
6 IEEE JOURNAL ON EMERGING AND SELECTED TOPICS IN CIRCUITS AND SYSTEMS, VOL. 10, NO. 1, MARCH 2020

Programmable Metamaterials for Software-Defined

Electromagnetic Control: Circuits,

Systems, and Architectures

Sergi Abadal , Member, IEEE, Tie-Jun Cui , Fellow, IEEE, Tony Low,

and Julius Georgiou , Senior Member, IEEE

Abstract— Metamaterials and their two-dimensional ana-
logues, metasurfaces, have recently attracted enormous attention
because of their powerful control over electromagnetic (EM)
waves from microwave to visible range. Moreover, by introducing
explicit control of its sub-wavelength unit cells, a metamaterial
can become programmable. Programmable metamaterials may
not only host multiple EM functionalities that can be cho-
sen or combined through simple software directives, but also be
provided with means to adapt to the environment or communicate
with other metamaterials, thereby enabling a myriad of appli-
cations in sensing, imaging, or communications. The realization
of such a software-driven cyber-physical vision comes, however,
at the cost of significant hardware requirements. In this paper,
recent progress in the field of programmable metasurfaces is
reviewed, cutting across layers from the application down to
the device and technology levels. The main aim is to present
the current status, main benefits, and key challenges of this
thriving research area with a tutorial spirit and from a hardware
perspective.

Index Terms— Programmable metamaterials, programmable
metasurfaces, software-defined electromagnetic control, cyber-
physical systems, embedded digital systems.

I. INTRODUCTION

METAMATERIALS are artificial structures that enable
the realization of novel electromagnetic (EM) com-

ponents with engineered and even unnatural functionali-
ties. Through the unprecedented control over electromagnetic
waves, achieved thanks to the manipulation of impedance at
subwavelength scale, metamaterials have led to significant
breakthroughs in fields such as imaging, radar, or wireless
communications [1]–[4] across the whole spectrum [5]–[10].
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However, due to their resonant nature, most existing meta-
materials have been typically tailored for a single application
working under preset conditions (e.g. electromagnetic cloaking
for a fixed angle of incidence and at a particular frequency)
and cannot be reused. This clearly limits their applicability
and, considering the complexity of the current metamaterial
design processes, increases their cost.

In response to these limitations, recent years have witnessed
the advent of different types of tunable and reconfigurable
metamaterials [11], [12]. Reconfigurability is achieved by
using components that tune the metamaterial response or that
completely change the current flows within the metama-
terial, including varactors or variable resistors [13], PIN
diodes or switches [14], microelectromechanical systems
(MEMS) [15], [16], mechanical parts [17], or advanced mate-
rials such as graphene [18], [19] or liquid crystals [20].

A natural step further in this domain has been the proposal
of the programmable metamaterial paradigm. To achieve pro-
grammability, metamaterials need to be provided with ways to
control the components that realize the reconfigurability. Cur-
rent developments generally account for a Field Programmable
Gate Array (FPGA) that drives an appropriately digitized
version of a reconfigurable metamaterial [14], [21], [22].
An evolution of this approach has been envisaged recently,
where the external FPGA is replaced by a network of tiny
sensors and controllers that are integrated within the structure
of the metamaterial and interfaced with the real world [23],
[24]. The ultimate goal of this cyber-physical system vision
is to turn metamaterials into software-driven, intelligent,
autonomous yet interconnectable devices capable of host-
ing multiple functionalities and using them while adapting
to the needs of the system.

Fundamentally, the behavior of programmable metamateri-
als hinges on the collective response of the unit cells. This,
effectively, represents a discretization of both the space (with
subwavelength granularity) and the response of each unit cell
(with a discrete set of amplitudes and phases). Due to their
inherent “digital” nature, programmable metamaterials have
been associated to the coding metamaterial paradigm where
the device is encoded using a discrete set of unit cell states.
The state of the metamaterial can be thus elegantly described
as a state matrix, thus providing a powerful and intuitive design
perspective while drawing a clear parallelism with information
theory. This opens new ways to model, compose, and design
metamaterials [25]–[28], and has proven helpful in tackling the
challenge of packing multiple functionalities within a single
device and serving multiple purposes concurrently.

The cyber-physical view of programmable metamaterials,
with the added properties of intelligence and interconnectivity,
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Fig. 1. Graphical abstract of this tutorial paper. Applications demand
the deployment and use of programmable metasurfaces, whose architecture
includes a number of tunable unit cells. Unit cells integrate different com-
ponents, materials, and technologies. Finally, several cross-cutting paradigms
can impact the design of the whole system.

Fig. 2. From the application to the metasurface coding: applications require
the use of multiple functionalities (e.g. beam steering) with programmable
inputs (e.g. direction of reflected waves) that, depending on the metasurface
characteristics, lead to a particular metasurface coding. Coding refers to the
assignment of states to unit cells to achieve the target functionality and inputs
as accurately as possible. Any change to the functionality or inputs leads to
a different coding, hence the need for programmability.

is expected to open the door to a plethora of applications
in areas such as sensing, communications, or imaging [12],
[29]–[31]. A good example in communications would be the
concept of programmable wireless environment, which aims to
revolutionize wireless communications with significant impact
in 5G networking and AR/VR applications [32], [33]. In imag-
ing, the analogy between the unit cells of a programmable
metamaterial and the pixels of a screen allow to envisage
practical ways to create dynamic holograms [22]. Further,
implementing programmable metamaterials in the terahertz
(THz) band could aid in closing the so-called terahertz gap,
with important implications in imaging or wireless communi-
cations applications [9], [34], [35].

While the potential of the programmable metamaterials
is high, harnessing software-defined electromagnetic control
poses significant challenges at all levels, from the system
down to the circuit or the technology. For these devices
to be practical, the associated control circuits must comply
with stringent limitations in terms of area, power consump-
tion, or interference. At the same time, the control system
needs to be powerful enough to cover a representative pool of
potential electromagnetic functionalities and applications. This
imposes severe restrictions on the practicable design space

of circuits and systems, thus encouraging the proposal of
smart, metamaterial-aware and opportunistic, highly stream-
lined solutions at the circuit, system, and full architecture
levels. In a longer term, the use of emerging technologies
such as graphene, nanoscale integrated sensors, opportunistic
energy harvesting, or neural networks for metamaterial control
may be a critical enablers of fully autonomous programmable
metamaterials.

