in a system,
and ASISA-CMP does not address the
power consumed by memory, buses, and
I/O devices, or the power wasted in power
supplies and cooling systems. Therefore,
even if the CPU were perfectly proportion-
al, the entire system would still fail to meet
the proportionality rule. However, as long
as the CPU represents the largest single
power draw in a system, improving its
proportionality is worthwhile. (For exam-
ple, Mahesri and Vardhan report that a
laptop’s CPU consumes up to 52 percent of
total power.8)

ASISA-CMP offers the option of power-
ing down high-power application core while
maintaining OS functions on a low-power
core. For example, the arrival of a new Web
(HTTP/TCP) connection normally pre-
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cedes the arrival of the actual HTTP request
by at least one network round-trip time
(typically on the order of milliseconds or
more). This delay would allow an OS core
to handle the initial TCP connection
request, letting the application core (if
otherwise idle) continue sleeping until the
actual HTTP request arrives.

Our approach naturally scales to a system
with multiple application cores and multi-
ple OS cores, in which individual cores are
turned on as needed to handle the offered
application or OS loads.

Core heterogeneity
The promise of ASISA-CMP depends

critically on two facts of CPU core design:

N For a given process technology, a
complex core consumes far more
power and die area than a simple core.

N A complex core does not improve OS
performance nearly as much as it
improves application performance.

Table 1 shows the relative power con-
sumption, performance (in terms of in-
structions per cycle, or IPC), and sizes of
various generations of Alpha cores, scaled as
if all were implemented in the same process
technology. Clearly, the smallest core deliv-
ers significantly more performance per watt
and performance per mm2. In fact, these
performance results were based on the
SPEC CPU benchmark suite; because
operating system performance generally
scales worse than application performance,
the IPC ratios would be even smaller for OS
code.2

Prior support for our assertion that OS
performance scales worse than application
performance comes from Ousterhout4 and
from Brown and Seltzer;9 these results are
over a decade old, and should be revalidat-
ed. We did a simplistic validation, running
both nbench10 (a Linux port of the BYTE-
mark application-benchmark suite) and
hbench-OS9 (a suite of OS microbe-
nchmarks) on 13 Linux 2.6.* systems
running on many versions of x86 processors.

Figure 1 shows how several hbench-OS
microbenchmarks scale relative to nbench’s
floating-point index. The circles show the
rate of process creations (hbench’s ‘‘simple
static’’ test); the boxes show the rate of
signal handler invocations. Both data sets
are normalized to the slowest rate in the
data set.

The solid and dashed lines show linear
regressions for the process-creations and
signals-handled data sets, respectively. Both
are well below the y 5 x line, which

Table 1. Power and relative performance of Alpha cores at 2.1 GHz.*

Alpha core Peak power (W) Average power (W) IPC** Area** Power**

EV4 4.97 3.73 1.00 1.00 1.00

EV5 9.83 6.88 1.30 1.76 1.84

EV6 17.8 10.68 1.87 8.54 2.86

EV8 92.88 46.44 2.14 82.2 12.45........................................................................................................................................................
* All cores scaled to 0.1 mm, at 2.1 GHz; IPC based on SPEC CPU benchmarks; this table is
based on data from Kumar et al.5

** Normalized versus EV4.

Figure 1. OS microbenchmark performance vs. floating-point performance.

The solid line shows the linear regression for the process creations data

set (circles); the dashed line shows the linear regression for the signals-

handled data set (boxes).
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represents equal scaling for OS and floating-
point benchmarks. (Similar results hold
when plotted against nbench’s integer
index.) This tends to confirm that OS
performance scaling continues to lag behind
application performance scaling. However,
our simple experiment did not control for
several factors—such as the precise Linux
version or the details of the memory
system—that might have skewed the results;
there is room for a more careful study.

Complicating issues
Various issues complicate the question of

whether our approach can improve
throughput (the rate at which work is done)
per watt. ASISA-CMP will pay off for OS
code only if it reduces power consumption
more quickly than it reduces performance.

