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Recall: The Story of RowHammer 
n One can predictably induce bit flips in commodity DRAM chips

q >80% of the tested DRAM chips are vulnerable

n First example of how a simple hardware failure mechanism 
can create a widespread system security vulnerability
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RowHammer Solutions



Two Types of RowHammer Solutions
n Immediate 

q To protect the vulnerable DRAM chips in the field
q Limited possibilities

n Longer-term 
q To protect future DRAM chips
q Wider range of protection mechanisms

n Our ISCA 2014 paper proposes both types of solutions
q Seven solutions in total
q PARA proposed as best solution à already employed in the field
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Apple’s Patch for RowHammer
n https://support.apple.com/en-gb/HT204934

HP, Lenovo, and other vendors released similar patches

https://support.apple.com/en-gb/HT204934


Probabilistic Activation in Real Life (I)

6https://twitter.com/isislovecruft/status/1021939922754723841

https://twitter.com/isislovecruft/status/1021939922754723841


Probabilistic Activation in Real Life (II)

7https://twitter.com/isislovecruft/status/1021939922754723841

https://twitter.com/isislovecruft/status/1021939922754723841


Seven RowHammer Solutions Proposed
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n Yoongu Kim, Ross Daly, Jeremie Kim, Chris Fallin, Ji Hye Lee, Donghyuk
Lee, Chris Wilkerson, Konrad Lai, and Onur Mutlu,
"Flipping Bits in Memory Without Accessing Them: An 
Experimental Study of DRAM Disturbance Errors"
Proceedings of the 41st International Symposium on Computer 
Architecture (ISCA), Minneapolis, MN, June 2014. 
[Slides (pptx) (pdf)] [Lightning Session Slides (pptx) (pdf)] [Source Code 
and Data]

https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/dram-row-hammer_isca14.pdf
http://cag.engr.uconn.edu/isca2014/
https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/dram-row-hammer_kim_talk_isca14.pptx
https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/dram-row-hammer_kim_talk_isca14.pdf
https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/dram-row-hammer_kim_lightning-talk_isca14.pptx
https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/dram-row-hammer_kim_lightning-talk_isca14.pdf
https://github.com/CMU-SAFARI/rowhammer


A Takeaway

Main Memory Needs 
Intelligent Controllers

for Security
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Industry Is Writing Papers About It, Too
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Call for Intelligent Memory Controllers
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Aside: Intelligent Controller for NAND Flash

USB Jack

Virtex-II Pro
(USB controller)

Virtex-V FPGA
(NAND Controller)

HAPS-52 Mother Board

USB Daughter Board

NAND Daughter Board

1x-nm
NAND Flash

Cai+, “Error Characterization, Mitigation, and Recovery in Flash Memory Based Solid State Drives,” Proc. IEEE 2017.

[DATE 2012, ICCD 2012, DATE 2013, ITJ 2013, ICCD 2013, SIGMETRICS 2014, 
HPCA 2015, DSN 2015, MSST 2015, JSAC 2016, HPCA 2017, DFRWS 2017, 
PIEEE 2017, HPCA 2018, SIGMETRICS 2018]



Aside: Intelligent Controller for NAND Flash
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https://arxiv.org/pdf/1706.08642

Proceedings of the IEEE, Sept. 2017

https://arxiv.org/pdf/1706.08642


A Key Takeaway

Main Memory Needs 
Intelligent Controllers
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Future Memory 
Reliability/Security Challenges



Future of Main Memory
n DRAM is becoming less reliable à more vulnerable

16



Large-Scale Failure Analysis of DRAM Chips
n Analysis and modeling of memory errors found in all of 

Facebook’s server fleet

n Justin Meza, Qiang Wu, Sanjeev Kumar, and Onur Mutlu,
"Revisiting Memory Errors in Large-Scale Production Data 
Centers: Analysis and Modeling of New Trends from the Field"
Proceedings of the 45th Annual IEEE/IFIP International Conference on 
Dependable Systems and Networks (DSN), Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, June 
2015. 
[Slides (pptx) (pdf)] [DRAM Error Model] 
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http://users.ece.cmu.edu/~omutlu/pub/memory-errors-at-facebook_dsn15.pdf
http://2015.dsn.org/
http://users.ece.cmu.edu/~omutlu/pub/memory-errors-at-facebook_dsn15-talk.pptx
http://users.ece.cmu.edu/~omutlu/pub/memory-errors-at-facebook_dsn15-talk.pdf
https://www.ece.cmu.edu/~safari/tools/memerr/index.html


Intuition:quadraticincrease incapacity

DRAM Reliability Reducing

Meza+, “Revisiting Memory Errors in Large-Scale Production Data Centers,” DSN’15.