This paper, as well as the special issue where it belongs to,
provides an overview of the research avenue of programmable
metamaterials and describes recent advances from a hardware
perspective. We cover the areas ranging from tunable meta-
material engineering, low-power circuits and systems design,
nanoelectronics, and system architecture, encompassing both
contributions close to production and more prospective pro-
posals with longer-term potential.

The paper is organized in a top-down approach. First,
in Section II, the fundamentals of programmable metamaterials
are reviewed from the system perspective, delving into the
prospects and applications of such systems. In Section III,
recent trends are surveyed from the architectural stand-
point, analyzing the existing FPGA-based and fully integrated
approaches. Next, in Section IV, we focus on challenges and
advances at the component and circuit levels for practical
computation, communication, sensing, and tuning at the unit
cells. In Section V, we dive deeper down to the technol-
ogy, emphasizing novel materials, fabrication methods, and
integration approaches allowing to extend the programmable
metamaterial paradigm towards THz and optical frequencies.
Before concluding, cross-cutting issues and advanced topics
such as energy harvesting, approximate computing, or the
application of neural networks to coding metamaterials are
discussed in Section VI. Finally, the paper is concluded in
Section VII.

II. A PRIMER ON PROGRAMMABLE METASURFACES:

OUTLOOK AND APPLICATIONS

Programmable metasurfaces, as the thin-film counterpart of
programmable metamaterials, serve to exemplify the process
from the application to the design and coding of the device.
Such a process is illustrated in Fig. 2 and developed herein.
We note that, although similar concepts can be applied to
3D metamaterials, issues related to fabrication complexity,
losses, cost, or bulkiness encourage the use of metasurfaces
(i.e. metamaterials with subwavelength thickness) instead [36].

Metasurfaces enable a new set of applications (Sec. II-A)
emerging from the unique and programmable control of the
EM response. In essence, an application requires the meta-
surface to implement a certain EM functionality (Sec. II-B)
with a given set of inputs. The metasurface is then encoded
to that end, this is, the unit cells are set to the states that lead
to the targeted functionality and inputs with the least possible
deviation (Sec. II-C). The ultimate aim of the programmable
metamaterials field is to be able of doing so with the minimum
effort, being able to automatically adapt to varying conditions
over time, with little to no power consumption, among other
desired properties listed in Section II-D.

A. Emerging Applications

By virtue of the unique real-time reconfigurability of pro-
grammable metasurfaces, many novel ideas and solutions
have been introduced into traditional industries with numerous
emerging applications appearing. Additionally, extending the
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Fig. 3. Emerging applications enabled by the programmable metamaterial approach, including (a) programmable and self-adaptive wireless environments
[37], (b) simplified architectures for multi-channel wireless transceivers [38], (c) holographic images [22], and (d) self-adaptive smart metasurfaces [30].

use metasurfaces in the millimeter-wave (mmWave) and THz
bands is expected to open the door to multiple opportunities
across multiple fields. Here we list some of these applications,
emphasizing the key role of real-time reconfigurability and the
potential of mmWave-THz solutions when appropriate.

1) Wireless Communications in 5G and Beyond: The field
of wireless communications is seeing a revolution in the
use of programmable metasurfaces as intelligent reflecting
surfaces. This enables the concept of programmable wireless
environments as seen in Fig. 3(a). A wireless environment is
defined as a group of physical objects that can significantly
alter the propagation of EM waves among communicating
devices [32], [37], [39]–[41]. In general, the environment
shows a negative effect on the communication efficiency due to
the energy loss from material absorption and free-space propa-
gation, and the multipath effects caused by EM wave scattering
from the diffraction, reflection, and refraction phenomena.
However, the emergence of programmable metasurfaces fea-
turing EM-wave re-engineering enables the implementation of
programmable wireless environments. By introducing different
functions like focusing, scattering and steering at selected
spots and at different rates, the programmable metasurfaces
make the wireless environment capable of handling the EM
propagation in a manner reminiscent of routers and fire-
walls in classical networking, which mitigate both propagation
loss and multipath effects existing in the current wireless

communication systems. This is of special importance in
the mmWave and THz bands, where high spreading losses
and the inability of EM waves to penetrate walls and most
objects creates a distance problem [42]. In this application
context, especially at high frequencies, the main challenge is
to develop metasurfaces that offer fine-grained programma-
bility but, at the same time, are cost-efficient and scalable
to relatively large walls. Otherwise, lower cost alternatives to
the same problem (e.g. using active relays) will probably be
adopted instead [43].

Another application related to wireless communications is
the development of simplified architectures for wireless
communication transmitters. In the traditional wireless com-
munication transmitters, both in the heterodyne or homodyne
architectures, the baseband signal processing module and the
radio-frequency (RF) chain module are separated from each
other. The information is modulated in the baseband and
then up-converted to the RF frequency through the RF chain.
As more and more protocols and standards are proposed to
satisfy the increasing demands of stability, high speed and low
latency in the information era, the RF components are facing
higher complexity requirements in design and manufacturing,
resulting in extremely high hardware cost and energy con-
sumption in practical implementation. Recently, several sim-
plified wireless-communication transmitter architectures based
on programmable metasurfaces have been proposed with low
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hardware complexity, high cost effectivity, and good perfor-
mance [38], [44]. As shown in Fig. 3(b), the metasurfaces are
utilized to directly modulate the carrier wave in multiple chan-
nels using the baseband signal without the need of core com-
ponents of the RF chain such as mixers, filters, amplifiers, etc.
At high frequencies, this is crucial as these components can
be lossy and significantly complex. In any case, the required
refresh rate of the metasurface is thus the modulation rate.
Although the principle is similar to that of direct antenna
modulation (DAM) technology [45], the programmable meta-
surface approach possesses better performance and higher effi-
ciency due to more flexible tunability of EM waves. The novel
architecture has shown great potential to bring a new paradigm
that naturally integrates the signal processing algorithms in
information science and the hardware of the programmable
metasurfaces for future-generation wireless communications.
Eventually, a great challenge will be to prove whether sim-
plified transceiver architectures, together with metasurface-
based steering mechanisms, lead to mmWave-THz chipsets
that, in contrast to classical architectures, are practical enough
for their take up in future wireless communication systems.