ASISA-CMP can affect performance in
several ways:

N Running OS code on a slower CPU. By
design, ASISA-CMP may concede
some performance by running OS
code on a simpler core.

N Core-switching costs. ASISA-CMP in-
herently moves a thread of execution
from one core to another for certain
system calls. Core switching creates
longer code paths for these system calls
and adds state-saving overhead.

N Cache affinity versus cache interference.
We assume that the cores in a CMP
share one L2 cache but have private L1
caches. Core switching could harm
cache affinity by requiring cache lines
(for example, for the data buffer of a
write system call) to move between L1
caches; or it could reduce cache
interference by keeping some OS code
and data out of the application core’s
cache.

N Available parallelism. Given that the
incremental cost (in power and area)
for adding an OS core to a CMP is far
lower than for an application core (as
discussed earlier), if there is available
parallelism in the workload that ex-
tends to OS processing, an ASISA-
CMP CPU could support more
parallelism than a symmetric CMP
with similar power and area. For

example, a parallel ‘‘make’’ command
might benefit from having an OS core
run I/O processing while the applica-
tion core is dedicated to an optimizing
compiler. Clearly, not all workloads
will have this kind of parallelism.

Competing approaches
There are definitely other approaches to

improving throughput per watt in multicore
systems, including several that are poten-
tially complementary to ASISA-CMP:

N Complex core with dynamic voltage and
frequency scaling. This could be espe-
cially effective at saving power in
systems with a lot of idle time, but it
might not reduce total core power as
dramatically as turning off a complex
core.

N Complex core with power-down on idle,
with idle cores waking up on inter-
rupts. This approach would not re-
duce the power consumed in OS code.

Several alternatives directly compete with
ASISA-CMP, such as using a lot of
(identical) simple cores, each of which can
be powered off as needed. However, this
configuration requires successful paralleliza-
tion of application programs, a problem
whose solution remains elusive. Others have
proposed running the OS on cores with
specialized ISAs,2 but that would greatly
increase the complexity of developing and
maintaining an OS. (See the ‘‘Related
Work’’ sidebar for more on other related
approaches.)

Dynamic core-switching for OS kernel code
The ASISA-CMP approach could be

applied to OS code in several ways:

N Dynamically switching between cores in
OS kernel code. This technique is the
subject of the rest of this article.

N Binding device interrupts to OS-friendly
cores. Linux already offers this func-
tionality; we enable it only for the
network interface controller (NIC),
since other devices interrupt far less
often.
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N Binding kernel threads to OS-friendly
cores. Grant and Afsahi have shown that
this improves energy efficiency on multi-
threaded scientific applications.11 How-
ever, such relatively static binding might
make load balancing more difficult.

N Running virtualization ‘‘helper process-
ing’’ on OS-friendly cores. Systems such
as Xen12 use a privileged virtual
machine (‘‘Domain 0’’) to multiplex
and manage I/O operations for other
virtual machines. This code could run
on an OS-friendly core.

N Running ‘‘OS-like code’’ on OS-friendly
cores. The definition of an operating
system is quite fluid; the same code
that executes inside the kernel in a
monolithic system would execute in
user mode on a microkernel. Also,
some applications, such as Web serv-
ers, have instruction-level behavior
similar to OS code. The choice of
whether to execute code on OS-
friendly cores should not depend
simply on whether it runs in kernel
mode.

............................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................

Related Work

Our work builds on that of Rakesh Kumar et al., the original proposal

for using single-ISA heterogeneous multicore systems for saving energy.1

However, their simulations did not include OS code. Since then, others

have looked at the OS issue.

Nellans et al. measured the fraction of cycles spent in the OS for a variety of

applications, and reexamined how OS performance scales with CPU

performance, suggesting that interrupt-handling code interferes with caches

and branch-prediction history tables.2 However, instead of proposing an

ASISA-CMP, they suggest adding a dedicated OS-specific core. (It is not

entirely clear how far their proposal is from a single-ISA CMP.) They did not

evaluate this proposal in detail. Wun and Crowley also proposed an

asymmetric architecture, with specialized cores for running network code only.3

Grant and Afsahi looked at binding kernel threads to OS cores, to

improve energy efficiency on scientific applications.4 They did not

evaluate core switching during system calls, and their evaluation was

based on throttling the clock of one core in a symmetric multiprocessor.

