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CHAPTER 1
Overview and Background 

Developers Guide Overview
This document provides architectures and recommendations you can use to build control applications on 
NI CompactRIO controllers running the NI LabVIEW Real-Time Module Version 8.6 or later. It explains how you can 
use new features for CompactRIO – such as the NI Scan Engine, Fault Engine, and Distributed System Manager – 
that were introduced in LabVIEW 8.6. CompactRIO has built-in components to make control applications easier to 
design; however, the same basic architecture also works on other platforms such as Compact FieldPoint, PXI, and 
Windows-based controllers. LabVIEW Real-Time is a full programming language that provides developers numerous 
ways to construct a controller and helps them create very flexible and complex systems. LabVIEW Real-Time 
controllers are used in applications ranging from the control of nuclear power plant rods, to hardware-in-the-loop 
testing for engine electronic control units (ECUs), to adaptive control for oil well drilling, to high-speed vibration 
monitoring for predictive maintenance. This document is designed to offer a framework for engineers designing 
industrial control applications, especially engineers who are familiar with programmable logic controllers (PLCs), and 
is intended as a complementary guide to standard LabVIEW Real-Time training. Use this guide to learn how to 
construct LabVIEW Real-Time applications that incorporate not only the features common on PLCs but also the 
flexibility to handle nontraditional applications such as high-speed buffered I/O, data logging, or machine vision. 

Terminology
You can use LabVIEW Real-Time to build a control application in a variety of ways as long as you understand the 
following fundamental concepts of real-time programming and control applications. 

 ■ Responsiveness – A control application needs to react to an event such as an I/O change, human machine 
interface (HMI) input, or internal state change. The time required to take action after an event is known as 
responsiveness, and different control applications have different tolerances for responsiveness, varying from 
microseconds to minutes. Most industrial applications have responsiveness requirements in the milliseconds 
to seconds range. An important design criterion for a control application is the required responsiveness 
because this determines the control loop rates and affects your I/O, processor, and software decisions. 

 ■ Determinism and jitter – Determinism is the repeatability of the timing of a control loop. Jitter, the error in 
timing, is how you measure determinism. For example, if a loop is set to run and update outputs once every 
50 ms, but it sometimes runs at 50.5 ms, then the jitter is 0.5 ms Increased determinism and reliability are 
the primary advantages of a real-time control system, and good determinism is critical for stable control 
applications. Low determinism leads to poor analog control and can make a system unresponsive. 

 ■ Priority – Most controllers use a single processor to handle all control, monitoring, and communication tasks. 
Because there is a single resource (processor) with multiple parallel demands, you need a way to manage the 
demands that are most important. By setting critical control loops to a high priority, you can have a full-featured 
controller that still exhibits good determinism and responsiveness. For instance, in an application with a 
temperature control loop and embedded logging functionality, you can set the control loop to a high priority to 
preempt the logging operation and provide deterministic temperature control. This ensures that lower-priority 
tasks, such as logging, a Web server, HMI, and so on, do not negatively affect analog controls or digital logic. 
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Machine Control Architecture Overview
Machine control systems typically incorporate an HMI and a real-time control system. Real-time controllers offer 
reliable, predictable machine behavior, while HMIs provide the machine operator a graphical user interface (GUI) for 
monitoring the machine’s state and setting its operating parameters. In a typical machine control system, you 
implement the control system using a controller based on a programmable logic controller (PLC) or a programmable 
automation controller (PAC). Baseline controller functionality includes the following:

 ■ Analog and digital I/O

 ■ A memory table for sharing I/O and variable (tag) values

 ■ A sequencing engine that defines the machine behavior

In addition to these PLC-class capabilities, National Instruments PACs can support more sophisticated functionality 
such as the following:

 ■ High-speed data acquisition and analysis

 ■ Motion control

 ■ Vision/inspection

 ■ Custom hardware-based signal processing 

 ■ Data logging

You can program HMIs on a PC running Windows or a touch panel computer running an embedded OS such as 
Windows XP Embedded. HMI features typically include the following:

 ■ Touch screen operation

 ■ A paged display system with navigation controls

 ■ Data entry objects (buttons, keypads, and so on)

 ■ Alarm/event displays and logs

Control System Configurations
The simplest machine control system consists of a single controller running in a “headless” configuration (see Figure 1.1). 
This configuration is used in applications that do not need an HMI except for maintenance or diagnostic purposes.

Figure 1.1. A Headless Controller
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The next level of system capability and complexity adds an HMI and/or more controller nodes (see Figure 1.2). This 
configuration is typical for machines controlled by a local operator. 

 
Figure 1.2. A Local Machine Control System

Complex machine control applications may involve many controllers and HMIs (Figure 1.3). They often involve a high-
end server that acts as a data-logging and forwarding engine. This system configuration supports physically large or 
complex machines. With it, you can interact with the machine from various locations or distribute specific monitoring 
and control responsibilities among a group of operators.

Figure 1.3. A Distributed Machine Control System

Control System Architectural Block Diagrams
A control system with a PAC and an HMI contains all the software components you need to build most machine 
control applications. Understanding how to build a basic PAC and HMI helps you scale to any machine control system.

1. A controller has components tCommunicate and interface to outside devices such as sensors and actuators, 
HMIs, and network devices

2. Store current data in a memory table (sometimes called a tag engine)

3. Run logic to control the machine or process

4. Perform housekeeping tasks such as start-up

5. Monitor and report system faults
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An HMI has similar components except instead of performing control, it provides a user interface (UI). You can 
implement additional tasks such as alarm and event detection and logging on both the controller and the HMI. 

Figure 1.4. High-Level View of the Local Machine Control Architecture

By analyzing controller operations, you can break down the system into smaller components, each responsible for a 
specific task in the overall application. Figure 1.5 shows the controller architecture and individual components of the 
machine control application. Some of these components are ready-to-run as part of the machine control reference 
architecture, while others must be developed as part of the design and implementation of a specific machine control 
application.

Figure 1.5. Controller Architecture and Components

This document walks through recommended implementations for various controller and HMI architecture 
components. It also offers example code and, in some cases, alternative implementations and the trade-offs 
between implementations. 
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Introduction to CompactRIO
CompactRIO is a rugged, reconfigurable embedded system containing three components – a real-time controller, a 
reconfigurable field-programmable gate array (FPGA), and industrial I/O modules.

Figure 1.6. Reconfigurable Embedded System Architecture

Real-Time Controller
The real-time controller contains an industrial processor that reliably and deterministically executes LabVIEW Real-
Time applications and offers multirate control, execution tracing, onboard data logging, and communication with 
peripherals. Additional options include redundant 9 to 30 VDC supply inputs, a real-time clock, hardware watchdog 
timers, dual Ethernet ports, up to 2 GB of data storage, and built-in USB and RS232.

Figure 1.7. NI cRIO-9014 Real-Time Controller Figure 1.8. Reconfigurable FPGA Chassis

Reconfigurable FPGA Chassis
The reconfigurable FPGA chassis is the center of the embedded system architecture. The reconfigurable I/O (RIO) 
FPGA is directly connected to the I/O modules for high-performance access to the I/O circuitry of each module and 
unlimited timing, triggering, and synchronization flexibility. Because each module is connected directly to the FPGA 
rather than through a bus, you experience almost no control latency for system response compared to other industrial 
controllers. By default, this FPGA automatically communicates with I/O modules and provides deterministic I/O to 
the real-time processor. Out of the box, the FPGA enables programs on the real-time controller to access I/O with 
less than 500 ns of jitter between loops. You can also directly program this FPGA to run custom code. Because of 
the FPGA speed, this chassis is frequently used to create controller systems that incorporate high-speed buffered 
I/O, very fast control loops, or custom signal filtering. For instance, using the FPGA, a single chassis can execute 
more than 20 analog proportional integral derivative (PID) control loops simultaneously at a rate of 100 kHz. Additionally, 
because the FPGA runs all code in hardware, it provides the high reliability and determinism that is ideal for 
hardware-based interlocks, custom timing and triggering, or eliminating the custom circuitry normally required with 
custom sensors. 
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Industrial I/O Modules
I/O modules contain isolation, conversion circuitry, signal conditioning, and built-in connectivity for direct connection to 
industrial sensors/actuators. By offering a variety of wiring options and integrating the connector junction box into the 
modules, the CompactRIO system significantly reduces space requirements and field-wiring costs. You can choose from 
more than 50 NI C Series I/O modules for CompactRIO to connect to almost any sensor or actuator. Module types include 
thermocouple inputs; ±10 V simultaneous sampling, 24-bit analog I/O; 24 V industrial digital I/O with up to 1 A current drive; 
differential/TTL digital inputs; 24-bit IEPE accelerometer inputs; strain measurements; RTD measurements; analog outputs; 
power measurements; controller area network (CAN) connectivity; and secure digital (SD) cards for logging. Additionally, the 
platform is open, so you can build your own modules or purchase modules from other vendors. With the NI cRIO-9951 
CompactRIO Module Development Kit, you can develop custom modules to meet application-specific needs. The kit 
provides access to the low-level electrical CompactRIO embedded system architecture for designing specialized I/O, 
communication, and control modules. It includes LabVIEW FPGA libraries to interface with your custom module circuitry. 