2) Holographic Imaging: Holography is one of the most
promising imaging techniques that attract tremendous attention
covering many applications in display, security, data storage,
etc. However, most of the conventional holograms suffer from
low resolution, limited image quality, and fixed holographic
image. The programmable metasurface-based holograms, illus-
trated in Fig. 3(c), feature two major advantages compared
with the conventional holograms [22]. Firstly, the outstanding
recording ability for both amplitude and phase information
of wavefront in the subwavelength scale provide excellent
spatial resolution. Secondly, the pixel (i.e. the metasurface
unit cell) level programmability greatly contributes to real-
time and arbitrary holographic images. Metasurfaces should
thus be programmable at typical refresh rates of displays, this
is, around 60 frames per second. If achieved, these remarkable
properties make the programmable metasurface one of the
competitive candidates in the future holographic imaging and
even holographic movies.

3) Self-Adaptive Systems: Recently, researchers have pur-
sued the implementation of intelligent metasurfaces, which
are self-adaptive to control the presented functions by the
metasurface itself [30], [46]. As shown in Fig. 3(d), the pro-
grammable metasurface constructs a closed-loop system that,
in collaboration with some specific sensors and feedback
circuits, can operate on its own without human intervention.
The speed at which the metasurface needs to be updated will
depend on the end-user application and the main challenge
resides in the building of the lightweight, robust, real-time
control algorithms that will close the loop. In any case, such
systems are expected to open up a new avenue for future
unmanned devices and systems that are consistent with the
ambient environment, which further pave the way towards
intelligent and cognitive metasurfaces.

B. Electromagnetic Functionalities

Digital coding and programmable metamaterials can be
applied to realize diverse EM functionalities due to their
advantages. By changing the coding matrices pre-stored in
an FPGA, many functionalities can be switched in real time,
leading to many promising applications. In fact, the possibility
of manipulating the response in the time domain opens the
door to multiple new opportunities. Next, we briefly describe
a comprehensive set of EM functionalities implemented by

Fig. 4. Summary of electromagnetic functionalities achievable with pro-
grammable metasurfaces. Note that, depending on the unit cell structure,
such functionalities can be achieved in reflection, transmission, or both.
Programmable metasurfaces can also host multiple functionalities, implement
distributed intelligence, and react to the environment.

coding and programmable metamaterials in the literature,
classified in Figure 4.

• Wavefront shaping. Metasurfaces have shown their pow-
erful capabilities in engineering the EM wavefronts. Cod-
ing and programmable metasurfaces have the advantages
of simplifying the design procedures and of switching
among different functions in real time, which can be
used to shape both reflection and transmission wavefronts
on a shared aperture [47]. Furthermore, the full-space
wavefront shaping can be dynamically switched between
reflection or transmission modes by changing the PIN
diodes states [48].

• Focusing. Programmable metasurfaces have also been
used to focus the EM fields. By applying the specially-
designed coding matrices, a programmable metasurface
can be used to generate arbitrary focusing points dynam-
ically, and field intensity at each point can also be
controlled independently [49]. Besides, a programmable
Huygens’ metasurface was realized to focus the transmit-
ted fields dynamically with high efficiency [50].

• Anomalous reflection. Metasurfaces can introduce an
abrupt phase shift on the interface by designing the
corresponding unit cell, which will result in phase discon-
tinuities. Based on the idea of generalized Snell’s laws,
the programmable metasurface can realize anomalous
reflection by using the phase-gradient space-coding
sequence [51].

• Asymmetric transmission. Metamaterials can be used
to realize the asymmetric transmission by using chiral
structures. Programmable chiral metamaterials integrated
with PIN diodes have been proposed to achieve dynamic
control of the asymmetric transmission by changing the
control voltages [52].

• Polarization control. Polarization is a very important
dimension of EM waves. How to control the polarization
state has always been the concern of researchers. Pro-
grammable metasurfaces also have an outstanding ability
in controlling the polarization, which can be used for
reconfigurable linear polarization conversion [14]. Fur-
thermore, the varactors-based programmable metasurface
can be dynamically switched among the functionalities
of linear-to-linear, linear-to-elliptical, and liner-to-circular
polarization conversion [53].

• Vorticity. Vortex waves carrying orbital angular momen-
tum (OAM) can be used for orthogonal multiplexing
communication via different OAM modes, which has
the feature of helical wavefront and the property of
mode orthogonality. Recently, coding metasurfaces were
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developed to generate vortex beams with different modes,
including spin-controlled vortex beams [54].

• Absorption. Metamaterials have been widely studied
for absorption in the past decade. Most metamaterial
absorbers are designed in a fixed frequency band.
Programmable metamaterials can be utilized to absorb
the incident waves at different frequencies by electrically
controlling the biasing voltages on the varactors [55],
which can extend the working frequency range of
absorbers.

• Diffuse scattering. By optimizing the coding pattern,
coding metasurfaces can be used for scattering-
signature reduction by the strategy of diffuse scattering
in both microwave and terahertz regime [56]. The
recently proposed space-time-coding modulation in
programmable metasurfaces can also redistribute the
scattered power in both space and frequency domains
uniformly, thereby leading to unprecedented levels of
Radar Cross-Section (RCS) reduction [28].

• Frequency shifting. By modulating the metasurface
properties in the time domain, a programmable
metasurface can control the reflected waves in the
frequency domain. For instance, frequency shifting
can be realized by imparting suitable time modulation
signals on programmable metasurface, such as frequency
conversion [38], and harmonic frequency generation [28].