Chakraborty et al. proposed refactoring software so that similar

fragments of code are executed on the same core of a CMP.5 Their initial

study treated the OS and the user-mode application as two coarse-

grained fragments, and they found speedup in some cases. However, they

did not examine asymmetric CMPs or the question of power reduction.

Sanjay Kumar et al. proposed a sidecore architecture to support hypervisor

operations.6 In their approach, a hypervisor is restructured into multiple

components, with some running on specialized cores. Their goal was to avoid

the expensive internal state changes triggered via the traps (for example,

VMexit in Intel’s VT architecture) that are used to invoke privileged hypervisor

functions. Instead, the sidecore approach transfers the operation to a remote

core ‘‘that is already in the appropriate state.’’6 This also avoids polluting the

guest-core caches with code and data from hypervisor operations. (The

sidecore approach does not specifically target saving energy.)

Superficially, asymmetric CMPs resemble the asymmetric multipro-

cessing (ASMP) of the 1970s. In that era, ASMP systems usually had

identical CPUs. However, because of the difficulty of correctly managing

parallelism within the operating system, these ASMP systems of

necessity assigned specific tasks to specific processors. Most modern

operating systems support symmetric multiprocessing (SMP); the ability to

balance load arbitrarily over the CPUs required a lot of hard work on OS

implementation, but that work is now mostly complete. ASISA-CMP

exploits SMP support in the kernel so that load can be moved to the most

appropriate type of core. Thus, while ASMP solved the difficulties of

implementing parallelism on identical CPUs, ASISA-CMP allows

optimizing efficiency without requiring extensive work on kernel software.

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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To date, we have focused all of our
implementation and experiments on dy-
namic core switching for OS kernel code
(with interrupt binding enabled). In an
ASISA-CMP system, there are two ways to
optimize throughput per watt:

N If the system is underutilized, shift OS
load to low-power cores and power
down high-power cores whenever
possible.

N If the system has available parallelism,
shift OS load to low-power cores while
keeping the high-power cores as busy
as possible with application code.

First, consider the case in which no
application-level parallelism is available.
Figure 2 illustrates a simple example for
an application with just one thread. Fig-
ure 2a shows a brief part of the application’s
execution on a single-core CPU. When the
application thread makes a system call,
execution moves from user mode to kernel
mode and back. Figure 2b shows the same
execution sequence on a two-core ASISA-
CMP system. In this case, when the

application thread makes the system call,
the kernel transfers control from the
‘‘application core’’ (core 1) to the ‘‘OS
core’’ (core 0); puts core 1 in low-power
mode; executes the system call on core 0;
wakes up core 1; and transfers control back
to core 1.

Figure 2a and Figure 2b also show what
happens on the arrival of an interrupt. In
the single-core system, application execu-
tion is delayed for the actual execution of
the interrupt handling code in the OS, and
also for interrupt exit and entry. In the
ASISA-CMP system, the application con-
tinues to run without delay (except perhaps
for memory-access interference). This
would probably be true for any multicore
system, but in the ASISA-CMP approach
interrupt handling happens on a power-
optimized core rather than on a high-power
core.

Next, consider the case in which appli-
cation-level parallelism exists. Figure 3
(next page) illustrates another simple exam-
ple, for an application with two runnable
threads, A and B, where thread A is running
at the start of the example, and again the

Figure 2. Example timeline showing overheads, without thread-level parallelism: single-core

CPU (a) and asymmetric single-ISA chip multiprocessor (ASISA-CMP) dual-core CPU (b).
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thread makes a system call. Figure 3a shows
the single-core case: While thread A is
executing in the kernel, thread B remains
blocked until the scheduler decides that A
has run long enough. Figure 3b shows the
ASISA-CMP case: When thread A makes its
system call, the kernel switches that thread
to the OS core (core 0); thread B can now
run on the application core (core 1).