Aside: SSD Error Analysis in the Field

n First large-scale field study of flash memory errors

n Justin Meza, Qiang Wu, Sanjeev Kumar, and Onur Mutlu,
"A Large-Scale Study of Flash Memory Errors in the Field"
Proceedings of the ACM International Conference on 
Measurement and Modeling of Computer Systems
(SIGMETRICS), Portland, OR, June 2015. 
[Slides (pptx) (pdf)] [Coverage at ZDNet]
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http://users.ece.cmu.edu/~omutlu/pub/flash-memory-failures-in-the-field-at-facebook_sigmetrics15.pdf
http://www.sigmetrics.org/sigmetrics2015/
http://users.ece.cmu.edu/~omutlu/pub/flash-memory-failures-in-the-field-at-facebook_sigmetrics15-talk.pptx
http://users.ece.cmu.edu/~omutlu/pub/flash-memory-failures-in-the-field-at-facebook_sigmetrics15-talk.pdf
http://www.zdnet.com/article/facebooks-ssd-experience/


Future of Main Memory
n DRAM is becoming less reliable à more vulnerable

n Due to difficulties in DRAM scaling, other problems may 
also appear (or they may be going unnoticed)

n Some errors may already be slipping into the field
q Read disturb errors (Rowhammer)
q Retention errors
q Read errors, write errors
q …

n These errors can also pose security vulnerabilities
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DRAM Data Retention Time Failures

n Determining the data retention time of a cell/row is getting 
more difficult

n Retention failures may already be slipping into the field
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n Jamie Liu, Ben Jaiyen, Yoongu Kim, Chris Wilkerson, and Onur Mutlu,
"An Experimental Study of Data Retention Behavior in Modern DRAM 
Devices: Implications for Retention Time Profiling Mechanisms"
Proceedings of the 40th International Symposium on Computer Architecture
(ISCA), Tel-Aviv, Israel, June 2013. Slides (ppt) Slides (pdf)
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Analysis of Data Retention Failures [ISCA’13]

http://users.ece.cmu.edu/~omutlu/pub/dram-retention-time-characterization_isca13.pdf
http://isca2013.eew.technion.ac.il/
http://users.ece.cmu.edu/~omutlu/pub/mutlu_isca13_talk.ppt
http://users.ece.cmu.edu/~omutlu/pub/mutlu_isca13_talk.pdf


Two Challenges to Retention Time Profiling
n Data Pattern Dependence (DPD) of retention time

n Variable Retention Time (VRT) phenomenon
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Two Challenges to Retention Time Profiling
n Challenge 1: Data Pattern Dependence (DPD)

q Retention time of a DRAM cell depends on its value and the 
values of cells nearby it

q When a row is activated, all bitlines are perturbed simultaneously
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n Electrical noise on the bitline affects reliable sensing of a DRAM cell
n The magnitude of this noise is affected by values of nearby cells via

q Bitline-bitline coupling à electrical coupling between adjacent bitlines
q Bitline-wordline coupling à electrical coupling between each bitline and 

the activated wordline

Data Pattern Dependence
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n Electrical noise on the bitline affects reliable sensing of a DRAM cell
n The magnitude of this noise is affected by values of nearby cells via

q Bitline-bitline coupling à electrical coupling between adjacent bitlines
q Bitline-wordline coupling à electrical coupling between each bitline and 

the activated wordline

n Retention time of a cell depends on data patterns stored in 
nearby cells 
à need to find the worst data pattern to find worst-case retention time
à this pattern is location dependent

Data Pattern Dependence
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Two Challenges to Retention Time Profiling
n Challenge 2: Variable Retention Time (VRT)

q Retention time of a DRAM cell changes randomly over time       
n a cell alternates between multiple retention time states

q Leakage current of a cell changes sporadically due to a charge 
trap in the gate oxide of the DRAM cell access transistor

q When the trap becomes occupied, charge leaks more readily 
from the transistor’s drain, leading to a short retention time
n Called Trap-Assisted Gate-Induced Drain Leakage

q This process appears to be a random process [Kim+ IEEE TED’11]

q Worst-case retention time depends on a random process 
à need to find the worst case despite this
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Modern DRAM Retention Time Distribution
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An Example VRT Cell
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Variable Retention Time
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Industry Is Writing Papers About It, Too
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Industry Is Writing Papers About It, Too



Keeping Future Memory Secure



How Do We Keep Memory Secure?

n DRAM

n Flash memory

n Emerging Technologies
q Phase Change Memory
q STT-MRAM
q RRAM, memristors
q … 
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Challenge and Opportunity for Future

Fundamentally
Secure, Reliable, Safe

Computing Architectures
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Solution Direction: Principled Designs

Design fundamentally secure
computing architectures 

Predict and prevent 
such safety issues

36



Architecting for Security 
n Understand: Methods for vulnerability modeling & discovery

q Modeling and prediction based on real (device) data and analysis
q Understanding vulnerabilities
q Developing reliable metrics

n Architect: Principled architectures with security as key concern
q Good partitioning of duties across the stack
q Cannot give up performance and efficiency
q Patch-ability in the field

n Design & Test: Principled design, automation, (online) testing
q Design for security
q High coverage and good interaction with system reliability 

methods
37



38Kim+, “Flipping Bits in Memory Without Accessing Them: An 
Experimental Study of DRAM Disturbance Errors,” ISCA 2014.

