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Affordable Test Equipment
Boosts RF/Microwave

Development

have had the privilege over the last few months to inter-

act with several RF/microwave test-and-measurement

manufacturers. The products presented have all been
of outstanding quality, possess significant utility, and were
surprisingly cost-effective. I was also very impressed with how
many user-oriented design considerations were included in the
instruments. Several trends I observed got me thinking about
the impact that lower-cost and higher-feature-density instru-
ments would have on the industry.

The level of integration of RF/microwave electronics has
been a major enabler in cost-effective radio solutions. Many
companies are coming out with complete radio chips with
built-in computers, and I don’t believe it will be long before
a smartphone is completely contained within a single chip
housed on the display. This means that high-performance test
equipment can be delivered in a compact and power-efficient
package at lower costs. The performance of portable testers
directly benefit, as do companies and universities that can’t
afford the big-ticket price of lab-grade instruments. With mea-
surement parity between the lower-cost portable models and
lab equipment, there is a lower cost of entry for R&D.

The degree of integration has also enabled test equipment to
support more complex software platforms. More fully featured,
customizable, and modular software is shipping with most of
the latest test and measurement equipment. An added benefit
is that many companies have embraced developing a software
market for their test devices. Instead of having a large number
of hardware configurations with complex packages, some com-
panies are shipping the same hardware within the model type
with software-unlock features. An extra step these companies
are taking is not charging in advance for these features. Under
this system, lower-end users can just pay for the functions they
need, and higher-end users can enjoy the full range of software
functions at a nominal price.

A vision of test equipment with a fully featured app store
and third-party software options has been flashing through my
mind ever since hearing about this. A model that enables and
enhances the capabilities of universities, small business, and
innovation seems to me to be the basis of our country’s future
success. With more of these powerful instruments in the hands
of proactive and flexible groups, I can imagine there will be a
boom of creative solutions. T
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