Obviously, dynamic core switching is
useful only if the benefits of running OS
code on specialized cores—either the ability
to shut down high-power cores or the ability
to get more parallelism from those cores—
outweigh the switching overheads and the
reduced performance of the simpler cores.

Implementation of dynamic core switching
We implemented dynamic core switching

in Linux (version 2.6.18); our changes were
relatively simple. Our implementation ad-
dressed the two main challenges: deciding
when to switch, and switching quickly.

Switching cores takes time because it
adds extra instructions, it requires transfer-
ring some state between CPUs, and if the

target core is powered down, it could take
about a thousand cycles to restart it.5 The
trade-off is only beneficial for expensive,
frequent system calls (for example, select
or perhaps open), not fast or rare calls (such
as getpid or exit). For some system
calls, the decision to switch also depends on
how much work is to be done. A read

system call with a 10-byte buffer should not
switch; a 10-Kbyte read probably should.

We modified certain system calls so that
the invocation sequence is as follows (the
steps in boldface are our modifications):

1. Validate arguments.
2. Decide whether there is enough

work to do to merit switching.

3. If so, invoke a core-switching func-

tion (asisaSwitchCores) to

switch the thread to an OS core.

4. Do the bulk of the system call.
5. If the thread switched cores, switch

back to an application core. Return
to the original core, if possible, to
preserve cache affinity.

6. Finish up and return from the system call.

Figure 3. Example timeline with thread-level parallelism: single-core CPU (a) and ASISA-CMP dual-core CPU (b).

.........................................................................................................................................................................................................................

ARCHITECTURE-OS INTERACTION

.......................................................................

32 IEEE MICRO



The details differ slightly for each system
call, but generally involve only a few lines of
new code.

In our current implementation, we
switch cores during these system calls:
open, stat, read, write, readv,
writev, select, poll, and send-

file. For read, write, and similar
calls, we arbitrarily defined ‘‘enough work’’
as 4,096 bytes or more; we have not yet
tried to optimize this choice.

We dedicate one or more cores to execute
only OS code; we modified the kernel to
maintain bitmaps designating the OS cores
and the application cores. Our asisa-

SwitchCores function sets a new per-
thread field specifying a target CPU, then
invokes the Linux scheduler (schedule),
the subject of our most extensive changes.

Our modified asisa_schedule

checks the target CPU field. If the current
thread wants to switch, asisa_sche-

dule remembers this, deactivates the
thread, then finds a new process to run on
the current CPU as usual. After the context
switch, if the original thread wants to switch
cores, asisa_schedule moves that
thread to the target CPU’s run queue, then
sends (if necessary) the ‘‘reschedule’’ inter-
processor interrupt to that CPU. This
interrupt causes schedule to be invoked
on the destination CPU, which then
activates the newly arrived thread (the
unmodified behavior of schedule). Our
design respects the existing Linux thread-
priority scheme.

Core-switching costs
To quantify the cost of core switching,

we modified a kernel to switch on the
getpid system call. This call does almost
nothing, so it is a good way to measure the
overhead. (In practice, one would never ac-
tually want to switch cores during getpid.)
We wrote a benchmark that bypasses the
Linux C library’s attempt to cache the results
of getpid; the benchmark pins itself to
the application core, then invokes getpid
many times in a tight loop.

On a dual-core Xeon model 5160
(3.0 GHz, 64-Kbyte L1 caches, 4-Mbyte
L2 cache), getpid takes about 84 ns
without core switching enabled, and about

3,400 ns with core switching enabled—a
slowdown of about 4,000 percent. Howev-
er, when we express the overhead as a ratio,
getpid provides the worst-case compari-
son. In contrast, the read system call, with
a 64-Kbyte buffer and reading from a warm
buffer cache, takes about 11.5 ms without
core switching, and about 15.0 ms with core
switching, an increase of only 31 percent. If
the file is not in the buffer cache, the read
would take several milliseconds, and the
overhead from core switching would be
negligible.