Temperature
Controller

PC

HeaterFPGAs FPGAs

Understand and Model with Experiments (DRAM)



Understand and Model with Experiments (Flash)

USB Jack

Virtex-II Pro
(USB controller)

Virtex-V FPGA
(NAND Controller)

HAPS-52 Mother Board

USB Daughter Board

NAND Daughter Board

1x-nm
NAND Flash

[DATE 2012, ICCD 2012, DATE 2013, ITJ 2013, ICCD 2013, SIGMETRICS 2014, 
HPCA 2015, DSN 2015, MSST 2015, JSAC 2016, HPCA 2017, DFRWS 2017, 
PIEEE 2017, HPCA 2018, SIGMETRICS 2018]
Cai+, “Error Characterization, Mitigation, and Recovery in Flash Memory Based Solid State Drives,” Proc. IEEE 2017.



Understanding Flash Memory Reliability

40https://arxiv.org/pdf/1706.08642

Proceedings of the IEEE, Sept. 2017

https://arxiv.org/pdf/1706.08642


Understanding Flash Memory Reliability
n Justin Meza, Qiang Wu, Sanjeev Kumar, and Onur Mutlu,

"A Large-Scale Study of Flash Memory Errors in the Field"
Proceedings of the ACM International Conference on Measurement and 
Modeling of Computer Systems (SIGMETRICS), Portland, OR, June 
2015.
[Slides (pptx) (pdf)] [Coverage at ZDNet] [Coverage on The Register] 
[Coverage on TechSpot] [Coverage on The Tech Report]
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https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/flash-memory-failures-in-the-field-at-facebook_sigmetrics15.pdf
http://www.sigmetrics.org/sigmetrics2015/
https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/flash-memory-failures-in-the-field-at-facebook_sigmetrics15-talk.pptx
https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/flash-memory-failures-in-the-field-at-facebook_sigmetrics15-talk.pdf
http://www.zdnet.com/article/facebooks-ssd-experience/
http://www.theregister.co.uk/2015/06/22/facebook_reveals_ssd_failure_rate_trough/
http://www.techspot.com/news/61090-researchers-publish-first-large-scale-field-ssd-reliability.html
http://techreport.com/news/28519/facebook-ssd-reliability-study-shows-early-burnouts


NAND Flash Vulnerabilities [HPCA’17]

42

https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/flash-memory-programming-vulnerabilities_hpca17.pdf

HPCA, Feb. 2017

https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/flash-memory-programming-vulnerabilities_hpca17.pdf


3D NAND Flash Reliability I [HPCA’18]
n Yixin Luo, Saugata Ghose, Yu Cai, Erich F. Haratsch, and Onur Mutlu,

"HeatWatch: Improving 3D NAND Flash Memory Device 
Reliability by Exploiting Self-Recovery and Temperature-
Awareness"
Proceedings of the 24th International Symposium on High-Performance 
Computer Architecture (HPCA), Vienna, Austria, February 2018.
[Lightning Talk Video]
[Slides (pptx) (pdf)] [Lightning Session Slides (pptx) (pdf)]
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https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/heatwatch-3D-nand-errors-and-self-recovery_hpca18.pdf
https://hpca2018.ece.ucsb.edu/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7ZpGozzEVpY&feature=youtu.be
https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/heatwatch-3D-nand-errors-and-self-recovery_hpca18_talk.pptx
https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/heatwatch-3D-nand-errors-and-self-recovery_hpca18_talk.pdf
https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/heatwatch-3D-nand-errors-and-self-recovery_hpca18_lightning-talk.pptx
https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/heatwatch-3D-nand-errors-and-self-recovery_hpca18_lightning-talk.pdf


3D NAND Flash Reliability II [SIGMETRICS’18]

n Yixin Luo, Saugata Ghose, Yu Cai, Erich F. Haratsch, and Onur Mutlu,
"Improving 3D NAND Flash Memory Lifetime by Tolerating 
Early Retention Loss and Process Variation"
Proceedings of the ACM International Conference on Measurement and 
Modeling of Computer Systems (SIGMETRICS), Irvine, CA, USA, June 
2018.
[Abstract]
[POMACS Journal Version (same content, different format)]
[Slides (pptx) (pdf)]
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https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/3D-NAND-flash-lifetime-early-retention-loss-and-process-variation_sigmetrics18_pomacs18-twocolumn.pdf
http://www.sigmetrics.org/sigmetrics2018/
https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/3D-NAND-flash-lifetime-early-retention-loss-and-process-variation_sigmetrics18-abstract.pdf
https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/3D-NAND-flash-lifetime-early-retention-loss-and-process-variation_sigmetrics18_pomacs18.pdf
https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/3D-NAND-flash-lifetime-early-retention-loss-and-process-variation_sigmetrics18-talk.pptx
https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/3D-NAND-flash-lifetime-early-retention-loss-and-process-variation_sigmetrics18-talk.pdf


Recall: Collapse of the “Galloping Gertie”

45Source: AP
http://www.wsdot.wa.gov/tnbhistory/connections/connections3.htm



Another Example (1994)

46Source:  By 최광모 - Own work, CC BY-SA 4.0, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=35197984



Yet Another Example (2007)

47Source:  Morry Gash/AP,
https://www.npr.org/2017/08/01/540669701/10-years-after-bridge-collapse-america-is-still-crumbling?t=1535427165809