Figure 1.9. You can choose from more than 50 I/O modules for CompactRIO to connect to almost any sensor or actuator.

CompactRIO Specifications
Many CompactRIO customers build systems that are sold and deployed around the world. To help simplify the 
process of designing systems for global deployment, CompactRIO has numerous certifications and has passed 
testing by third-party agencies. 

Figure 1.10. CompactRIO Specifications
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CHAPTER 2 
Basic Architecture for Control

Basic Controller Architecture Background
Building complex systems requires an architecture that allows code reuse, scalability, and execution management. 
The next two sections describe how to build a basic architecture for control applications and how to perform a 
simple PID loop using this architecture. 

A basic controller architecture has three main states: 

1. Initialization (Housekeeping)

2. Control (IO and Comm Drivers, Memory Table, Control and Meas Tasks)

3. Shutdown (Housekeeping)

 
Figure 2.1. The Three Main States of a Basic Controller Architecture

Initialization Routine  

Before executing the main control loop, the program needs to perform an initialization routine. The initialization 
routine prepares the controller for execution and is not the place for logic related to the machine such as logic for 
machine startup or initialization. That logic should go in the main control loop. This initialization routine 

1. Sets all internal variables to default states.

2. Creates any programming structures necessary for operation. This may include queues, real-time first-in-first-
out memory buffers (FIFOs), VI refnums, and FPGA bit file downloading. 

3. Performs any additional user-defined logic to prepare the controller for operation such as preparing log files.
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Control Routine  
 

I/O, Communications, and the Memory Table
Many programmers are familiar with direct I/O access, during which subroutines directly send and receive inputs and 
outputs from the hardware. This method is ideal for waveform acquisition and signal processing and for smaller single-point 
applications. However, control applications normally use single-point reads and writes and can become very large with 
multiple states – all of which need access to the I/O. Accessing I/O introduces overhead in the system and can slow it 
down. Additionally, managing multiple I/O accesses throughout all levels of a program makes it very difficult to change 
I/O and implement features such as simulation or forcing. To avoid these problems, the control routine uses a scanning 
I/O architecture. In this type of architecture, you access the physical hardware only once per loop iteration using I/O and 
communication drivers (labeled as IO and Comm Drivers in Figure 2.1). Input and output values are stored in a memory 
table, and control and measurement tasks access the memory space instead of directly accessing the hardware. This 
architecture provides numerous benefits: 

 ■ I/O abstraction so you can reuse subVIs and functions (no hard coding of I/O)

 ■ Low overhead

 ■ Deterministic operation

 ■ Support for simulation

 ■ Support for “forcing”

 ■ Elimination of the risk of I/O changes during logic execution

Control and Measurement Tasks
Control and measurement tasks are the machine-specific logic that defines the control application. This may be process 
control or more sophisticated machine control. In many cases, it is based on a state machine to handle complex logic 
with multiple states. A later section explores how to use state machines to design the logic. To execute in the control 
architecture, the main control task must

 ■ Execute in less time than the I/O scan rate 

 ■ Access I/O through the I/O memory table instead of through direct I/O reads and writes

 ■ Not use “while loops” except to retain state information in shift registers

 ■ Not use “for loops” except in algorithms

 ■ Not use “waits” and instead use timer functions or “Tick Count” for timing logic

 ■ Not perform waveform, logging, or nondeterministic operations (use parallel, lower-priority loops for these operations)

The user logic can

 ■ Include single-point operations such as PID or point-by-point analysis

 ■ Use a state machine to structure the code
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You can diagram the control routine as one loop where I/O is read and written and a control task runs with communication 
via a memory table; but, in reality, it is multiple synchronized loops, and there may be more than one control or 
measurement task. 

Figure 2.2. The Three Main States of a Basic Controller Architecture

Shutdown Routine   

When the controller needs to stop running because of a command or a fault condition, it stops running the main 
control loop and runs a shutdown routine. The shutdown routine shuts down the controller and puts it in a safe state. 
Use it only for controller shutdown – it is not the place for machine shutdown routines, which should go in the main 
control loop. The shutdown routine

1. Sets all outputs to safe states

2. Stops any parallel loops that are running

3. Performs any additional logic such as notifying the operator of any controller fault or logging state information

Basic Controller Architecture Example in LabVIEW

 LabVIEW Example Code
is provided for this section

To demonstrate this control architecture, build a basic PID control application. This simple application controls a temperature 
chamber to maintain 350 °F. Featuring one analog input from a thermocouple and one pulse-width modulation (PWM) 
digital output that is connected to a heater, the application uses a PID algorithm for control. This overly simplistic 
application is used here to explain the architecture components without adding the complexity of an intricate control 
example. More detailed control examples using this architecture are explored later in this document. 

To build this application in LabVIEW, use five of the controller architecture components:

1. Initialization routine

2. Shutdown routine

3. A simple process control task

4. I/O variables in the memory table

5. The RIO Scan Interface to access I/O

ftp://ftp.ni.com/evaluation/crio/compactrio_developers_guide/ch2_basic_controller_architecture_with_pid.zip
ftp://ftp.ni.com/evaluation/crio/compactrio_developers_guide/ch2_basic_controller_architecture_with_pid.zip
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Figure 2.3. Example PID Controller Architecture

Initialization and Shutdown Routines  

1. First add the initialization routine and a shutdown routine. The initialization routine needs to configure the controller 
so it is ready to run any logic, and the shutdown routine needs to perform any actions based on a shutdown. 

2. To manage this controller sequence, create a sequence structure with three frames: one for initialization 
routines, one for the control and measurement tasks, and one for the shutdown routine. 

Figure 2.4. Manage this controller sequence with three frames: initialization routines,  
control and measurement tasks, and shutdown routine.

3. Add any initialization or shutdown logic. In this application, no initialization is required for the controller. By 
default, the controller leaves output values at the last state. In this application, at shutdown, you need to set 
outputs to an off state. You also can add other logic at shutdown such as error logging into the structure. 
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Figure 2.5. Add any initialization or shutdown logic.

You now have a complete initialization and shutdown routine. Now you need to add your control and measurement tasks. 

I/O Scan and Memory Table  

Starting with LabVIEW 8.6, you have a programming option for CompactRIO called the RIO Scan Interface. When 
you discover your CompactRIO controller from the LabVIEW Project, you have the option to program the controller 
using the Scan Interface or a LabVIEW FPGA interface (if you do not have LabVIEW FPGA installed, LabVIEW 
defaults to the scan interface). 

Figure 2.6. Starting in LabVIEW 8.6, you can program CompactRIO controllers using the Scan Interface.

When the controller is accessing I/O via the scan interface, module I/O is automatically read from the modules and 
placed in a memory table on the CompactRIO controller. The default rate for the I/O scan is 10 ms and can be 
configured under the controller properties. You can access the I/O using I/O variables aliases. 

Figure 2.7. Block Diagram Description of the CompactRIO Scan Interface Software Components
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In your system, you have a thermocouple input module and a PWM output module. You can both configure and 
access these via the scan interface. To read and write these values from LabVIEW, create I/O aliases to the items. 
An I/O alias refers to physical I/O that you can use to obtain additional scaling and maintain code portability.

Figure 2.8. Creating an I/O Alias

1. To create an I/O alias, right-click on the controller and select a new variable. Select the variable type as I/O 
Alias and bind it to the physical I/O. 

2. For this example, create two I/O aliases for Thermocouple 1 (bound to a TC module) and Heater 1 (bound to a 
digital output module configured for PWM output), and put both into a library called IO Library. 

Control and Measurement Tasks  

Schedule each control and measurement task using a timed loop. You should synchronize the timed loop to the I/O 
scan (NI Scan Engine) to provide proper synchronization between the control task and the I/O. 

1. Create a timed loop and configure it to synchronize to the scan engine. Leave the period at 1 so the loop runs 
every time the I/O scan runs.

Figure 2.9. Synchronizing the NI Scan Engine
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2. Write the control logic to read the inputs from the I/O aliases, run the logic, and write to the I/O aliases. 
Normally, you create subVIs for encapsulation to enable code reuse; however, because this example is 
intended to show the overall architecture, the code is trivial. Further encapsulation of the code is redundant; 
in later examples, learn about appropriate code encapsulation. For this simple example, drop a PID VI on 
the block diagram and wire constants so the output range is [100, 0], the PID gains are [10, 0.1, 0], and the 
setpoint is 350. Instead of constants, these can also be variables that you can reconfigure while the program 
is executing. Wire the “Temperature 1” I/O alias to the “Process Variable” terminal and wire the “Heater 1” I/O 
alias to the “Output” terminal. Add the appropriate error-handling components. 

Figure 2.10. In this example, use a network-published shared variable to stop the loop. 

Now you can run the temperature control program. It has start-up and shutdown procedures, a scanning 
architecture, reusable subVIs that are not hard-coded to I/O, and error handling. This is the fundamental architecture 
for machine control used throughout this document. 

Figure 2.11. Fundamental Architecture for Machine Control
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State-Based Designs
With this fundamental architecture, you can build sophisticated machine control applications. However, as the logic 
gets more complex, it is important to use a proper architecture to organize your design. By establishing a software 
architecture, you can create extensible and easily maintainable applications. Architecting systems to be represented 
by a series of states is a common method for designing extensible and manageable code.