• Nonreciprocity. By introducing the time-varying
approach, the space-time-coding programmable metasur-
face was successfully used to break reciprocity which
relied on inducing suitable spatiotemporal phase gradients
in a programmable way via digital coding modulation
[28], [57]. Besides, the amplifier transistors-based
programmable metasurface was also proposed to realize
forward and backward nonreciprocal transmissions, but
without using the time-varying modulation [58].

It is worth noting that, depending on the unit cell struc-
ture, the functionalities are achieved either in reflection [18],
[56] or transmission [59], [60]. Specific designs may support
both modes simultaneously [47] or switch among them [48].

C. Metamaterial Coding

Coding and programmable metamaterials describe the EM
performance from the information aspect, providing us novel
and brief approaches to design functional metamaterials [21],
[36]. The process of coding consists in assigning a par-
ticular state to each unit cell of the metasurface among
the set of possible states, so that final coding pattern
attains the targeted functionality with the least error. For
instance, let us consider a unit cell designed to take four
discrete values. Thus, the coding set is 6 = {s0, s1, s2, s3}.
Depending on the desired functionality, different strategies can
be used for the mapping. Here, we briefly summarize the main
aspects involved in the coding of programmable metamaterials,
as illustrated in Fig. 5.

1) The Coding States of the Unit Cells: The coding states
of the unit cells are usually employed to represent the EM
coefficients, which are the fundamental factors when designing
the coding and programmable metamaterials. There are two
major coding schemes:

• Phase coding states. The phase coding scheme is the
most common one in coding and programmable metama-
terials. By adopting two unit cells with different geome-
tries or introducing PIN diodes in the single unit cell with
dynamical modes [21], the reflected or transmitted phase

Fig. 5. Illustration of the coding of a metasurface with a set of four states
and existing methods to encode a metasurface for different functionalities.

responses satisfy the conditions for the 1-bit and multi-bit
digital states. These concepts can also be promoted to
polarization- or frequency-dependent coding metamateri-
als to form multi-channel coding strategies [61], [62].

• Amplitude coding states. The coding principle also
enables digital descriptions of amplitudes, which can con-
trol the radiating power by using indium tin oxide (ITO)
films or amplifiers [63]. A combination of amplitude and
phase coding further enables full-space radiation control,
in which the incident polarizations or PIN diodes are
utilized for the real-time modulations for the amplitude
coding states [48].

2) The Fundamental Methods to Map Metasurface States to
Specific Functionalities: Due to the digital expressions of EM
properties, the EM functionalities of coding and programmable
metamaterials are decided by the distributions of the coding
states, namely the coding patterns. Some of the coding patterns
rely on known, often analytical solutions, derived from funda-
mental rules such as the generalized Snell’s laws of reflection.
Such common coding patterns are the following:

• Linear phase gradient for anomalous reflection and
transmission. The directions of the scattering waves can
be controlled by forming linear phase gradient coding
patterns on the interfaces, according to the generalized
Snell’s laws of reflection [64]. The higher the number of
unit cell states, the more anomalous manipulations (and
even negative reflection) can be achieved [60], [65]. The
detailed deflecting angle also relies on the period of the
phase gradient and the working wavelength [61].

• Concentric phase gradient for focusing and beam
forming. When the coding states are arranged in concen-
tric phase gradient, the incident planar EM wave can be
focused to a certain spotlight. The focal length depends
on the period of the phase gradient, whereas the lateral
position of the focal point is dependent on the position
of the center of the concentric gradient [19]. Inversely,
this coding pattern is also capable to form pencil beams
in far field by converting the spherical waves to planar
waves [14].

• Angular gradient for vortex beams. The phase cod-
ing states in angular gradient enable the radiations of
vortex beams. The digital states with single or several
periods of 0–2π are placed spirally on the aperture,
clockwise or anticlockwise, to construct different OAM
modes. [54].

• Random pattern for RCS reduction. By estab-
lishing the coding states in random patterns other
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than the abovementioned gradient cases, the input
power is reflected to arbitrary directions. Hence,
the RCS is reduced notably [66]. Several optimiza-
tion methods including particle optimization, genetic
algorithms, or Golay-Rudin-Shapiro (GRS) polynomials
model have also been introduced into the coding pattern
design and accomplished almost homogeneously anom-
alous reflection [67].

The methods above are powerful, but do not generalize to
complex functionalities or arbitrary wavefronts. To that end,
several alternatives have arisen to facilitate the programming
of metasurfaces. Besides the use of analytical operations on
the coding patterns, explained in the subsection below, we find
that programmable metasurfaces are amenable to widely used
algorithms and optimization techniques, namely:

• Gerchberg-Saxton algorithm for holograms. Numer-
ical algorithms such as Gerchberg-Saxton (GS) allow
to build arbitrary holograms for near-field imaging and
information transmission [22], [49]. Especially in the pro-
grammable designs, the holograms are also reprogram-
mable, indicating that the multiple desired holographic
images can be realized in real time.

• Optimization algorithms and neural networks. To
achieve arbitrary complex wavefronts that cannot be
described as the combination of the patterns above, classi-
cal optimization algorithms can be employed. Evolution-
ary methods such as genetic algorithms or particle swarm
optimization have been applied in several works [14],
[66]. Further, the use of neural networks as a powerful
tool to program and control metasurfaces is an emerging
possibility (see Section VI for more details).

3) Analytical Operations on Multiple Coding Patterns: The
methods described above can achieve a comprehensive set of
coding patterns for multiple functionalities. If more advanced
functionalities are desired, more complicated analytical opera-
tions should be implemented on multiple coding patterns. The
following two methods allow to build complex coding patterns
as the combination of two or more simpler patterns, using
intuitive mathematical formalisms:

• Convolution operations. The purpose of convolution
operations is to realize more precise EM control, breaking
through the limitation of deflecting angle from the period
of the phase gradient and the working wavelength. Con-
volution operations perform Fourier transformations on
coding and programmable metamaterials, allows steering
of the scattering pattern to an arbitrarily pre-designed
direction only through the modulus of several coding
patterns. Theoretically, the 1D and 2D convolution oper-
ations permit the radiating beams to radiate in the whole
half space [26].