A More Recent Example (2018)

48Source: AFP / Valery HACHE, https://www.capitalfm.co.ke/news/2018/08/genoa-bridge-collapse-what-we-know/



The Takeaway, Again

In-Field Patch-ability
(Intelligent Memory)

Can Avoid Such Failures

49



Final Thoughts on RowHammer



Some Thoughts on RowHammer
n A simple hardware failure mechanism can create a 

widespread system security vulnerability

n How to exploit and fix the vulnerability requires a strong 
understanding across the transformation layers
q And, a strong understanding of tools available to you

n Fixing needs to happen for two types of chips
q Existing chips (already in the field)
q Future chips

n Mechanisms for fixing are different between the two types
51



Aside: Byzantine Failures
n This class of failures is known as Byzantine failures

n Characterized by
q Undetected erroneous computation
q Opposite of “fail fast (with an error or no result)”

n “erroneous” can be “malicious” (intent is the only 
distinction)

n Very difficult to detect and confine Byzantine failures
n Do all you can to avoid them

n Lamport et al., “The Byzantine Generals Problem,” ACM TOPLAS 1982.

52Slide credit: Mahadev Satyanarayanan, CMU, 15-440, Spring 2015



Aside: Byzantine Generals Problem

53https://dl.acm.org/citation.cfm?id=357176

https://dl.acm.org/citation.cfm?id=357176


RowHammer, Revisited
n One can predictably induce bit flips in commodity DRAM chips

q >80% of the tested DRAM chips are vulnerable

n First example of how a simple hardware failure mechanism 
can create a widespread system security vulnerability

54



RowHammer: Retrospective
n New mindset that has enabled a renewed interest in HW 

security attack research:
q Real (memory) chips are vulnerable, in a simple and widespread manner 

à this causes real security problems
q Hardware reliability à security connection is now mainstream discourse 

n Many new RowHammer attacks…
q Tens of papers in top security venues 
q More to come as RowHammer is getting worse (DDR4 & beyond)

n Many new RowHammer solutions…
q Apple security release; Memtest86 updated
q Many solution proposals in top venues (latest in ISCA 2019)
q Principled system-DRAM co-design (in original RowHammer paper)
q More to come…
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Perhaps Most Importantly…
n RowHammer enabled a shift of mindset in mainstream 

security researchers
q General-purpose hardware is fallible, in a widespread manner
q Its problems are exploitable

n This mindset has enabled many systems security 
researchers to examine hardware in more depth
q And understand HW’s inner workings and vulnerabilities

n It is no coincidence that two of the groups that discovered 
Meltdown and Spectre heavily worked on RowHammer 
attacks before
q More to come…

56



Summary: RowHammer
n DRAM reliability is reducing
n Reliability issues open up security vulnerabilities

q Very hard to defend against
n Rowhammer is a prime example 

q First example of how a simple hardware failure mechanism can create 
a widespread system security vulnerability

q Its implications on system security research are tremendous & exciting

n Bad news: RowHammer is getting worse.

n Good news: We have a lot more to do. 
q We are now fully aware hardware is easily fallible.
q We are developing both attacks and solutions.
q We are developing principled models, methodologies, solutions.

57



For More on RowHammer…
n Onur Mutlu and Jeremie Kim,

"RowHammer: A Retrospective"
IEEE Transactions on Computer-Aided Design of Integrated 
Circuits and Systems (TCAD) Special Issue on Top Picks in 
Hardware and Embedded Security, 2019.
[Preliminary arXiv version]
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https://ieeexplore.ieee.org/xpl/RecentIssue.jsp?punumber=43
https://arxiv.org/pdf/1904.09724.pdf
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Future Memory 
Reliability/Security Challenges



Finding DRAM Retention Failures

n How can we reliably find the retention time of all DRAM 
cells?

n Goals: so that we can
q Make DRAM reliable and secure
q Make techniques like RAIDR work 

à improve performance and energy

62



n Samira Khan, Donghyuk Lee, Yoongu Kim, Alaa Alameldeen, Chris Wilkerson, 
and Onur Mutlu,
"The Efficacy of Error Mitigation Techniques for DRAM Retention 
Failures: A Comparative Experimental Study"
Proceedings of the ACM International Conference on Measurement and 
Modeling of Computer Systems (SIGMETRICS), Austin, TX, June 2014. [Slides 
(pptx) (pdf)] [Poster (pptx) (pdf)] [Full data sets] 
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Mitigation of Retention Issues [SIGMETRICS’14]

http://users.ece.cmu.edu/~omutlu/pub/error-mitigation-for-intermittent-dram-failures_sigmetrics14.pdf
http://www.sigmetrics.org/sigmetrics2014/
http://users.ece.cmu.edu/~omutlu/pub/error-mitigation-for-intermittent-dram-failures_khan_sigmetrics14-talk.pptx
http://users.ece.cmu.edu/~omutlu/pub/error-mitigation-for-intermittent-dram-failures_khan_sigmetrics14-talk.pdf
http://users.ece.cmu.edu/~omutlu/pub/error-mitigation-for-intermittent-dram-failures_khan_sigmetrics14-poster.pptx
http://users.ece.cmu.edu/~omutlu/pub/error-mitigation-for-intermittent-dram-failures_khan_sigmetrics14-poster.pdf
http://www.ece.cmu.edu/~safari/tools/dram-sigmetrics2014-fulldata.html


Key Observations:
• Testing alone cannot detect all possible failures
• Combination of ECC and other mitigation 

techniques is much more effective
– But degrades performance

• Testing can help to reduce the ECC strength
– Even when starting with a higher strength ECC

Towards an Online Profiling System

Khan+, “The Efficacy of Error Mitigation Techniques for DRAM Retention Failures: A Comparative 
Experimental Study,” SIGMETRICS 2014.