State Machine Overview
A state machine is a common and useful software architecture. You can use the state machine design pattern to 
implement any algorithm that can be explicitly described by a state diagram or flow chart. A state machine usually 
illustrates a moderately complex decision-making algorithm, such as a diagnostic routine or a process monitor.

More precisely defined as a finite state machine, a state machine consists of a set of states and a transition function 
that maps to the next state. Each state machine should be designed to execute actions upon entry while it exists in 
the state or on exit. Because state machines are used as part of a larger machine control architecture, they cannot 
use wait statements and loops except to retain states or perform algorithms such as a for loop used for array 
manipulation. 

Use state machines in applications where distinguishable states exist. If you can deconstruct an application into 
several regions of operation, a state machine is a good architectural choice. Each state can lead to one or multiple 
states or end the process flow. A state machine relies on user input or in-state calculation to determine which state 
to go to next. Many applications require an initialization state, followed by a default state, where you can perform a 
variety of actions. These actions depend on previous and current inputs as well as states. A shutdown state is 
commonly used to perform cleanup actions.

Example Scenario of Developing with State Machines

To learn how an application benefits from the state machine architecture, design a control system for a chemical 
reacting vessel. In this application, the controller needs to:

1. Wait for an operator start command from a push button.

2. Meter two chemical flows into a tank based on output from a flow totalizer (two parallel processes – one for 
each chemical flow).

3. After filling the tank, turn on a stirrer and raise the temperature in the tank. Once the temperature has reached 
200 °F, turn off the stirrers and hold the temperature constant for 10 seconds.

4. Pump the contents to a holding tank.

5. Go back to the wait state.

Note that for simplicity in this application, the chemical flow rates have been hard-coded to 850, the temperature to 
200 °F, and the time to 10 seconds. This was done to further simplify the application. In a real application, you can 
load these values from a recipe or an operator can enter them. 
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State Machine Example in LabVIEW

 LabVIEW Example Code
is provided for this section

The first step in building this application is to map out the logic and I/O points. Because this application involves a 
sequence of steps, a flowchart is a good tool for planning the application. Below is a flowchart for this application and 
a list of I/O signals. 

I/O Signals I/O Name
Operator push button Input_Operator_PB
Pump A Output_PumpA
Pump B Output_PumpB
Chemical A Flow Input_ChemA_Flow
Chemical B Flow Input_ChemB_Flow
Stirrer Output_Stirrer
Heater Output_Heater
Thermocouple Input_TC
Drain Pump Ouput_PumpDrain
Tank Empty Level Sensor Input_TankEmpty_LS

Figure 2.12. Application Flowchart and I/O Signal List

Each state in a state machine performs a unique action and calls other states. State transitions depend on whether 
some condition or sequence occurs. Translating the state transition diagram into a LabVIEW block diagram requires 
the following infrastructure components:

 ■ Case structure – contains a case for each state, and the code to execute for each state 

 ■ Shift register – contains state transition information

 ■ State functionality code – implements the function of the state

 ■ Transition code – determines the next state in the sequence

Once you have defined the states within a system, use a case structure in LabVIEW to represent and contain the 
logic for each state.

ftp://ftp.ni.com/evaluation/crio/compactrio_developers_guide/ch2_state_machine_example.zip
ftp://ftp.ni.com/evaluation/crio/compactrio_developers_guide/ch2_state_machine_example.zip
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Figure 2.13. Create a case for each state of the machine.

By adding a shift register to the application, you can keep track of and pass current state information each time the 
state machine executes. The case structure input terminal connects to the shift register.

Figure 2.14. Add shift registers to pass state data.

Each state within the case structure now can contain some LabVIEW code that executes each time the state becomes 
active. The code in Figure 2.15 executes a PID function for mixing and heating your chemical reacting vessel.
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Figure 2.15. Insert your logic into each state.

Each state must then determine which state to transition to next depending on the conditions within the system. 
Add transition logic to determine which state should be executed next.

Figure 2.16. Use a selector to determine the next logic case.

For this example, use simulated I/O instead of physical I/O so you can test your logic. To do this, use a global variable 
instead of hardware read/write VIs. This is a convenient way to test your logic with interactive controls and indicators 
before deploying to actual hardware. The ability to easily simulate I/O is one of the benefits of this architecture.
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Figure 2.17. Global variables are a convenient method to test logic without hardware.

Because one state in your machine has parallel processes, you need to build a second state machine to represent the 
parallel logic and call parallel processes in that state. Exit the state only when both parallel processes have completed. 

Figure 2.18. Parallel logic can occur in one state.

Introduction to Statecharts
State machines are just one method for representing state-based diagrams in software. As systems become more 
complex, you need to move to higher levels of abstraction to ensure a maintainable software design. Statecharts 
offer a superset of state machine functionality and features that improve application scalability.

Statecharts offer a higher level graphical programming tool; providing a system-level view that describes the complete 
function of a system or application. The use of statecharts helps organize software applications in a manner that reduces 
unexpected behavior by ensuring all possible states are accounted for. The statechart programming model is especially 
useful for reactive systems, which are characterized by how they respond to inputs. Statecharts are similar to graphical 
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dataflow programs in that they are self-documenting and promote the easy transfer of knowledge between developers. 
A new member of a design team can look at a statechart diagram and quickly grasp the elements of a system.

To begin understanding statecharts, it is best to start with the classic state diagram. The classic state diagram consists 
of two main constructs: states and transitions. In Figure 2.19, the state diagram describes a simple soda vending 
machine with five states and seven transitions to illustrate how the machine operates. The machine starts in the “idle” 
state and transitions to the “count coins” state when coins are inserted. The state diagram shows additional states and 
transitions when the machine waits for a selection, then dispenses a soda, and finally gives change.

Figure 2.19. State Diagram of a Simple Soda Vending Machine

The figure shows a statechart that describes the behavior of the same machine. In the statechart, you can nest the 
“count coins” and “dispense” states within a superstate by using a statechart feature called hierarchy, allowing 
states to be embedded within another. With hierarchy, you can simplify your designs. Now you have to define only 
one transition (T3) from either of these two states to the “give change” state. You can configure the T3 transition to 
respond to three events: soda dispensed, change requested, or coins rejected. Notice how the “select soda” state 
in the classic state diagram has been removed. This is accomplished using a “guard” condition to transition T2. With 
guard conditions, you can embed logic within a transition. Guard conditions must evaluate to “true” for the transition 
to occur. If the result of the guard condition is “false,” the event is ignored and the transition does not take place.

Figure 2.20. Statechart of a Simple Soda Vending Machine

The previous example demonstrates a very basic vending machine. You can add complexity to your system by adding a 
requirement for monitoring the temperature of your vending machine while concurrently counting coins and dispensing 
drinks. With statecharts, you can easily expand the functionality of a software design. They have a notion of concurrency, 
which allows a statechart to reside in multiple states at the same time. These states are said to be orthogonal or and-states. 
By applying concurrency to your statechart, you can encapsulate the dispensing logic and the temperature control into an 
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and-state. And-states describe a system that is simultaneously in two states that are independent of each other. The 
T7 transition shows how statecharts can define an exit that applies to both substatecharts.

Figure 2.21. The T7 transition shows how statecharts can define an exit that applies to both substatecharts.

In addition to hierarchy and concurrency, statecharts have features that make them valuable for complex systems. 
They have a concept of history, allowing a superstate to “remember” which substate within it was previously active. 
For example, consider a superstate that describes a machine that pours a substance and then heats it. A halt event 
may pause the execution of the machine while it is pouring. When a resume event occurs, the machine remembers 
to resume pouring.

LabVIEW Statechart Module Tutorial
The LabVIEW Statechart Module is an editor for LabVIEW that you can use to quickly build full state-based machine 
logic. It is hierarchical, so you can use multiple statecharts and LabVIEW VIs together in a complex application. 
LabVIEW statecharts run on Windows, real-time targets, and FPGA targets. They comprise regions, states, 
pseudostates, transitions, and connectors. 

Statechart Regions
A region is an area that contains states. The top-level statechart diagram is a region within which states are placed. 
Additionally, you can create regions within states to take advantage of hierarchical designs by creating states within 
another state. This ability is illustrated in Figure 2.22, where a substate has been created within a state using a 
region. Each region must contain an initial pseudostate. 

Figure 2.22. Create a substate within a state using a region.
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Statechart States
A state is a condition of a statechart. You must place states within regions and have at least one incoming transition. 

Figure 2.23. A state is a condition of a statechart.

Each state has an associated entry and exit action. An entry action is LabVIEW code that executes when entering 
a state. An exit action is code that executes when you leave a state (just before transitioning to the next state). Each 
state has only one entry and exit action. Both are optional. The entry and/or exit executes the action every time the 
state is entered or exited when present.

You can access this code through the Configure State dialog box.

Figure 2.24. You can access entry and exit code through the Configure State dialog box.

You can further configure states to have static reactions, which are the actions a state performs when it is not 
taking any incoming or outgoing transitions. An individual state can have multiple static reactions that can execute at 
each iteration of the statechart. 

Each static reaction comprises three components – trigger, guard, and action.

A trigger is an event or signal that causes a statechart to react. In synchronous statecharts, triggers are 
automatically passed to the statechart at periodic intervals. By default, the trigger value is set to NULL.