• Addition theorem. In fact, the essence of convolution
operations is the phase multiplication of the coding
states. The other operation, addition starts from the basic
EM theorem and originally involves all the complex
phase parts e jϕ for their addition, implying the final
result would contain all the added components. Hence,
it means a superposition of the coding patterns, i.e., the
corresponding scattering patterns and functionalities can
appear simultaneously on the shared aperture [27], [68].

D. Desired System Properties

The methods described in the previous section have allowed
to achieve a wide range of functionalities. There has been,

TABLE I

REPRESENTATIVE PROGRAMMABLE METASURFACES IN THE LITERATURE

in fact, an explosion of works attempting to demonstrate
the benefits of programmable metasurfaces and the multiple
possibilities they enable across the spectrum. Table I shows
a selection of representative designs of the state of the art in
coding metasurfaces.

However, the vision of programmable metasurfaces for
software-driven EM control goes beyond the achievement of
particular EM functionalities and involves groundbreaking as
well as, in occasions, much-anticipated non-trivial features.
We next list some of such features and relate them with the
emerging applications outlined in Section II-A:

• Space-time reconfigurability: as we have seen in
Section II-C, metasurfaces have traditionally encoded
spatial patterns within their structure in the form of
spatial phase or amplitude profiles giving rise to the
required functionalities [64]. The advent of program-
mable metasurfaces, however, introduced the dimension
of time [28], [77]: metasurfaces can now be temporally
modulated to implement non-reciprocal functionalities
[78], compensate for relativistic motion [79], integrate
signal and beam modulation within the antenna [38],
enable new modulation schemes [80], and many others.

• Multi-functionality: the idea of a metasurface plat-
form that can implement arbitrary spatiotemporal patterns
directly leads to think on the implementation of multiple
functions or channels within the same metasurface, be it
in a discrete/multiplexed or a combined/concurrent fash-
ion [23], [70], [81]. Designs are thus reusable for mul-
tiple tasks or a single complex task where the metasur-
face needs to exhibit different behaviors simultaneously,
as in programmable wireless environments [32], [39].
Combined with space-time reconfigurability, this leads to
very powerful control of EM waves [77].

• Learnability: the addition of software mechanisms
abstracting the physics enables the use of not only
optimization techniques, but also machine learning algo-
rithms to model, predict, and control the operation of the
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metasurfaces for arbitrary functionalities and environment
conditions. Moreover, with the embedding of intelligence
within the metasurface, the metamaterial could automat-
ically adapt to changes in the environment without the
intervention of external components.

• Interconnectivity: by providing metamaterials with
means of internal and external communication, we are
opening the door to the coordination of multiple meta-
materials to cover large areas or implement heteroge-
neous, complex, emerging behaviors. Thanks to multi-
functionality, this does not imply the deployment of a set
of specialized metasurfaces, but rather the use a single
type of metamaterials that changes its behavior according
to the role that it is assigned within the swarm. This
has obvious implications in the programmable wireless
environments paradigm [32], [39].

• Resilience: enabling self-adaptivity of metamaterials to
changes in the environment also opens the door, naturally,
to changes in the internal structure of the metamaterial
due to transient or persistent faults. Although it has been
shown that metasurfaces are inherently tolerant to faults
of a fraction of unit cells [82], one can envisage designs
where the impact can be minimized by incorporating,
within the learning/optimization framework, their possi-
ble occurrence.

• Perpetual Operation: as metasurfaces become active
elements that consume power, a concern is whether
the power consumption will impact on the auton-
omy or applicability of metamaterials. Through the
embedding of intelligence and self-adaptive optimization
frameworks, however, one can envisage platforms that
minimize power consumption by, for instance, keeping
only the indispensable features alive. Power-gated unit
cells can be considered as faults and resort to the
resilience of the platform to still adapt performance to the
power restrictions [82]. Furthermore, perpetual operation
is a desirable trait arising from the combination of ultra-
low power consumption and the likely incorporation of
energy harvesting means within the platform, as discussed
in Sec. VI.

• Terahertz Operation: metamaterial and metasurface
designs in the terahertz band already exist [9], although
most of them are either theoretical or with limited
reconfigurability properties. Given the multiple opportu-
nities arising in the fields of imaging [35] or wireless
communications [34], among others, there is an interest to
take the programmable metasurface paradigm to the THz
band and beyond. However, this poses important chal-
lenges in the technological front, as discussed in Sec. V.

III. ARCHITECTURES

The programmability in metasurfaces is enabled by the
addition of both tuning elements at the unit cells and appro-
priate control circuits across the metasurface. The control
sub-system, in essence, may implement a control loop that
is able to modify the response of the metasurface with a
given maximum rate, e.g. a few kHz. Such a speed will be
determined by the characteristics of the control sub-system
and by how it communicates with the metasurface sub-system,
always trying to meet the reconfiguration requirements of the
final application.

There are different ways to combine and interconnect the
metasurface and control sub-systems (also referred to as

Fig. 6. Schematic representation of the two general types of programmable
metasurface architectures.

physical core and algorithm core), which can be essentially
classified into two main architectures. They are illustrated
in Figure 6 and described next.

A. FPGA-Based Architectures

The general FPGA-based architecture of a programmable
metasurface system is represented in Figure 6(a) as seen in
multiple works [14], [21], [28], [57]. The metasurface itself is
responsible for providing programmable electromagnetic char-
acteristics such as reflection/transmission amplitude, phase,
polarization, etc. The control sub-system, on the other hand,
is mainly composed of an FPGA-based control circuit, which
is assembled to implement the functional algorithm and drive
the programmable metasurface. The specific configuration
of the interface or connector between the two sub-systems
depends on the tuning technology used in the metasurface.
Several examples include the voltage control circuit for the
varactor/PIN diode based metasurface [14], [21], [28], [57],
the light intensity control circuit for the photosensitive materi-
als based metasurface [83], and the temperature control circuit
for thermo-sensitive materials-based metasurfaces [84], [85].