Run tests periodically after a short interval 
at smaller regions of memory 

Towards an Online Profiling System
Initially Protect DRAM 

with Strong ECC 1
Periodically Test
Parts of DRAM 2

Test
Test
Test

Mitigate errors and
reduce ECC 3



n Moinuddin Qureshi, Dae Hyun Kim, Samira Khan, Prashant Nair, and Onur Mutlu,
"AVATAR: A Variable-Retention-Time (VRT) Aware Refresh for DRAM 
Systems"
Proceedings of the 45th Annual IEEE/IFIP International Conference on 
Dependable Systems and Networks (DSN), Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, June 2015.
[Slides (pptx) (pdf)]
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Handling Variable Retention Time [DSN’15]

https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/avatar-dram-refresh_dsn15.pdf
http://2015.dsn.org/
https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/avatar-dram-refresh_dsn15-talk.pptx
https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/avatar-dram-refresh_dsn15-talk.pdf


AVATAR

Insight: Avoid retention failures è Upgrade row on ECC error
Observation: Rate of VRT >> Rate of soft error (50x-2500x)
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RESULTS: REFRESH SAVINGS

68

AVATAR
No VRT

AVATAR reduces refresh by 60%-70%, similar to multi rate 
refresh but with VRT tolerance

Retention Testing Once a Year can revert refresh saving from 
60% to 70%



SPEEDUP
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n Samira Khan, Donghyuk Lee, and Onur Mutlu,
"PARBOR: An Efficient System-Level Technique to Detect Data-
Dependent Failures in DRAM"
Proceedings of the 45th Annual IEEE/IFIP International Conference on 
Dependable Systems and Networks (DSN), Toulouse, France, June 2016.
[Slides (pptx) (pdf)]
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Handling Data-Dependent Failures [DSN’16]

https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/parbor-efficient-system-level-test-for-DRAM-failures_dsn16.pdf
http://2015.dsn.org/
https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/parbor-efficient-system-level-test-for-DRAM-failures_khan_dsn16-talk.pptx
https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/parbor-efficient-system-level-test-for-DRAM-failures_khan_dsn16-talk.pdf


n Samira Khan, Chris Wilkerson, Zhe Wang, Alaa R. Alameldeen, Donghyuk Lee, 
and Onur Mutlu,
"Detecting and Mitigating Data-Dependent DRAM Failures by Exploiting 
Current Memory Content"
Proceedings of the 50th International Symposium on Microarchitecture (MICRO), 
Boston, MA, USA, October 2017.
[Slides (pptx) (pdf)] [Lightning Session Slides (pptx) (pdf)] [Poster (pptx) (pdf)]
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Handling Data-Dependent Failures [MICRO’17]

https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/MEMCON-system-level-data-dependent-DRAM-failure-detection-mitigation_micro17.pdf
http://www.microarch.org/micro50/
https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/MEMCON-system-level-data-dependent-DRAM-failure-detection-mitigation_micro17-talk.pptx
https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/MEMCON-system-level-data-dependent-DRAM-failure-detection-mitigation_micro17-talk.pdf
https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/MEMCON-system-level-data-dependent-DRAM-failure-detection-mitigation_micro17-lightning-talk.pptx
https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/MEMCON-system-level-data-dependent-DRAM-failure-detection-mitigation_micro17-lightning-talk.pdf
https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/MEMCON-system-level-data-dependent-DRAM-failure-detection-mitigation_micro17-poster.pptx
https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/MEMCON-system-level-data-dependent-DRAM-failure-detection-mitigation_micro17-poster.pdf


Handling Both DPD and VRT [ISCA’17]
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n Minesh Patel, Jeremie S. Kim, and Onur Mutlu,
"The Reach Profiler (REAPER): Enabling the Mitigation of DRAM 
Retention Failures via Profiling at Aggressive Conditions"
Proceedings of the 44th International Symposium on Computer 
Architecture (ISCA), Toronto, Canada, June 2017.
[Slides (pptx) (pdf)]
[Lightning Session Slides (pptx) (pdf)]

n First experimental analysis of (mobile) LPDDR4 chips
n Analyzes the complex tradeoff space of retention time profiling
n Idea: enable fast and robust profiling at higher refresh intervals & temperatures

https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/reaper-dram-retention-profiling-lpddr4_isca17.pdf
http://isca17.ece.utoronto.ca/doku.php
https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/reaper-dram-retention-profiling-lpddr4_isca17-talk.pptx
https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/reaper-dram-retention-profiling-lpddr4_isca17-talk.pdf
https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/reaper-dram-retention-profiling-lpddr4_isca17-lightning-talk.pptx
https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/reaper-dram-retention-profiling-lpddr4_isca17-lightning-talk.pdf
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Goal:	find	all retention	failures	for	
a	refresh	interval	T	>	default	(64ms)
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Variable	retention	time