A guard is a piece of code that is evaluated before performing the action of the state. If the guard evaluates to true, 
the action code executes. If it evaluates to false, the action is not executed.

If the statechart receives a trigger that is to be handled by a particular static reaction, and the guard code evaluates 
to true, the reaction performs the action code. The action is LabVIEW code that performs the desired logic of the 
state. This can be reading inputs or internal state information and modifying outputs accordingly.
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You can create static reactions through the Configure State dialog by creating a new reaction. Once you create a 
new reaction, you can associate it with a trigger and implement guard and action code. You can configure only static 
reactions to have a trigger and guard.

Figure 2.25. You can create static reactions through the Configure State dialog by creating a new reaction.

Orthogonal Regions and Concurrency
When a state contains two or more regions, the regions are said to be orthogonal. Regions 1 and 2 in Figure 2.26 
are orthogonal.

Figure 2.26. Regions 1 and 2 in are orthogonal.

Substates in orthogonal regions are concurrent, which means that while the superstate is active, the statechart can 
be in only one substate from each orthogonal region during each statechart iteration. 
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Transitions
Transitions define the conditions that statecharts move between states. 

Figure 2.27. Transitions define the conditions that statecharts move between states.

Transitions consist of ports and transition nodes. Ports are the connections between states, and transition nodes 
define the behavior of the transition using triggers, guards, and actions. You configure transition nodes through the 
Configure Transition dialog.

Figure 2.28. Configure transition nodes through the Configure Transition dialog.

Triggers, guards, and actions behave the same way in transitions that they do in states. A transition responds to a 
trigger, and if the guard code evaluates to true, the action is executed and the statechart moves to the next state. If 
the guard code does not evaluate to true, the action code is not executed and the statechart does not move to the 
state indicated by that transition.

Pseudostates
A pseudostate is a statechart object that represents a state. The LabVIEW Statechart Module includes the following 
pseudostates:

 ■ Initial state – Represents the first state that occurs when entering a region. An initial state must be present in 
each region.

 ■ Terminal state – Represents the final state of a region and ends the execution of all states within that region.
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 ■ Shallow history – Specifies that when the statechart leaves and returns to a region, the statechart enters the 
highest-level substates that were active when the statechart left the region.

 ■ Deep history – Specifies that when the statechart leaves and returns to a region, the statechart enters the 
lowest-level substates that were active when the statechart left the region. 

Connectors
A connector is a statechart object that connects multiple transition segments. The LabVIEW Statechart Module 
includes the following connectors:

 ■ Fork – Splits one transition segment into multiple segments.

 ■ Join – Merges multiple transition segments into one segment.

 ■ Junction – Connects multiple transition segments.

Statechart Example in LabVIEW

 LabVIEW Example Code
is provided for this section

To demonstrate the benefits of the LabVIEW Statechart Module, use the previous example built with state machines: 

1. Wait for an operator start command from a push button.

2. Meter two chemical flows into a tank based on output from a flow totalizer (two parallel processes – one for 
each chemical flow).

3. After filling the tank, turn on a stirrer and raise the temperature in the tank. Once the temperature has reached 
200 °F, the system turns off the stirrers and holds the temperature constant for 10 seconds.

4. Pump the contents to a holding tank.

5. Go back to wait state.

Note that for simplicity in this application, the chemical flow rates have been hard-coded to 850, the temperature to 
200 °F, and the time to 10 seconds. In a real application, you can load these values from a recipe or an operator can 
enter them.

To build this application, first create a library with I/O aliases to each of the I/O signals.

ftp://ftp.ni.com/evaluation/crio/compactrio_developers_guide/ch2_statechart_example.zip
ftp://ftp.ni.com/evaluation/crio/compactrio_developers_guide/ch2_statechart_example.zip


25

Figure 2.29. Create a library with I/O aliases to each of the I/O signals.

Next create the shutdown task to set the default output states for the output I/O aliases. 

Figure 2.30. Create the shutdown task to set the default output states for the output I/O aliases.

The process for developing a statechart-based application involves the following steps:

1. Design the Caller VI

2. Define the inputs, outputs, triggers

3. Develop the statechart diagram

4. Place the statechart in the Caller VI
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Step 1. Design the Caller VI
The top-level VI in this application is the Caller VI. It features a timed loop that continuously calls your statechart. Additionally, 
the top-level VI includes code sections for startup and shutdown. This is encapsulated within a sequence structure.

Figure 2.31. The top-level VI includes a timed loop that continuously calls your statechart. It also includes code sections for startup and shutdown, 
which are encapsulated within a sequence structure.

Now add a new statechart into the LabVIEW Project. Each LabVIEW statechart has several components that you can 
use to configure the context of the design.

Figure 2.32. Adding a New Statechart into the LabVIEW Project

The diagram.vi file contains the actual statechart diagram. The inputs.ctl and outputs.ctl are clusters that define the 
inputs and outputs to the statechart. The statedata.ctl is for internal state information only used in the statechart. For 
this example, do not use the triggers, statedata.ctl, or customdatadisplay.vi. 
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Step 2. Define the Inputs, Outputs, and Triggers
Open, modify, and save inputs.ctl and outputs.ctl to create an input and output for each I/O point. The outputs.ctl 
contains an error cluster in the event that your statechart throws an error condition.

Figure 2.33. Opening, Modifying, and Saving inputs.ctl and outputs.ctl to Create an Input and Output for Each I/O Point.

Step 3. Develop a Statechart Diagram
Now open the diagram.vi file. Within this diagram, you create the states of the system and the transitions between 
them. Create the appropriate states, regions, and transitions to represent your logic. Each state and transition 
contains LabVIEW code that executes when active. The statechart is an asynchronous statechart that uses guards to 
determine when to transition between states. One of the main benefits of statecharts is how they visually represent 
the behavior of the system and, therefore, self-document the software. 

Step 4. Place the Statechart in the Caller VI
Once you are done with your diagram, click on the icon on the upper left to have LabVIEW generate code for the statechart. 

Figure 2.34. Click on the icon on the upper left corner to generate  
code for the statechart using LabVIEW.

In your main application, drag the statechart to the logic portion of the code. Because the statechart requires inputs 
and outputs through clusters, you need to create subVIs to read the I/O aliases and pass them in and out of 
statechart clusters. Your subVI for outputs checks error conditions before writing to the variables. If an error occurs, 
the error is propagated through without writing to the variable location. 
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Figure 2.35. Create subVIs to read the I/O aliases and pass them in and out of statechart clusters.

Finally drop and wire everything onto your main VI. The statechart is placed within a conditional structure that checks 
whether an error has occurred. If an error has occurred, the execution of the statechart is skipped. This allows reliable 
error-checking results, ensuring proper behavior and execution within your control system. You enable statechart 
debugging by right-clicking and going to properties. By doing this, you can visually debug the statechart through 
LabVIEW execution highlighting and through standard debugging elements such as breakpoints, probes (variable 
watch windows), and single-stepping. Be sure to disable debugging before deployment for best performance. 

Figure 2.36. If there is no error, the statechart executes.
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Figure 2.37. If an error occurs, the statechart does not execute.
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Getting Started – Modifying an Example

 LabVIEW Example Code
is provided for this section

The easiest way to get started with this design is to modify an existing example. In this section, walk through 
modifying the previous chemical mixing example where you used a statechart to build your own application. There 
are four main steps:

1. Modify the IO Library to create IOV aliases for the physical I/O for your application

2. Modify the shutdown routine to write the shutdown values for your physical outputs

3. Modify Task 1 to read and write I/O from the statechart

4. Modify/rewrite the statechart to fit your application

Step 1. Modify the IO Library 
Open the Chemical Mixing.lvproj. Because your application uses different I/O, you need to modify the IO Library to 
create IOV aliases for your physical I/O. If you have finalized your wiring, you can map the IOV aliases to the physical 
I/O now. If you have not finalized the wiring, you can remap the IOV aliases later. Expand the IO Library in the 
project. You can edit the variables one at a time by double-clicking on the alias. For a faster method, use the Multiple 
Variable Editor. You can open the editor by right-clicking on the library and selecting “Multiple Variable Editor…” 

Figure 2.38. You can edit variables faster with the Multiple Variable Editor.

1. In the Multiple Variable Editor, change the names, data types, and physical bindings (alias path) of variables. You 
can also quickly create new variables by copying and pasting existing variables. 

ftp://ftp.ni.com/evaluation/crio/compactrio_developers_guide/ch2_servo_motor_testing_machine.zip
ftp://ftp.ni.com/evaluation/crio/compactrio_developers_guide/ch2_servo_motor_testing_machine.zip
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Figure 2.39. Multiple Variable Editor Options

Step 2. Modify the Shutdown Routine
Because your application uses different I/O, you need to modify the shutdown routine to set the shutdown values for 
your outputs.

 ■ Open the Shutdown Outputs.vi and modify it to set the default output values for the IOV aliases you created. 

Step 3. Modify Task 1 to Map the I/O
Now you need to modify your logic. Because each logic task creates a local copy of I/O for its execution, you need to 
remap the I/O.

In the statechart folder, open the outputs.ctl and inputs.ctl files. Modify these to match the I/O for your application.