Open issues
So far, our work on dynamic core

switching only partly solves the scheduling
problems associated with asymmetric cores.
Many issues remain unsolved, especially in
finding a balance between energy efficiency
and high throughput. For example, our
current scheduler is not work-conserving: it
may leave an application core idle even
when the OS core is overloaded. We also
have not addressed the problem of efficient-
ly distributing load across multiple OS
cores, or how our changes interact with
Linux’s load balancer. Finally, we have not
systematically evaluated which system calls
merit switching, or what the right buffer
size thresholds are.

Design issues for OS processors
How should an ‘‘OS processor’’ in an

ASISA-CMP differ from the other proces-
sors? We strongly favor the single-ISA
model, because it greatly simplifies software
design, and because it still allows flexible
allocation of computation to cores. But,
even given a single ISA, many choices
remain. We consider just a few of them here.

Caches
OS code tends to have higher cache miss

rates than application code.3 This suggests
that the per-core first-level (L1) caches for
OS cores might benefit from different
parameters (line size, associativity, total
cache size, and so on) than those for
application cores. An OS core could have
smaller caches overall, or it could have a
larger L1 instruction cache at the expense of
a smaller L1 data cache.

........................................................................

MAY–JUNE 2008 33



Pipeline
Deep pipelines work well for applications

with predictable or infrequent branch
behavior, but badly for code with frequent
and hard-to-predict branches, as is typical of
OS code. An OS core can potentially have a
simple pipeline and still achieve close to the
performance of a far more complex pipe-
line, but with significant power and area
savings.

Branch-prediction tables
Although we know of no studies ad-

dressing whether kernel-only execution
would be optimized by a different table
size than that for mixed kernel + user
execution, Gloy et al. reported that simu-
lations of branch prediction should not rely
on user-only traces if the kernel accounts for
even 5 percent of execution time.13 This
result suggests that an OS-friendly core
might need a different branch-prediction
table than a general-purpose core, although
it is unclear whether an OS-friendly core
could use smaller tables. Their result also
suggests that keeping OS and user code on
separate cores would improve branch pre-
diction.

Number of OS cores
Although this article focuses on CMPs

with a single OS-friendly core, there is no
inherent reason why there should be just
one. Future CMPs might have dozens of
cores, so an ASISA-CMP designer would
probably have to choose the appropriate
fraction of OS-friendly cores to optimize
power versus performance for a range of
anticipated workloads. (Imagine a small
family of CPU products that differ only
on this axis, for different markets.)

Proximity to I/O
A system that tries to execute OS code on

an OS-friendly core will, in most cases, use
that core for I/O operations. CPU designers
are moving toward on-chip integration of
I/O hardware (for example, PCI Express
controllers, HyperTransport, or Intel’s
QuickPath). Although these features will
probably not soon be integrated into
individual cores, placing the OS-friendly
core(s) near the on-chip I/O components

should reduce wire lengths, thereby improv-
ing performance and reducing power con-
sumption.

Preliminary experiments
The experiments we report here are quite

preliminary. Our goal was not to demon-
strate the best possible results or how to get
them, but rather to show that ASISA-CMP
provides at least some improvement. (Read-
ers could, and should, object to almost every
simplification we make here.) We will have
to do more extensive experiments to
demonstrate the value of ASISA-CMP and
to answer the open design questions. In
particular, we have tested just a few arbitrary
choices for core complexity and clock speed,
rather than trying to find the optimal trade-
offs, and we have not optimized our kernel’s
decision about when to switch cores.

Methodology
The key question is whether an ASISA-

CMP can improve the performance/joule
ratio for realistic workloads. We addressed
this question using cycle-level simulation
and simple models of power consumption.

We used M5,14 a multiprocessor simula-
tor that does cycle-level (as opposed to
behavioral) simulations and that supports
real operating system code. We currently
have M5 models only for the Alpha
architecture (x86 models are in progress,
but will not be running soon). The
simulator is fully deterministic, so we ran
only one trial for each experiment. (We are
considering adding some nondeterminism
for future experiments.)

We ran the following OS-intensive
benchmarks: netperf’s TCPstream and net-
perf’s TCPmaerts (which differ in the
direction that data flows) and Apache with
a workload based on SPECweb. Table 2
shows that these applications spend a
significant fraction of their non-idle time
in kernel or interrupt modes, although at
lower NIC speeds the netperf benchmarks
often leave the CPU idle.