The separated architecture allows the two sub-systems to
be designed independently, which is beneficial to the function
expansion and performance upgrade of the entire system
through the use of different types of metasurfaces and FPGA
models. Therefore, considering cost, difficulty, convenience,
etc., numerous proof-of-concept systems have been devel-
oped using the FPGA-based architecture [14], [21], [28],
[57]. Desired attributes such as space-time multi-functionality,
learnability, and interconnectivity are also possible. However,
like the other side of a coin, such rough and non-customized
architecture is usually bulky and suffers from significant
power consumption – hence turning perpetual operation into a
complex possibility and, in overall, limiting the applicability
and integrability of such a platform in real-world scenarios.
Also, the FPGA is a potential single point of failure, rendering
the metasurface useless if the FPGA breaks down.

B. Integrated Architectures

Opposed to the FPGA-based approach, researchers and
engineers have started to propose integrated architecture-based
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systems [24], [29], [32], [37]. This paradigm, represented
in Figure 6(b) and sometimes referred to the HyperSurface
(HSF), indeed hinges on the integration of a network of
communicating chips within the metasurface containing tuning
elements, control circuits, and even sensors. Attached to the
metasurface, a gateway device with wireless connectivity can
interface the EM device with the real-world in a cyber-
physical/IoT manner. Essentially, the metasurface receives
reconfiguration requests that are disseminated to the internal
control logic via chip-to-chip interconnects and routing logic
[86], [87]. Controllers may consist of simple circuitry that
reads the unit cell state and Digital/Analog (D/A) converters
that set the appropriate voltage to the tuning elements, or more
complex circuits implementing the desired intelligence. Addi-
tionally, embedded sensors can pick up data from the environ-
ment and send it to the control logic or external devices again
via this communications plane.

Integrated architectures are custom-made and therefore are
much more optimized than FPGA-based architectures. This
means that the control sub-system is clearly less intrusive in
terms of EM interference, less bulky, and with lower potential
power consumption. For instance, movement of control data
among controllers can be measured and predicted, opening the
door to streamlined interconnect designs [88]. Furthermore,
the addition of an internal network of controllers instead of a
centralized FPGA provides metasurfaces with means to imple-
ment the so-called distributed intelligence allowing controllers
to sense, cooperate, and act locally without the intervention of
an external entity [89]. This avoids central-point bottlenecks
and improves resilience by allowing information to be re-
routed to reach the intended destinations even if a set of
connections fail [86].

All these features, however, come at the cost of increased
engineering efforts and cost to design and embed the necessary
elements within the metasurface. This is especially true as
the unit cell density increases with the metasurface frequency,
which requires a proportional miniaturization of the control
circuitry [29]. Further, the integrated approach lacks the flex-
ibility and convenience of the FPGA-based alternative. More
details are given in the next section.

IV. DEVICES AND CIRCUITS

From the perspective of devices and circuits, the fully
integrated architecture [Fig. 6(b)] presents multiple challenges
and considerations related to the tuning devices and methods
[11], [12], as well as the efficient integration of such elements
and possible interference of control circuits with the operation
of the metasurface itself. We discuss a few of these challenges
next.

Much has been achieved so far just through the use of the
“humble” PIN diode in adaptive metasurfaces [14], [21]. The
diode essentially behaves as a capacitor when it is under zero
forward bias voltage and it can behave as a resistive element
for small signals when forward biased. By carefully combining
the diode with a binary DC-voltage driven radial stub and a
square patch creates unit cells whose reflection phase can be
switched between 0 and π . Though a simple but very powerful
technique, this has room for improvement when it comes
to power consumption and fine adaptation; because forward-
biased diodes consume much current. Intermediate reflection
phases can be achieved by changing the bias voltage, however
having a discrete D/A converter for each unit cell would be

both costly and impractical in terms of the space required
on the auxiliary Printed Circuit Board (PCB). This leads
to the necessity to take advantage of integrated circuit (IC)
technology, whereby a single integrated circuit can contain
digitally programmable adaptive impedance loading elements
and networking communication circuitry. This is especially
important if the system is to be scalable so as to cover an
arbitrarily large surface.

The requirements for a practical programmable metasur-
face are quite challenging. In the most basic of forms a
programmable metasurface requires a 3-layer PCB where the
top layer is used for a patterned conductive array, the middle
layer is a ground plane, used to decouple the EM effects of
where the metasurface will be installed, and finally the bottom
layer is where the active control components will be placed.
Space on the bottom layer is extremely limited, especially
if independent control of each unit cell is required. Solutions
with conventional IC packages are not viable as they are not
cost effective, but also the in-package wirebonds tend to intro-
duce significant parasitic inductances and resistances into the
system that have large random variations. Thus, wafer-level-
chip-scale-packaging (WLCSP) is the only practical option.
The size of these components tend to limit the maximum
frequency of a system [90], given that, as the frequency goes
up, the unit cell pitch becomes smaller.

The custom ASIC alleviates the space problem on the
bottom of the PCB, however this comes with other challenges.
For instance, on-chip inductors are relatively lossy, as are
other key components such as on-chip varactors and varistors.
A technology must be selected that balances economic cost
with maximum frequency performance. From the digital con-
trol side, there are also challenges with regards to the digital
inter-chip communication schemes, given pin constraints and
the difficulty of producing a global clock on a arbitrarily
scalable metasurface that will not be skewed enough to contain
problems. Furthermore, clocking a large surface is very energy
intensive and, in some applications such as EM absorbers, this
is totally unacceptable given that each clock cycle will produce
extensive self-EM emissions. Given these challenges, asyn-
chronous digital architectures appear to be the best solution,
especially if global unit cell reconfiguration does not occur
frequently. A more detailed discussion on these issues can be
found in [90].

The future is bringing exciting new passive two terminal
devices, which will enable programmable metasurfaces to
reach a new level, both in terms of spatial resolution as well
as zero power consumption once configured. The Chua Mem-
components, namely Memristor, Memcapacitor and Memin-
ductor will enable the reconfiguration of the unit cells through
a crossbar array using pulses generated by a device on the
perimeter, and these passive devices will hold their resistance,
capacitance and inductance without consuming any power,
until another charge packet is sent to the two-terminal device.
The concept was first described in 2018 [91], and new devel-
opments using conductive filament based-memristors show
promise for low power configurations, that can work at very
high frequencies, giving tunable resistance, inductance and
capacitance in nm-sized passive devices.