Figure 2.40. Open the outputs.ctl and inputs.ctl files. Modify these to match the I/O for your application.

 ■ Update the Write Outputs Local Task 1.vi and Read Outputs Local Task 1.vi to read and write your I/O.

Step 4. Modify/Rewrite the Statechart
Now you need to enter your logic. You can do this by modifying/rewriting the statechart to perform your application. 
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CHAPTER 3 
Software Techniques for Scalable Systems

Reusable Functions
When designing machine control code, it is ideal to make sections of code reusable. This saves you development 
time because you can modularize your code within a project and build a library of code that you can use in future 
projects. In other development environments, these reusable pieces of code are called functions or function blocks. 
To be reusable, code has three primary requirements:

1. There must be a method to call the code and provide input and output data

2. The code must maintain its own memory space so it can retain state (this may not be required on some functions)

3. The code must be capable of having multiple instances in one program

Building Reusable Code in LabVIEW
In LabVIEW, reusable sections of code are called subVIs. LabVIEW is a hierarchical language designed to make code 
reuse easy by using reentrant subVIs. To create the three components of reusable code: 

1. There must be a method to call the code and provide input and output data. 
■    In LabVIEW, you can do this by creating any inputs and outputs on the front panel and connecting these 

controls and indicators to the connector pane. 

Figure 3.1. On the connector pane, wire inputs and outputs to front panel controls and indicators.

2. The code must maintain its own memory space so it can retain state (this may not be required on some functions). 
■    In LabVIEW, you can do this one of two ways. You can use a while loop with uninitialized shift registers to 

hold memory or you can create local variables. Local variables have slightly more overhead but are more 
flexible and easier to understand. You can create local variables from front panel controls and indicators. 
Right click on the control and create a local variable. This variable can be referenced multiple times on the 
block diagram. 
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Figure 3.2. Right-click on a control or indicator to create local variables.

3. The code must be capable of having multiple instances in one program. 
■    In LabVIEW, do this by making the VI reentrant. A reentrant VI has a separate memory space for each 

instance it is called in a program. To make a subVI reentrant, go to the VI Properties page (under File), select 
Execution on the Category pull-down menu, and check the box for Reentrant execution. 

Figure 3.3. Making a VI Reentrant

Example of Building Reusable Code in LabVIEW

 LabVIEW Example Code
is provided for this section

If you look at the previous chemical mixing example, one of the requirements was to hold the mixture at a set 
temperature for a specific period of time. Because a control application must remain responsive, you cannot use 
“wait” statements to control the timing of an application. If you do, the rest of the control algorithm does not run 
while you are waiting, and you have an unresponsive application. Because you cannot put a wait statement into the 
loop, you need a method where at every iteration, you can check the elapsed time in that state. This is a common 
requirement and is an ideal application for reusable code. 

To learn how to build custom reusable code, create a subVI to determine elapsed time. The function should output 
the elapsed time and have an input to reset the timer. In LabVIEW, there is a Tick Count function that reads a 
microsecond counter. The Tick Count function outputs a U32 value of microseconds. The following is the logic for the 
elapsed time subVI:

ftp://ftp.ni.com/evaluation/crio/compactrio_developers_guide/ch2_state_machine_example.zip
ftp://ftp.ni.com/evaluation/crio/compactrio_developers_guide/ch2_state_machine_example.zip


34

 ■ Check to see if this is the first time this instance of the VI has been run or if the reset counter input is true. 
If so, read the Tick Count and store that as the initial tick count, set the elapsed time output to 0, and write a 
false to the wrapped register.

 ■ Check to see if the Tick Count output has wrapped (if the output exceeds the available space in a U32, it starts 
over at 0) by comparing to the last Tick Count output. If the Tick Count has wrapped, set the wrapped register 
to true.

 ■ Subtract the current Tick Count from the original Tick Count. If the count has wrapped, convert to U64, add 
2^32 -1, subtract the original tick count, and convert back to U32. 

1. There must be a method to call the code and provide input and output data. 
■    Create a new VI. On the front panel create a control for “reset” and an indicator for “elapsed time.” Connect 

these to the connector pane. 

Figure 3.4. Create a new VI to call the code and provide input and output data.

2. The code must maintain its own memory space. 
■    On the front panel, create controls and indicators for the three locals: Previous Tick Count, Wrapped, and 

Initial Tick Count. 

Figure 3.5. Create controls and indicators for the three locals: Previous Tick Count, Wrapped, and Initial Tick Count.

3. The code must be capable of having multiple instances in one program. 
■    Go to the Properties window and make the VI reentrant. 
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Now on the block diagram, simply write the logic for the elapsed timer. When you need to access local data, right-
click on the control or indicator and create a local variable. You can now debug this code and then reuse it throughout 
multiple control programs. 

Figure 3.6. Finished Code

Other Reusable Code in LabVIEW
NI ships LabVIEW with an extensive library of reusable code that you can access from the Functions palette. This 
code provides hundreds of built-in functions for control, analysis, communications, file I/O, and more. 

IEC 61131 Function Blocks 
LabVIEW 8.6 introduced a new type of reusable code called function blocks. These function blocks are based on the 
IEC 61131-3 international standard for programming industrial control systems. They are written in LabVIEW, 
designed for use in real-time applications, and have the ability to publish their parameters in the memory table (as 
shared variables). You can use these function blocks with all other LabVIEW code. 

Figure 3.7. New LabVIEW Function Blocks Based on the IEC 61131-3 International Standard for Programming Industrial Control Systems
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Configurable Terminal Variables
Function blocks differ from standard subVIs by offering configuration pages and providing the option to directly 
connect the inputs and outputs to entries in the global memory table that are visible in the LabVIEW Project. You also 
can access these entries through the network. You can configure the terminals and variables from the function block 
Properties window.

Figure 3.8. Configure function blocks from the Properties window and access inputs and outputs from the memory table.
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Multiple Tasks (Multiple Loops)
In many applications, the controller runs more than one control and measurement task. For instance, a machine 
control application may have a task that controls the machine operation using a statechart and a second task that 
performs machine health monitoring or a task that logs data. The control routine can have multiple tasks that run in 
parallel and pass data to the memory table.

Figure 3.9. The control routine can have multiple tasks  
that run in parallel and pass data to the memory table.

 ■ To manage the execution of your application, you need to be able to:Set the priority between the tasks

 ■ Synchronize the tasks

 ■ Pass data between the tasks

 ■ Trigger the tasks

Setting Task Priority and Synchronizing Tasks
When running multiple tasks, you need to ensure that your control task has the highest priority. Because LabVIEW 
execution is based on time, a high-priority loop such as the IO Scan always runs on a set schedule. This ensures low-
jitter operation and stable control. However, it also means that if the controller does not finish all the requested 
operations in time, those operations are interrupted. This may be OK (or even desirable) for a low-priority task like 
data logging or network communication. But if the control task is interrupted, it may lead to an unstable operation. 
Therefore, you should design your application to determine the priority of the tasks. You should also use tools like the 
NI Real-Time Execution Trace Toolkit to benchmark your application to ensure adequate time for background tasks like 
communications. 

To set the priority of a task, you can use a timed loop. The timed loop has a configurable priority relative to other 
timed loops. The higher the number you enter, the higher the priority. The value for the priority must be a positive 
integer between 1 and 65,535. The LabVIEW execution system is preemptive, so a higher-priority timed structure 
that is ready to execute preempts all lower-priority structures that are also ready to execute and other LabVIEW code 
not running at time-critical priority.
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Figure 3.10. Set the priority of a timed loop.

To synchronize multiple tasks, set them all to synchronize to the NI Scan Engine. All loops synchronized to the scan 
engine run at the I/O scan rate and execute from highest priority to lowest priority. If you have background tasks or 
nondeterministic tasks that do not need synchronization or priority, you can run those tasks in a standard while loop 
with a wait function to set timing. 

Figure 3.11. While loops operate at normal priority.

Passing Data between Tasks
All tasks can read and write I/O from the memory table. To pass data between tasks, you need to add a new set of 
data into the memory table, which also features a component called the LabVIEW shared variable. With LabVIEW 
shared variables, you can share data globally within a controller or across a network. They are configurable, and you 
can use them to provide functionality within a controller and across the network. For now, focus on using shared 
variables to put data in the controller memory table. 

Figure 3.12. Shared variables and I/O variables are elements of the memory table.

Creating a new shared variable is similar to creating an I/O alias. You can organize these variables by using libraries. 
First create a new library in the project and then create a new variable. Select the data type and set the variable type 
as Single Process (a single-process shared variable is a global variable).



39

Figure 3.13. Creating a Shared Variable

Next go to the RT FIFO tab. Some variables, such as arrays, cannot be read or written in a single processor 
operation. When loops become preempted by higher-priority loops, these unfinished operations can cause increased 
processor usage and jitter. To avoid this, enable the real-time FIFO and set it to Single Element. 

Figure 3.14. By enabling the real-time FIFO, you can read and write to a shared variable  
from multiple parallel loops without inducing jitter.

You can now read and write to this memory table element from anywhere in your control code, just like I/O aliases. 
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Triggering Tasks
Sometimes it is ideal to trigger a task from another task. For instance, the top-level machine control code may manage 
the machine and, in one state, need to start a waveform acquisition and analysis operation. This waveform operation 
needs to take place in a lower-priority parallel task. To trigger parallel tasks, use a command-based architecture. 