Data	pattern	dependence

Process,	voltage,	temperature
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Characterization	of	
368	LPDDR4	DRAM	Chips

1

2

Cells	are	more	likely	to	fail	at	an	
increased	(refresh	interval	|	temperature)

Complex	tradeoff	space	between	profiling
(speed	&	coverage	&	false	positives)
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+	Faster	andmore	reliable	
than	current	approaches

Reach	Profiling

A	new	DRAM	retention	failure	
profiling	methodology

+	Enables	longer	refresh	intervals



LPDDR4	Studies

1. Temperature

2. Data	Pattern	Dependence

3. Retention	Time	Distributions

4. Variable	Retention	Time

5. Individual	Cell	Characterization

20/36



• New	failing	cells	continue	to	appear	over	time
- Attributed	to	variable	retention	time	(VRT)

• The	set	of	failing	cells	changes	over	time

Representative	chip	from	Vendor	B,	2048ms,	45°C
#	
N
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	F
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g	
Ce
lls

Time	(days)

Long-term	Continuous	Profiling
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• The	set	of	failing	cells	changes	over	time

Representative	chip	from	Vendor	B,	2048ms,	45°C
#	
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Time	(days)

Error correction codes (ECC)
and online profiling are necessary

to manage new failing cells

Long-term	Continuous	Profiling
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•Pros
- Fast	+	Reliable: reach	profiling	searches	
for	cells	where	they	are	most	likely	to	fail

•Cons
- False	Positives:	profiler	may	identify	
cells	that	fail	under	profiling	conditions,	
but	not	under	operating	conditions

Reach	Profiling
Key	idea:	profile	at	a	longer	refresh	interval	
and/or	a	higher	temperature

25/36



Towards	an	Implementation
Reach	profiling	is	a	general	methodology

3	key	questions	for	an	implementation:

What	are	desirable	profiling	conditions?

How	often	should	the	system	profile?

What	information	does	the	profiler	need?
26/36



1. Runtime:	how	long	profiling	takes

2. Coverage:	portion	of	all	possible	
failures	discovered	by	profiling

3. False	positives:	number	of	cells	
observed	to	fail	during	profiling	but	
never	during	actual	operation

Three	Key	Profiling	Metrics
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1. Runtime:	how	long	profiling	takes

2. Coverage:	portion	of	all	possible	
failures	discovered	by	profiling

3. False	positives:	number	of	cells	
observed	to	fail	during	profiling	but	
never	during	actual	operation

Three	Key	Profiling	Metrics

We	explore	how	these	three	metrics
change	under	many	different

profiling	conditions
27/36



Simulated	End-to-end	Performance

Reprofile
often

Reprofile
rarely

refresh interval (ms)

On average, REAPER enables:
16.3% system performance improvement

36.4% DRAM power reduction

REAPER enables longer refresh intervals, 
which are unreasonable 

using brute-force profiling
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Problem:	
•DRAM	refresh	performance	and	energy	overhead	is	high	
•Current	approaches	to	retention	failure	profiling	are	slow	or	unreliable
Goals:	
1. Thoroughly	analyze	profiling	tradeoffs
2. Develop	a	fast and	reliable	profiling	mechanism
Key	Contributions:
1. First detailed	characterization	of	368	LPDDR4	DRAM	chips
2. Reach	profiling:	Profile	at	a	longer	refresh	interval	or	higher	

temperature	than	target	conditions,	where	cells	are	more	likely	to	fail
Evaluation:
•2.5x faster	profiling	with	99% coverage	and	50%	false	positives
•REAPER	enables	16.3%	system	performance	improvement	and	36.4%	
DRAM	power	reduction
•Enables	longer	refresh	intervals	that	were	previously	unreasonable

REAPER	Summary

36/36



The Takeaway, Reinforced

Main Memory Needs 
Intelligent Controllers

for Reliability & Security
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Understanding In-DRAM ECC

103

n Minesh Patel, Jeremie S. Kim, Hasan Hassan, and Onur Mutlu,
"Understanding and Modeling On-Die Error Correction in 
Modern DRAM: An Experimental Study Using Real Devices"
Proceedings of the 49th Annual IEEE/IFIP International Conference on 
Dependable Systems and Networks (DSN), Portland, OR, USA, June 
2019.
[Source Code for EINSim, the Error Inference Simulator]
Best paper session.

https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/understanding-and-modeling-in-DRAM-ECC_dsn19.pdf
http://2019.dsn.org/
https://github.com/CMU-SAFARI/EINSim


Understanding Flash Memory 
Vulnerabilities



Understand and Model with Experiments (Flash)

USB Jack

Virtex-II Pro
(USB controller)

Virtex-V FPGA
(NAND Controller)

HAPS-52 Mother Board

USB Daughter Board

NAND Daughter Board

1x-nm
NAND Flash

[DATE 2012, ICCD 2012, DATE 2013, ITJ 2013, ICCD 2013, SIGMETRICS 2014, 
HPCA 2015, DSN 2015, MSST 2015, JSAC 2016, HPCA 2017, DFRWS 2017, 
PIEEE 2017, HPCA 2018, SIGMETRICS 2018]
Cai+, “Error Characterization, Mitigation, and Recovery in Flash Memory Based Solid State Drives,” Proc. IEEE 2017.