We booted the kernel and started the
applications using a coarse-grained simula-
tion, then switched to fine-grained simula-
tion for the measurements we report in the
‘‘Performance versus power’’ section (later
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in the article). Fine-grained simulations run
at slowdowns of five or six orders of
magnitude, and generate large trace files to
support our energy modeling, so currently
our fine-grained simulations cover about
167 ms per netperf test, and 133 ms per
Web test.

Simulated configurations. We simulated
the following system configurations: uni,
with a single (uniprocessor) 3-GHz complex
core; duo, with two 3-GHz complex cores;
mini, with two 3-GHz simple cores; scaling,
with two complex cores, one at 3 GHz and
one (for the OS) at 750 MHz; asisa 1, with
one complex core and one simple core, both
at 3 GHz; and asisa 2, with one 3-GHz
complex core and one 750-MHz simple
core.

For each dual-processor hardware con-
figuration, we ran tests using an unmodified
Linux (base), an unmodified Linux that
binds Ethernet and disk interrupts to the
OS core but does not switch cores (bound),
and our core-switching Linux, also with
interrupts bound to the OS core (new).

Power consumption models. We followed
the same power estimation methodology as
Kumar et al.5 Given the asymmetric nature
of our processor cores, the individual power
consumption is a function of the circuit
design style and process parameters, as well
as processor configuration and workload.
We assume that all cores run at 1.2 V and
are scaled to the same 0.10-micron tech-
nology. (This might underestimate the
energy improvements from asymmetry,
because slower cores could run at lower
voltages.) In this article, we focus on peak
power; for most benchmarks, the ratio of
typical power to peak power is fairly
consistent across the two core configura-
tions that we consider.5 Consequently, peak
power provides a first-order estimate of
available power savings. Table 3 shows the
specific peak power values we used. The
core power models from Kumar et al.5 are
all existing Alpha cores, designed for high
performance on application code, and
therefore include application-quality float-
ing-point units. In a real ASISA-CMP
system, we might expect that the OS

cores would be redesigned specifically
for efficient OS execution and might draw
even less power than the simple cores in
Table 3.

We simulated a shared L2 cache (3.5
Mbytes, 8-way set associative, 12-ns access),
obtained access statistics from the simulator,
and modeled the energy consumed per
access: 28 nJ for a read hit, 32 nJ for a
write miss, and 56 nJ for a read miss. (These
cache-access energy estimates were provided
to us by R. Kumar.) L2 cache accesses
consumed about 2 percent to 23 percent of
the total energy across our various tests,
depending on the configuration.

Metrics. For each combination of work-
load and configuration, we measured the
useful work done during the fine-grained
simulation, and the total energy consumed.
Our figure of merit, performance per joule,
is the ratio of those measurements. For our
networking benchmarks, we define useful
work simply as the total number of network
bytes sent and received.

Modeling core power-up
We follow Kumar et al.5 both in

assuming that ‘‘unused cores are completely
powered down, rather than left idle,’’ to

Table 2. Fraction of CPU time spent in various modes.*

NIC speed (Gbps) Benchmark

Percentage of time spent in mode

User Kernel Interrupt Idle

1 Apache 55.7 33.1 9.0 2.2

1 TCPmaerts 29.4 28.2 8.5 33.9

1 TCPstream 0.0 8.2 8.9 82.9

10 Apache 55.7 32.8 9.0 2.4

10 TCPmaerts 60.7 29.7 7.7 2.0

10 TCPstream 0.1 26.0 17.4 56.5..........................................................................................................................
* Measurements are based on unmodified Linux on a simulated uniprocessor.

Table 3. Core peak-power models.

Core

name

Alpha core

type

Peak power (W)

at 750 MHz

Peak power (W)

at 3 GHz

Simple EV4-like 1.78 7.1

Complex EV6-like 6.4 25.4

........................................................................
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minimize wasted power, and in estimating
the power-up delay at about 1,000 cycles.
This delay is independent of the clock
frequency; it represents the time required to
charge the core’s power distribution net-
work, assuming these wires are sized
primarily to handle the core’s normal
operating currents.