Command-Based Architecture for Multiloop Systems
At its simplest, the command-based architecture can be described as a model where two entities, a commander and 
a worker, are related by a message, the command. The commander relays the action to be performed to the worker 
via a message and the worker acts on it.

Figure 3.15. A command-based architecture provides a mechanism to send commands between parallel tasks.

Other terms have been used to describe this model, including master-slave, server-client, and producer-consumer 
models, with slight variations in their meanings and implementations.

There are numerous methods to pass a command between parallel loops in LabVIEW including real-time FIFOs, 
queues, or shared variables. 

Figure 3.16. You can send a command in LabVIEW with several methods, including queues, real-time FIFOs, and variables.

Shared Variables for Commands 
Shared variables offer a scalable mechanism to send commands between parallel loops for operations such as 
triggering. The shared variable must be real-time safe and provide a mechanism to buffer commands in a FIFO. 

To do this, create a single-process shared variable and, on the RT FIFO tab, enable the RT FIFO and set the type to 
multi-element.

Figure 3.17. A single-process shared variable with RT FIFO set to Multi-element is an effective way to pass commands between loops.
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A multi-element FIFO features a buffer where each write adds another element to the buffer and each read removes 
an element from the buffer. As long as the worker loop checks the FIFO frequently, you can leave the buffer at the 
default of 2 elements and not miss any triggers/commands. 

To check the FIFO, the worker task must read the shared variable and check the error status. If the FIFO is empty, 
the shared variable returns a warning -2220. If this warning is not returned, then the FIFO was not empty and the 
returned value is a valid command.

Each time the shared variable is read, one element is removed from the FIFO (assuming the FIFO is not empty). 
Because of this, you cannot have multiple workers receive a command from the same FIFO, but you can have 
multiple commanders putting commands into the FIFO.

Figure 3.18. You can have multiple writers to a command but you should create only one reader.

Numeric Commands
Commands can also be more complex than a simple trigger. The shared variable supports multiple data types and if 
it is set to a numeric it can be used to pass a number of different commands. An enumerated type definition, in the 
form of LabVIEW enum, is a great way to define commands that can be directly passed to the shared variable.

Figure 3.19. Wiring an Enum to a Numeric Shared Variable Command

The enum type definition provides an ordered list of the available commands. If you make it a type definition, 
changes automatically propagate through the code. 
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Figure 3.20. If you create a type definition, any changes to the  
command list automatically propagate through the code.

Example of Using Shared Variables to Trigger a Parallel Loop

 LabVIEW Example Code
is provided for this section

Now modify the servo motor testing machine code so that when the statechart sets the Output_Rotating IOV Alias 
to true, it triggers a parallel loop. 

First, create the shared variable. In this example, it is a simple trigger, so create a Boolean variable and save it in a 
new library called the Execution Control Library. 

Figure 3.21. You can use a new library as a container for all commands to keep the code organized.

Then modify the Write Outputs Local Task 1.vi to write a true to Trigger_1 when the value to Output_Rotating 
transitions from false to true. 

ftp://ftp.ni.com/evaluation/crio/compactrio_developers_guide/ch3_triggerin_parallel_loops_example.zip
ftp://ftp.ni.com/evaluation/crio/compactrio_developers_guide/ch3_triggerin_parallel_loops_example.zip
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Figure 3.22. Unlike normal I/O, write values to the shared variable used for commands only when you want to trigger the parallel loop.

Finally, create a normal priority parallel loop to be the worker loop that reads Trigger_1 and filters the output based on 
checking the error cluster for warning -2220. Because you likely want to reuse this code, create a reentrant subVI 
that checks for the warning and save it as Empty FIFO Filter.vi. 

Figure 3.23. This reusable section of code filters the output if the real-time FIFO is empty.

The parallel loop triggers logic if it receives a true from the FIFO. If it does not receive a true, it waits and then reads 
the shared variable again. 

Figure 3.24. A wait statement in the false case determines the polling rate for this VI.

This is the final block diagram with the main control routine and a lower-priority task that is triggered.
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Figure 3.25. An Application with a Commander Loop (Task 1) and a Worker Loop (Task 2)
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Adding Data to the I/O Scan

 LabVIEW Example Code
is provided for this section

The previous sections examined reading and writing I/O to the NI Scan Engine with I/O aliases and sharing data between 
tasks using the LabVIEW shared variable. In many applications, it is necessary to read and write to I/O that is not handled 
by the scan engine. For example, you may need to access the data from an RS232-based flowmeter through the serial 
port of an CompactRIO controller. Another example is accessing the FPGA on CompactRIO for advanced I/O requirements. 
This section explores an architecture for adding a custom I/O scan task to your application.

Other than I/O from the Scan Engine, you frequently need to access data from other primary I/O ports including the 
following:

 ■ FPGA

 ■ Ethernet

 ■ Serial

 ■ USB

Add a Custom I/O Scan Task (Driver Loop)
As discussed previously, you need to use a timed loop to add the task to the application. Place an additional timed 
loop in the Control and Measurement state.

Figure 3.26. Add another timed loop to handle the custom I/O scan task.

Priority and Timing 
The priority and timing of the custom I/O scan task depends on which I/O device you access and how you use the 
data in your application. The two primary scenarios follow.

Synchronous Deterministic I/O
If the I/O driver is deterministic and you are using the data in each iteration of the control task, then you should 
synchronize the custom I/O scan task to the scan engine with a higher priority than the control task. This causes the 
custom I/O task to run before each iteration of the control task. It also allows the control task to run with the most recent 
data from the custom I/O. Accessing I/O through the LabVIEW FPGA Module is the primary use case for this scenario.

ftp://ftp.ni.com/evaluation/crio/compactrio_developers_guide/ch3_adding_data_to_the_io_scan.zip
ftp://ftp.ni.com/evaluation/crio/compactrio_developers_guide/ch3_adding_data_to_the_io_scan.zip
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Asynchronous Nondeterministic I/O
A second scenario is accessing an I/O device that is nondeterministic such as the serial or Ethernet port. For this use 
case, you should assign a lower priority to the custom I/O scan task than the control task. This allows the control 
task to run deterministically and reliably because it is not affected by the possibly high-jitter I/O device in the custom 
I/O scan task. Set the task timing based on the required update rate. Read values from a serial-based instrument or 
network communication are common use cases for this scenario. 

With the following example, learn more about the asynchronous nondeterministic I/O use case starting with reading 
the values from an RS232-based flowmeter. A later section addresses accessing I/O through LabVIEW FPGA.

Adding Entries to the Memory Table for Custom I/O
To access the data read and written in the custom I/O scan task throughout the application, create single-process 
shared variables with real-time FIFOs, as discussed in the section “Passing Data between Tasks.” 

Figure 3.27. Use real-time FIFO shared variables to share the custom I/O data with other tasks.

Add the Custom I/O Scan Logic
After you add another timed loop, set the priority and timing, and create real-time FIFO shared variables for storing 
the data, you are ready to add the logic to access the I/O device. This includes the following steps:

1. Open a session with the I/O device

2. Read and write I/O

3. Close the session 
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Figure 3.28. In this custom I/O scan task, you open a session, write data periodically to the real-time FIFO variable, and then close the session. 
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Data Logging 

 LabVIEW Example Code
is provided for this section

At this point, you have covered an architecture to acquire data and perform analysis and control. Another common 
requirement for embedded applications is to log data to disk for future analysis and review. In this section, discover 
how to build a simple data-logging architecture. With this architecture, the user can write the data to file at a user-
defined rate, store data in a file format that is easily readable in any spreadsheet or word editing software, and 
transfer those data files from the CompactRIO controller to a host PC or server. 

The first step you should take before coding is to ask a few questions about the application:

1. How much data needs to be stored?

2. Which storage format is required for the data?

3. What is the sampling rate for the logged data – that is, slow, single-point measurements or waveforms? 

These questions are important because there are a variety of possible data logging architectures and storage 
mediums available including: external USB hard drives, external SD Memory cards, streaming to a server via TCP/IP, 
and so on. The variety of potential architectures is an example of the modular platform advantage of CompactRIO. 
Figure 3.29 shows a graph of the different storage media and the different data storage architectures.

Figure 3.29. Variety of Data-Logging Architectures with CompactRIO 

A CompactRIO system has built-in solid-state nonvolatile memory with up to 2 GB of space. This memory is 
analogous to the hard drive on a PC; however for increased reliability it has no moving parts, supports a wide 
temperature range, and uses a more reliable file system called Reliance. Reliance is a transactional file system, 
developed by Datalight, which is tolerant to power interruptions and removes the risk of file corruption that exists 
when writing to a FAT file system during power down. CompactRIO also offers a carrier module for removable SD 
memory and some CompactRIO systems have a USB port that can support USB hard drives or memory sticks. 