V. TECHNOLOGY

The concept of programmable metamaterials is relatively
recent and, as such, most of existing realizations are rough
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prototypes, proof-of-concept FPGA-based architectures that do
not push the limits in terms of the involved technologies. This
is because being mostly in the microwave band, unit cells
are large enough to fit the required tuning elements and the
back-side connectors. Moreover, the metasurface is tested in
several steady-state conditions or for functionalities that do not
require a high refresh rate, e.g., several tens of Hz is more than
enough for single-beam steering [88]. Under these conditions,
programmable metasurfaces could be built using affordable
components and relatively old technologies.

However, the quest for fully-integrated intelligent multifunc-
tional metasurfaces with space-time programmability or sim-
ply aiming at the mmWave-THz bands for much-anticipated
applications is likely to bring technological challenges at
different levels. One important challenge is to scale the fabrica-
tion process of programmable metasurfaces to relatively large
areas and arbitrary shapes. A possible solution comes from
the architecture perspective: one could resort to modular tile
designs that leverage interconnectivity to be clipped together
in the required application size and shape [90]. This way,
widespread fabrication and integration techniques could be
employed, reducing costs and enabling scalability.

This and other issues such as the choice of substrate
materials [92], the practicality of the tuning elements [11],
[12], or the space left to integrate controllers and I/O pins at
the unit cell level are greatly dependent on the metasurface
frequency, whereas the computational requirements of the
control logic hinge on the refresh rate imposed by the final
applications. Within this context, we next review the prospects
of promising technologies towards high-speed high-frequency
programmable metasurfaces.

Conventional materials used for tunable/programmable
metasurface are conducting oxides (e.g. ITO) [94], [95], phase
change materials [96], liquid crystals [97], and approaches
that integrate dielectrics with electro-mechanical systems [15].
Recent emergence of a class of atomically thin materi-
als [98], most notably graphene, transition metal dichalco-
genides, among many others are most natural materials plat-
form. Their atomic thickness implies that their electronic
properties are very amenable to the effect of electric field.
For example, the electron surface densities in these materials
are highly tunable in a typical back-gated device geome-
try [99], [100]. These materials also exhibit strong light-matter
interactions via polaritonic resonances [101], [102], due to
their inherent dipole excitations such as plasmons, phonons or
excitons.

In recent years, there has been significant advancement
in graphene plasmonics [103] for various terahertz and
mid-infrared applications, such as infrared detectors, filters,
modulators, biosensing, to general metasurface applications.
Plasmons in graphene are excited by patterning graphene
into nanostructures [8], [104], and their plasmon resonances
reside in the terahertz to mid-infrared and are also tunable
electrically. General reflection and amplitude phase modu-
lation of these graphene plasmonic resonators enable very
diverse beam manipulation applications [18], [19], [65]. This
includes general beam forming [105], cloaking [106], tunable
absorption [107], or polarization control [108], among many
others. Experimental demonstration of these various concepts
are also emerging [109]–[111]. The performance of these
devices are mainly limited by the graphene or substrate losses,
hence, restricting the reflection phases to less than the ideal
2π .

The fundamental and limiting plasmon damping pathways
in graphene nanostructures are via the graphene intrinsic
phonons and scattering from the edges [104]. Much like
the case of metallic nanoparticles [112], the inhomogeneity
of the ribbon width can lead to plasmon damping due to
the atomic edge defects. Although plasmon excitations in
most graphene plasmonic devices lie outside of the Landau
damping regime, atomic edge defects can provide the required
momentum transfer leading to plasmon decay into electron-
hole pairs. The damping rate goes as a/W , where a is of
order of the Fermi velocity in graphene, and W is the ribbon
width. The intrinsic phonons in graphene and those from the
substrate can also strongly influence the plasmon lifetimes
when the plasmons are tuned to these phonon frequencies.
In fact, a plasmon lifetime of 20 femto-seconds and smaller
is observed when damping through the emission of an optical
phonon is allowed [104], [113]. The use of hexagonal boron
nitride (hBN) as a substrate for graphene has also been
demonstrated to significantly improve the plasmon quality
factor [114]. However, as with any materials development,
quality will continue to improve. Large scale growth of both
graphene and hBN has progressed in recent years [115], [116],
leading to centimeter scale single crystals.

Another practical technological consideration in 2D materi-
als metasurface design is appropriate photonic engineering to
boost light-matter interactions. A homogeneous graphene sheet
has a free space optical absorption of less than 1% in the mid-
infrared regime [117]. Graphene plasmonic resonators, on the
other hand, have resonant absorption of order 10% in the
mid-infrared regime [104]. To achieve total light absorption,
a common approach is to include a back metal reflector
positioned at quarter wavelength underneath graphene [118],
[119]. However, it is not efficient to use the same metal
reflector as the back gate for electrostatic doping control
of graphene, since the gate capacitance is small. There are
various approaches in the literature in circumventing this issue.
One approach involves the use of thin metallic layers placed
at nanometer scale underneath the graphene layer [120] as
the gate electrodes. It was experimentally demonstrated that
total light absorption can be achieved in this 2D materials
metasurface design [120].