Understanding Flash Memory Reliability

106https://arxiv.org/pdf/1706.08642

Proceedings of the IEEE, Sept. 2017

https://arxiv.org/pdf/1706.08642


Understanding Flash Memory Reliability
n Justin Meza, Qiang Wu, Sanjeev Kumar, and Onur Mutlu,

"A Large-Scale Study of Flash Memory Errors in the Field"
Proceedings of the ACM International Conference on Measurement and 
Modeling of Computer Systems (SIGMETRICS), Portland, OR, June 
2015.
[Slides (pptx) (pdf)] [Coverage at ZDNet] [Coverage on The Register] 
[Coverage on TechSpot] [Coverage on The Tech Report]
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https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/flash-memory-failures-in-the-field-at-facebook_sigmetrics15.pdf
http://www.sigmetrics.org/sigmetrics2015/
https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/flash-memory-failures-in-the-field-at-facebook_sigmetrics15-talk.pptx
https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/flash-memory-failures-in-the-field-at-facebook_sigmetrics15-talk.pdf
http://www.zdnet.com/article/facebooks-ssd-experience/
http://www.theregister.co.uk/2015/06/22/facebook_reveals_ssd_failure_rate_trough/
http://www.techspot.com/news/61090-researchers-publish-first-large-scale-field-ssd-reliability.html
http://techreport.com/news/28519/facebook-ssd-reliability-study-shows-early-burnouts


NAND Flash Vulnerabilities [HPCA’17]
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https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/flash-memory-programming-vulnerabilities_hpca17.pdf

HPCA, Feb. 2017

https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/flash-memory-programming-vulnerabilities_hpca17.pdf


3D NAND Flash Reliability I [HPCA’18]
n Yixin Luo, Saugata Ghose, Yu Cai, Erich F. Haratsch, and Onur Mutlu,

"HeatWatch: Improving 3D NAND Flash Memory Device 
Reliability by Exploiting Self-Recovery and Temperature-
Awareness"
Proceedings of the 24th International Symposium on High-Performance 
Computer Architecture (HPCA), Vienna, Austria, February 2018.
[Lightning Talk Video]
[Slides (pptx) (pdf)] [Lightning Session Slides (pptx) (pdf)]
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https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/heatwatch-3D-nand-errors-and-self-recovery_hpca18.pdf
https://hpca2018.ece.ucsb.edu/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7ZpGozzEVpY&feature=youtu.be
https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/heatwatch-3D-nand-errors-and-self-recovery_hpca18_talk.pptx
https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/heatwatch-3D-nand-errors-and-self-recovery_hpca18_talk.pdf
https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/heatwatch-3D-nand-errors-and-self-recovery_hpca18_lightning-talk.pptx
https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/heatwatch-3D-nand-errors-and-self-recovery_hpca18_lightning-talk.pdf


3D NAND Flash Reliability II [SIGMETRICS’18]

n Yixin Luo, Saugata Ghose, Yu Cai, Erich F. Haratsch, and Onur Mutlu,
"Improving 3D NAND Flash Memory Lifetime by Tolerating 
Early Retention Loss and Process Variation"
Proceedings of the ACM International Conference on Measurement and 
Modeling of Computer Systems (SIGMETRICS), Irvine, CA, USA, June 
2018.
[Abstract]
[POMACS Journal Version (same content, different format)]
[Slides (pptx) (pdf)]
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https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/3D-NAND-flash-lifetime-early-retention-loss-and-process-variation_sigmetrics18_pomacs18-twocolumn.pdf
http://www.sigmetrics.org/sigmetrics2018/
https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/3D-NAND-flash-lifetime-early-retention-loss-and-process-variation_sigmetrics18-abstract.pdf
https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/3D-NAND-flash-lifetime-early-retention-loss-and-process-variation_sigmetrics18_pomacs18.pdf
https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/3D-NAND-flash-lifetime-early-retention-loss-and-process-variation_sigmetrics18-talk.pptx
https://people.inf.ethz.ch/omutlu/pub/3D-NAND-flash-lifetime-early-retention-loss-and-process-variation_sigmetrics18-talk.pdf


Another Talk: NAND Flash Memory Robustness
n Yu Cai, Saugata Ghose, Erich F. Haratsch, Yixin Luo, and Onur Mutlu,

"Error Characterization, Mitigation, and Recovery in Flash Memory Based 
Solid State Drives"
to appear in Proceedings of the IEEE, 2017. 