Onboard Real-Time Memory Data Logging with FTP Transfer
In this section, focus on the most common logging architecture used with a control system and write low-speed, 
single-point data to a file on the onboard memory of the real-time controller. Several documents on ni.com discuss 
other architectures in detail, but this section focuses on an in-depth look at the low-speed, data-logging architecture 
consisting of the following components:

1. Read the I/O Memory Table at a user-defined rate

2. Write that data to a file on the real-time controller

3. FTP the data from the real-time controller either automatically or manually 

Now walk through the development of the data-logging code that runs on the CompactRIO controller. 

ftp://ftp.ni.com/evaluation/crio/compactrio_developers_guide/ch3_datalogging_example.zip
ftp://ftp.ni.com/evaluation/crio/compactrio_developers_guide/ch3_datalogging_example.zip
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Initializing the File
First initialize an ASCII file to which data is written. In this step, it is important to pick a filename that is useful for 
determining with which test it corresponds. 

Real-time targets use letters to indicate different drives just like a desktop computer. CompactRIO systems refer to 
internal nonvolatile memory by drive letter C and external USB drives by drive letter U. To access a file within the 
memory of the real-time target, use a path that begins with C:\, similar to your desktop computer. If you wish to log 
data gathered on the real-time target to a file on the same target, you can use the Write to Text File.vi in LabVIEW 
and use C:\[folder name]\[filename] for your File input parameter on the VI.

The following example uses a path constant to set the desired folder location to “c:\datalogging” and then converts 
it to a string. It also uses the “Get Date/Time” function to create a string of the date, in this case, “Feb 23, 01:41:36 
PM.” Then, using the “Concatenate String” and “Convert string to path” functions, you create a desirable filename. 
Finally, input that path into the “Open/Create/Replace File” function. 

Figure 3.30. Initializing an ASCII File with  
Proper Naming Convention for Streaming Data

Writing the Data to File
The next portion of the code, contained in the red box, is where you write the data to file. In this section, the current 
I/O values stored in the I/O Mapping Table are read at some user-defined rate and written to file. This architecture 
consists of a separate while loop from the other loops that reads the I/O values and writes them to file. It also 
consists of a timing function for ensuring that the loop executes at a user-defined rate. 

Figure 3.31. Writing the Data to File
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Reading and Formatting the Data
The third step, contained in the red box, is to read the current I/O Memory Table values and format them into a 
string. In this step, place the shared variables, which you should write to file, inside the while loop. Then build the 
values into an array, convert them into an ASCII string, and write them to file. 

Figure 3.32. Reading and Formatting the Data

These variables can be of any data type; however, you must format all of them into a string before writing them to 
file. This conversion is housed in this example in a subVI. In this subVI, the analog values of dbl data type are handled 
separately from the digital logic values. In the end, a single string containing each I/O value, separated by a “tab” or 
“comma,” must be constructed before being written to the ASCII file. The “tab” or “comma” should be placed in 
between each value to signify the separation of each value, and an “End of Line” character should be used to signify 
the end of the row of data. This allows spreadsheet editors to extract the row and column data from a file.  

Figure 3.33. Formatting the Data into an ASCII String

Dynamically Creating New Files
In the final section, code is added in to dynamically close the existing file and create a new file at user defined 
intervals. This allows the user to then FTP the old data off of the CompactRIO controller to a Host PC for analysis, 
storage, and/or writing to a SQL server. If the user writes to a single file continuously, it is impossible to pull data off 
the controller before it finishes, and it leads to storage space limitations. By having a piece of code that automatically 
closes the existing file and creates a new one at some user-defined rate, it allows the user to access the previously 
written files before the application completes. To create this functionality, an “Elapsed Time” Express VI was used to 
monitor how much time had elapsed. When a certain amount of time had elapsed (one hour in this example), it closed 
the existing VI and created a new one using the same functions as the “Initializing the File” section of this document.
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Figure 3.34. Dynamically Creating New Files

Integrating Data-Logging Code with Control Architecture
Now that you have taken an in-depth look at the data-logging architecture, now consider how to integrate the 
architecture with the control code. Figure 3.35 shows the control code developed in a previous section.

Figure 3.35. Control Architecture without Data Logging

To add data logging to this control architecture, you simply add the data logging code shown above in parallel to the 
control task. 

Figure 3.36. Control Architecture with Data Logging
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Retrieving the Logged Data
CompactRIO controllers run an FTP server, so you can view files on the controller from any FTP client including Web browsers. 

Figure 3.37. Using FTP, you can directly retrieve files from the CompactRIO controller.

Web Browsers
Most Web browsers cache the information from the Web pages that you visit, so that they do not have to download 
the information each time you visit the page. Instead, they load the pages from the cache on your hard drive. This 
causes you not to see the new files on your CompactRIO controller. The solution is to Reload or Refresh the page in 
your Web browser or change the cache settings in your Web browser, so that you force the browser to check for new 
content each time.

Figure 3.38. Connecting to a CompactRIO Controller from Windows Explorer

Programmatically
To automatically transfer files from the CompactRIO controller to a Windows PC, you also can use the FTP VIs 
included in the LabVIEW Internet Toolkit. Run a program on the Windows PC that periodically pulls new files from the 
controller. Below is a simple example of how to move a file from a real-time target to a host computer. For real-time 
targets, the default user and password are anonymous and an empty string, respectively. The host is the IP address 
of the real-time target.
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Figure 3.39. The LabVIEW Internet Toolkit provides FTP VIs that you can use to create a Windows application  
to programmatically pull files off the CompactRIO system. 

�
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Errors and Faults
In LabVIEW, the error cluster is an essential tool to track and monitor errors. A well-established and well-documented 
tool for tracking problems with software or hardware, the error cluster is ideal for systems that always have an 
operator present. For sophisticated control applications that frequently run headless, you can improve the error 
cluster with techniques for sharing errors between parallel tasks, a management loop to take action based on the 
error, and the ability to monitor errors remotely. In LabVIEW 8.6, CompactRIO systems running the NI Scan Engine 
include a new feature called the NI Fault Engine. 

The Fault Engine  

The fault engine is a memory space that records and shares error conditions on the CompactRIO system. By default, 
it records and reports any errors from the I/O scan. You can enter new faults into this engine and monitor any faults 
programmatically. Additionally, you can monitor and clear any faults from the NI Distributed System Manager. 

To use the fault engine, you need to:

 ■ Record any errors

 ■ Determine appropriate logic for any errors

 ■ Create a fault-handling loop to monitor and respond to any errors

Recording Errors
To enter new errors into the fault engine, use the Set Faults.vi. This takes an error cluster as an input. If an error 
occurs, the Set Faults.vi automatically logs this as a fault. You can also enter your own user-defined faults by creating 
and wiring a user-defined error cluster. In the NI Distributed System Manager, the error text appears if you create a 
custom error file and save it on each machine running the system manager.

Figure 3.40. The Faults Palette

Error Logic
For each application, you need to determine the appropriate action to take when errors occur. Errors are always an 
indication that something is wrong with the process, but the action you take may vary based on the severity of the 
problem. For instance, if the error indicates that you have a broken thermocouple, you may choose to notify 
maintenance but continue the control process by using other values to estimate the temperature. But if you get an 
error showing that the motion control is not following the profile, you may need to immediately shut down the 
machine until it can be serviced. You can read the error code for any faults that are set and determine which action to 
take. In this simple example, you need to shut down the machine if the same error code is thrown 10 times. 

Fault-Handling Loop
You also need to create a loop to monitor any faults and run your fault logic. This loop should run at a high priority so 
that it always operates and is not “starved” by low-priority tasks. 
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Example Code with Fault-Handling Loop

 LabVIEW Example Code
is provided for this section

In this simple example, you monitor faults from the main task. Notice that you create a user-defined fault if the timed 
loop finishes late (indicating you are not completing the logic in time). The fault management routing reads all the 
faults and runs your logic. It can decide to shut down the controller by sending a command. In the initialization 
routine, you also add code to clear all the faults and log any initialization faults. 

Figure 3.41. A Complete Application with Fault Handling

Real-Time Watchdog
To provide an additional failsafe against programming mistakes such as memory leaks or priority inversion, all NI real-
time controllers also feature a built-in hardware timer known as a watchdog timer. You can use a watchdog timer to 
initiate a recovery procedure if the software becomes unresponsive.

Understanding the Hardware-Software Interface
A watchdog timer is a hardware counter that interfaces with the embedded software application to detect and recover 
from software failures. During normal operation, the software application initiates the hardware timer to count down 
from a specific number at a known increment and defines the action to take if the timer reaches zero. After the 
application starts the watchdog timer, it periodically resets the timer to ensure that the timer never reaches zero.

ftp://ftp.ni.com/evaluation/crio/compactrio_developers_guide/ch3_fault_handling_example.zip
ftp://ftp.ni.com/evaluation/crio/compactrio_developers_guide/ch3_fault_handling_example.zip
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Figure 3.42. A watchdog timer is a hardware feature that can take action if the software becomes unresponsive.

If a software failure prevents the application from resetting the timer, the timeout eventually expires because the 
hardware counter is independent of the software and thus continues to count down until it reaches zero. When the 
watchdog timer expires, the hardware triggers the recovery procedure.

Figure 3.43. If software does not reset the hardware trigger, the hardware can take actions  
such as rebooting the controller or firing an interrupt.

You can access the built-in watchdog timer hardware using the Real-Time Watchdog VIs. Use the Watchdog 
Configure VI to set a timeout for the watchdog timer, and to specify the action(s) to perform if the timeout expires. 
Use the Watchdog Whack VI to periodically reset the counter before the timeout expires.