Fig. 7(a) illustrates a particular design of graphene based
metasurface which is theoretically shown to dynamically tune
the scattered wavefront over a full 2π phase space [93].
The unit cell of the proposed structure is denoted as a
metamolecule, which consists of a pair of noble metal antennas
each independently contacting a strip of graphene nanoribbon
i.e. plasmonic resonator. Electrical biasing between the noble
metal antenna and the global back ground plane would then
enable the independent tuning of the Fermi level (i.e. EF1

and EF2) in each of the graphene nanoribbons within the
metamolecule. The pair of Fermi levels thus constitute the
two parameters allowing for the modulation of both ampli-
tude and phase of each metamolecule. Using experimentally
realistic design parameters like conservative graphene carrier
mobility of 1000 cm2V-1s-1, simulation results show that the
two parameters EF1 and EF2 allow one to independently
control the phase and amplitude of the reflected beam of an
incoming free space 7 µm light, as illustrated in Fig. 7(b)-(e).
Further, experimental efforts to-date have demonstrated key
advancements in integrating high-quality graphene into back-
gated devices [114], [121], integration of ultra-smooth metallic
components utilizing atomic layer deposition achieving strong
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Fig. 7. (a) Schematic of the unit cell structure, denoted as metamolecule, composed of a pair of independently controlled graphene plasmonic metaatoms.
(b) Amplitude map and (c) phase map of the reflection as independently adjusting the graphene Fermi levels (EF1 and EF2) of the meta-atoms. Reflected
transverse magnetic field components (Hy/H0) displaying (d) phase modulation with a constant amplitude (|r| = 0.5) along the solid blue line and (e) amplitude
modulation including perfect absorption with a constant phase (ϕ = 0) along the solid red line. See [93] for more details.

light-matter interaction [120], independent meta-element gate
tuning [122], among many others. However, a full experimen-
tal demonstration of complete phase and amplitude modulation
for efficient beam forming is still in the works.

In summary, graphene, 2D materials, or semiconductor
quantum wells [123], present tremendous new device opportu-
nities in the field of terahertz and mid-infrared metasurfaces.
However, in order to fully exploit their unique properties or to
harness other opportunities such as the use of flexible elec-
tronics, it may become necessary to go beyond conventional
lithography, etching, or deposition processes. The main hurdle
for the manufacturing of THz metasurfaces is the scaling to
surface areas that make sense for the applications at hand.
In this direction, the modular approach discussed above is
also applicable here. Moreover, besides conventional microma-
chining methods [9], researchers are pushing towards methods
such as transfer printing [124] or deterministic nano-assembly
[125]. In the particular case of graphene, wafer-level man-
ufacturing and integration at the graphene qualities required
for metasurface applications remains as an outstanding chal-
lenge. Many efforts have been devoted recently in this respect
[126]–[128] which could allow, in the near future, to electri-
cally gate small graphene patches in relatively large wafers,
in the pathway to the much-sought local biasing of graphene
–key to achieve the necessary phase modulation in THz
metasurfaces.

VI. CROSS-CUTTING ISSUES

The field of programmable metamaterials is thriving and
new research works continue to appear which propose novel
cross-cutting approaches with disruptive potential in this
emerging field. Next, we briefly describe a few of such aspects
and attempt to anticipate its significance.

A. Neural Networks

Machine learning methods have become all-pervasive in
engineering and have been recently proposed for RF/photonics
engineering in general and for the modelling, prediction,
and control of metasurfaces in particular. The key benefit
of machine learning is that it can simplify tedious design
processes like those found in programmable metamaterials,
from the unit cell up to the application. First proposals have

already appeared proposing to use Convolutional Neural Net-
works (CNNs) to design broadband unit cells for anisotropic
coding metamaterials [129], or Generative Adversarial Net-
works (GANs) for the inverse design of unit cells with
arbitrary spectra [130]–[132]. More recently, interest has been
shown in using CNNs to automatically find the most suitable
coding pattern for a particular functionality –an approach
that has been proven for beam steering [74], but that is
also theoretically applicable to arbitrary functionalities. At the
application level, machine learning has been also proposed
for the control and coordination of multiple metasurfaces in
programmable wireless environments [133] or the optimization
of metasurface-based imaging in real time [134].

B. Energy Harvesting

When relating energy harvesting with metamaterials,
the main direction has been the use of metamaterials to enable
high-efficiency energy harvesting [135]. However, the advent
of programmable metasurfaces with low-power integrated
architectures has opened a new perspective. Metasurfaces are
constantly impinged by EM waves and, theoretically, part
of this energy could be absorbed and reused to drive the
integrated electronics, as proposed in [29], [136]. This is also
encouraged by some wireless communication applications,
where users may transmit intermittently in predictable time-
slots as defined by the underlying communication protocols;
thus opening the door to harvesting the rest of the time.
It thus becomes apparent that achieving the objective of
perpetual operation may hinge on efforts at the device level
(i.e., the energy harvesting device), architecture level (i.e.
which energy source to harvest and where/how to place the
harvesting devices to that end), and application level (i.e. when
to opportunistically harvest).

C. Fault Tolerance and Approximate Computation

Recent studies suggest that metasurfaces are naturally
resilient to errors in a fraction of the unit cells [82]. In fact,
it has been observed that non-trivial phase deviations in the
unit cells may be tolerated. This can be exploited in ultra-
low power designs by operating at low voltages and allowing
the system to make transient faults that may be acceptable
in certain applications. Leveraging fault tolerance will thus
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impact the design of the controller circuits, as well as the
complete architecture in ways that maximize the efficiency
benefit while limiting the performance degradation within
acceptable bounds.

D. Internet of Things (IoT)

Providing programmable metasurfaces with wireless com-
munication capabilities enables the cyber-physical/IoT vision
mentioned in the introduction. As such, programmable meta-
materials can be introduced in the control or management
loop of IoT contexts, enabling unique approaches in a variety
of applications, e.g. operators remotely managing wide-area
programmable wireless environments.

VII. CONCLUSION

The field of programmable metamaterials is thriving. Mul-
tiple working prototypes have appeared which illustrate the
potential of providing metasurfaces with tuning elements and
the appropriate control circuitry. Further, a myriad of concep-
tual works have shown that, with the introduction of modeling
strategies such as the coding metamaterial approach or the use
of neural networks, the programmable metamaterial paradigm
may not only be generalized to virtually any electromagnetic
functionality, but also become intelligent and self-adaptive. For
this to happen beyond the proof-of-concept stage and in a
fully-integrated way, however, advances are required at the
technology, circuit, and system levels. Significant challenges
will be faced as we push the electromagnetic frequency
towards mmWave-THz bands and as we scale the refresh
rate towards kHz-MHz magnitudes, both necessary for the
realization of compelling applications in the wireless commu-
nications or holography fields, among many others.
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