We assume that powering down a core
costs nothing, and that the latency of
powering up a core can be fully overlapped
with the somewhat longer latency of going
through the scheduler. This latter assump-

tion is probably optimistic, but we currently
have no way to measure it. However, we
must model the energy cost of waiting for a
powered-down core to restart. We do this
by subtracting 1,000 cycles from the
duration of each idle interval, then sum-
ming the nonnegative results to get the total
idle time for each core.

We also have a choice: Should we assume
that all idle cores are powered down, or only
the application cores? And should we
assume that an otherwise unmodified kernel
could also power down idle cores? To be

Figure 4. Performance versus power for TCPstream, with NIC bandwidth of 1 Gbps: Kbytes

per joule (a) and total Kbytes (b).
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conservative, our energy models assume that
all kernels (including base) power down all
idle cores; we also model a standard
configuration in which the base kernel
never powers down any core.

Performance versus power: Results
In the TCPstream benchmark, the system

under test sends TCP data as fast as
possible. For the bound and new software
configurations, netperf was pinned to the
application core.

Figures 4 and 5 show results for 1-Gbps
and 10-Gbps Ethernet bandwidths. Gener-
ally, the uniprocessor system with the
unmodified kernel provides the best effi-
ciency. However, the asisa 2 hardware with
the new (core-switching) kernel gets some-
what better throughput per watt. The OS
core is saturated in this configuration (as the
total Kbytes results show), which limits total
throughput. We suspect that a CMP with
several OS cores could achieve higher
bandwidths with similar efficiency.

Figure 5. Performance versus power for TCPstream, with NIC bandwidth of 10 Gbps):

Kbytes per joule (a) and total Kbytes (b).

........................................................................
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In the TCPmaerts benchmark, the system
receives (and discards) TCP data as fast as
possible. Figure 6 shows results for 10-Gbps
NIC bandwidth. The new (core-switching)
kernel is significantly more energy-efficient
on several different configurations; again,
the asisa 2 hardware seems underpowered
and might support higher throughput with
multiple OS cores.

The netperf benchmarks are single stream
and do not get much multiprocessor
speedup. However, because TCP acknowl-

edgment packet reception can run in
parallel with TCP transmission, binding
interrupts to the OS core can (but does not
always) improve throughput and energy
efficiency on TCPstream, compared to the
base operating system configuration. Bind-
ing interrupts does not help TCPmaerts, in
which most ACKs are sent as part of the
interrupt-driven processing for received data
packets, and hence there is no chance for
parallelism between data processing and
ACK processing.

Figure 6. Performance versus power for TCPmaerts, with NIC bandwidth of 10 Gbps:

Kbytes per joule (a) and total Kbytes (b).
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Figure 7 shows results for Apache on 1-
Gbps Ethernet. These tests are CPU
limited, although the new kernel, which
we ran with Apache pinned to the applica-
tion core, saturates the application core but
sometimes leaves the OS core idle. In the
other tests, we left Apache unpinned.

At first, we were dismayed to see that the
mini hardware without core switching
consistently had the best energy efficiency.
But then we realized that, because Apache’s
code is ‘‘OS-like’’ as defined earlier (see
‘‘Dynamic core switching for OS kernel

core’’), and the benchmark spends roughly
half its time in user mode, a system with
only OS-friendly cores is the best platform
for this application, which is known to scale
well on multiprocessors. Core switching
would not be useful in that configuration.

Our preliminary experiments have
shown that the ASISA-CMP ap-

proach can improve energy efficiency on
applications that frequently execute operat-
ing system and OS-like code. Further
research, including analysis of hardware

Figure 7. Performance versus power for Apache benchmark, with NIC bandwidth of 1 Gbps:

Kbytes per joule (a) and total Kbytes (b).

........................................................................
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design choices and probably more software
improvements, may lead to scalable CMP
systems with better energy efficiency on
real-world applications. MICRO

................................................................................................
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