Cai+, “Error Patterns in MLC NAND Flash Memory: Measurement, Characterization, and Analysis,” DATE 2012.
Cai+, “Flash Correct-and-Refresh: Retention-Aware Error Management for Increased Flash Memory Lifetime,” ICCD 2012.
Cai+, “Threshold Voltage Distribution in MLC NAND Flash Memory: Characterization, Analysis and Modeling,” DATE 2013.
Cai+, “Error Analysis and Retention-Aware Error Management for NAND Flash Memory,” Intel Technology Journal 2013.
Cai+, “Program Interference in MLC NAND Flash Memory: Characterization, Modeling, and Mitigation,” ICCD 2013.
Cai+, “Neighbor-Cell Assisted Error Correction for MLC NAND Flash Memories,” SIGMETRICS 2014.
Cai+,”Data Retention in MLC NAND Flash Memory: Characterization, Optimization and Recovery,” HPCA 2015.
Cai+, “Read Disturb Errors in MLC NAND Flash Memory: Characterization and Mitigation,” DSN 2015. 
Luo+, “WARM: Improving NAND Flash Memory Lifetime with Write-hotness Aware Retention Management,” MSST 2015.
Meza+, “A Large-Scale Study of Flash Memory Errors in the Field,” SIGMETRICS 2015.
Luo+, “Enabling Accurate and Practical Online Flash Channel Modeling for Modern MLC NAND Flash Memory,” IEEE JSAC 
2016.
Cai+, “Vulnerabilities in MLC NAND Flash Memory Programming: Experimental Analysis, Exploits, and Mitigation 
Techniques,” HPCA 2017.
Fukami+, “Improving the Reliability of Chip-Off Forensic Analysis of NAND Flash Memory Devices,” DFRWS EU 2017. 
Luo+, “HeatWatch: Improving 3D NAND Flash Memory Device Reliability by Exploiting Self-Recovery and Temperature-
Awareness," HPCA 2018.
Luo+, “Improving 3D NAND Flash Memory Lifetime by Tolerating Early Retention Loss and Process Variation," SIGMETRICS 
2018.

Cai+, “Error Characterization, Mitigation, and Recovery in Flash Memory Based Solid State Drives,” Proc. IEEE 2017.

http://proceedingsoftheieee.ieee.org/


Two Other Solution Directions



There are Two Other Solution Directions
n New Technologies: Replace or (more likely) augment DRAM 

with a different technology
q Non-volatile memories

n Embracing Un-reliability:
Design memories with different reliability
and store data intelligently across them
[Luo+ DSN 2014]

n …
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Fundamental solutions to security 
require co-design across the hierarchy

Micro-architecture
SW/HW Interface

Program/Language
Algorithm
Problem

Logic
Devices

System Software

Electrons
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Vulnerable 
data

Tolerant 
data

Exploiting Memory Error Tolerance 
with Hybrid Memory Systems

Heterogeneous-Reliability Memory [DSN 2014]

Low-cost memoryReliable memory

Vulnerable 
data

Tolerant 
data

Vulnerable 
data

Tolerant 
data

• ECC protected
• Well-tested chips

• NoECC or Parity
• Less-tested chips
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On Microsoft’s Web Search workload
Reduces server hardware cost by 4.7 %
Achieves single server availability target of 99.90 %



Heterogeneous-Reliability Memory

App 1 
data A

App 1 
data B

App 2 
data A

App 2 
data B

App 3 
data A

App 3 
data B

Step 2: Map application data to the HRM system 
enabled by SW/HW cooperative solutions

Step 1: Characterize and classify
application memory error tolerance

Reliable 
memory

Parity memory 
+ software recovery (Par+R)

Low-cost memory

UnreliableReliable

Vulnerable Tolerant

App 1 
data A

App 2 
data A

App 2 
data B

App 3 
data A

App 3 
data B

App 1 
data B
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Evaluation Results
Typical Server
Consumer PC
HRM
Less-Tested (L)
HRM/L

Bigger area means better tradeoff 116

Outer is betterInner is worse



More on Heterogeneous-Reliability Memory
n Yixin Luo, Sriram Govindan, Bikash Sharma, Mark Santaniello, Justin Meza, Aman

Kansal, Jie Liu, Badriddine Khessib, Kushagra Vaid, and Onur Mutlu,
"Characterizing Application Memory Error Vulnerability to Optimize 
Data Center Cost via Heterogeneous-Reliability Memory"
Proceedings of the 44th Annual IEEE/IFIP International Conference on 
Dependable Systems and Networks (DSN), Atlanta, GA, June 2014. [Summary] 
[Slides (pptx) (pdf)] [Coverage on ZDNet] 
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http://users.ece.cmu.edu/~omutlu/pub/heterogeneous-reliability-memory-for-data-centers_dsn14.pdf
http://2014.dsn.org/
http://users.ece.cmu.edu/~omutlu/pub/heterogeneous-reliability-memory_dsn14-summary.pdf
http://users.ece.cmu.edu/~omutlu/pub/heterogeneous-reliability-memory-for-data-centers_luo_dsn14-talk.pptx
http://users.ece.cmu.edu/~omutlu/pub/heterogeneous-reliability-memory-for-data-centers_luo_dsn14-talk.pdf
http://www.zdnet.com/how-good-does-memory-need-to-be-7000031853/