Figure 3.44. The Real-Time Watchdog VI Palette

Choosing an Appropriate Timeout Setting
The appropriate range of timeout values depends on the specific performance characteristics and up-time 
requirements of the embedded application. You must set the timeout long enough so that it does not expire due to 
acceptable levels of system jitter. However, you must set the timeout short enough so that the system can recover 
from failure quickly enough to meet system up-time requirements.

Appropriate Timeout Settings
The appropriate range of timeout values depends on the specific performance characteristics and up-time 
requirements of the embedded application. You must set the timeout long enough so that it does not expire due to 
acceptable levels of system jitter. However, you must set the timeout short enough so that the system can recover 
from failure quickly enough to meet system up-time requirements.
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Example Code with Hardware Watchdog Enabled

 LabVIEW Example Code
is provided for this section

You modified the code from the fault handler to also enable a hardware watchdog. In the initialization routine 
configure the hardware watchdog. In this example, you set the timer to 1 second and set the action to reboot the 
controller. In the fault loop, now “whack the dog” or reset the timer. The timer must be reset every 1 second or the 
controller reboots. Finally, in the shutdown routine, clear the watchdog once the shutdown outputs VI has completed 
successfully. 

Figure 3.45. A Simple Application Implementing a Hardware Watchdog to Provide Increased Reliability

ftp://ftp.ni.com/evaluation/crio/compactrio_developers_guide/ch3_fault_handling_example.zip
ftp://ftp.ni.com/evaluation/crio/compactrio_developers_guide/ch3_fault_handling_example.zip
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CHAPTER 4
Communications from the CompactRIO System

Communications Overview
Machine control applications often involve a variety of systems that must exchange information with one another. A 
central controller may be reading data from peripheral instruments, receiving operator input from an HMI, or sending 
test results to an enterprise management database at a corporate data center. CompactRIO hardware offers several 
options for communication including the following:

 ■ Communications directly from the real-time controller 
■   Ethernet (TCP, UDP, shared variables, Modbus/TCP, EtherNet/IP, EtherCAT)
■   Serial (RS232, Modbus, Custom Protocols)

 ■ Communications using a plug-in module 
■   Serial (RS232/RS422/RS485)
■   CAN
■   PROFIBUS
■   Raw I/O (for custom protocols)

When choosing a communication scheme, consider the nature and type of the information that you are exchanging. 
In general, machine control applications can contain the following types of communication:

 ■ Message-based communication

 ■ Process data

 ■ Streaming/buffered data

Command or Message-Based Communication
Command or message-based communication is something that happens relatively infrequently and is triggered by 
some specific event. An example is a user pushing a button on an HMI to stop a conveyor belt. A message must be 
sent from the HMI to the controller, which then stops the conveyor. In message-based communication, it is 
important to guarantee delivery of the message in a timely manner. In the previous example, when the operator 
pushes the stop button, he expects an immediate response (a human’s perception of “immediate” is on the order of 
tenths of a second). The command-based architecture you used in a previous section to trigger parallel loops can be 
modified for message-based communications across a network. 

Figure 4.1. You can use multiple technologies to pass commands across Ethernet including shared variables and TCP/IP. 

Message-based communication is also appropriate send large sets of fixed size data such as a test result, a thousand 
measurements from a vibration monitoring application, or an image frame. Most applications where a large amounts 
of data need to be passed can be broken into periodic tasks where fixed size data sets are passed via a message. 
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Process Data Communication
Process data communication usually consists of current values being sent periodically between controllers or from 
controller to HMI. Each data transmission does not need to be guaranteed because the controller or HMI is always 
interested in the latest value, not in buffered values. An example is data passed to an HMI for displaying the position 
of a part as it moves along a conveyor belt. 

While control applications may require faster data rates, HMI applications normally have relatively slow data update 
rates. Because only humans see the data, update rates of 1 to 30 Hz are usually sufficient and anything faster is 
simply wasting bandwidth and processing power. For numeric displays, anything faster than 1 to 2 Hz becomes 
difficult to see, similar to watching the thousandths digit on a gas pump as you fill your car. For chart or graph 
displays, 30 Hz provides for smooth updates at the limit of human perception. 

Streaming/Buffered Communication
With buffered data communication, information is sent continuously but not necessarily in real time. It is useful for 
data such as waveforms, for which you need to capture each data point. For example, consider transmitting vibration 
data from a continuously running MCM application where all the data is stored on a network hard drive for offline 
analysis. Because the data is not a fixed size, it is difficult to use message-based communications to transmit the 
data. You need to open a connection and constantly buffer the communication so you do not lose any data. 
Streaming communication is beyond the basic scope of machine control and is not discussed in detail in this 
document.

Communication Type Characteristics Requirements

Message-Based Event-driven, commands Low latency, guaranteed delivery

Process Data Single-point, current values Latest value instead of guaranteed delivery

Streaming/Buffered Continuous data transfer High throughput, guaranteed delivery

Table 4.1. Summary of Machine Control Communication Types
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Communication Using Network-Published Shared Variables
So far you have examined single-process shared variables used to provide a memory table for deterministically 
sharing data between loops or sending commands within the one controller. You also can share data across Ethernet 
by selecting a different type of shared variable, the network-published shared variable. You can use this variable to 
implement process data communication (sharing data) and message-based communication (sending commands) 
across Ethernet between controllers, HMIs, and PCs running LabVIEW.

Figure 4.2. To communicate data across Ethernet, you can use a network-published shared variable.

Network-Published Shared Variable Background
The term network variable refers to a software item on the network that can communicate between programs, 
applications, remote computers, and hardware.

Three important pieces make the network variable work in LabVIEW: network variable nodes, the Shared Variable 
Engine, and the NI Publish-Subscribe Protocol.

Network Variable Nodes
You can use variable nodes to perform variable reads and writes on the block diagram. Each variable node is 
considered a reference to a software item on the network (the actual network variable) hosted by the Shared Variable 
Engine. Figure 4.3 shows a given network variable, its network path, and its respective item in the project tree.

  
Figure 4.3. Network Variable Node and Its Project Item

Shared Variable Engine
The Shared Variable Engine is a software component that hosts data published over Ethernet. The engine can run on 
real-time targets or Windows PCs. On Windows, the Shared Variable Engine is a service launched at system startup. 
On a real-time target, it is an installable startup component that loads when the system boots. 

To use network variables, the Shared Variable Engine must be running on at least one of the systems on the 
network. Any LabVIEW device on the network can read or write to network variables that the Shared Variable Engine 



61

publishes. Figure 4.4 shows an example of a distributed system where the Shared Variable Engine runs on a desktop 
machine and multiple real-time controllers exchange data through a network variable.

Figure 4.4. Distributed System Using a Network-Published Shared Variable to Communicate

Publish-Subscribe Protocol (PSP)
The Shared Variable Engine uses the NI Publish-Subscribe Protocol (NI-PSP) to communicate data. The NI-PSP is a 
networking protocol built using TCP that is optimized for reliable communication of many data elements across an 
Ethernet network. To minimize Ethernet bandwidth usage each client subscribes to individual data elements. The 
protocol then implements an event driven communication mechanism where data is only transmitted to subscribed 
clients on data change. The protocol also combines multiple messages into one packet to minimize Ethernet overhead. 
In addition, it provides a heartbeat to detect lost connections and features automatic reconnection if devices are added 
to the network. The NI-PSP networking protocol uses psp URLs to transmit data across the network. 

Network-Published Shared Variable Features

Buffering
You can use buffering to implement message based communications. Buffering should not be used for Process Data 
communications.

When you configure a network buffer for a network-published shared variable, you are actually configuring the size of 
two different buffers, a server side and a client side. The server-side buffer, depicted as the buffer inside the box 
labeled SVE in Figure 4.5 is automatically created and configured to be the same size as the client-side buffer. The 
client-side buffer (depicted on the right-hand side of Figure 4.5) is the buffer responsible for maintaining the queue of 
previous values. Each reader of a network-published shared variable gets its own buffer so readers do not interact 
with each other.
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Figure 4.5. Buffered Network Variables

Because buffering allocates a buffer for every subscriber, to avoid unnecessary memory usage, use buffering only 
when necessary and limit the size of the buffers. 

Determinism
Network-published shared variables are extremely flexible and configurable. You can create a variable like this that 
features a real-time FIFO to combine the capabilities of network-published and single-process shared variables. 
When you do this, LabVIEW automatically runs a background loop to copy the network data into a real-time FIFO. 

Figure 4.6. When you enable the real-time FIFO for network-published shared variables, a hidden background loop  
runs on the real-time target to copy the network value into a real-time FIFO. 

 ■ While this feature can simplify your program, it has some limitatSome capabilities of network-published 
variables are not available when you enable the real-time FIFO 

 ■ Error management is more difficult because network errors are propagated to the individual nodes throughout 
the program

 ■ Future modification of the program to use different network communications is more difficult
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This is an advanced feature and, for the sake of clarity, this document does not examine this capability. Instead you 
only use network-published shared variables for network communications and continue to use single-process shared 
variables to provide a memory table with deterministic communications between loops on a single controller. This 
section instructs you to explicitly create a loop to copy the data from the network-published shared variable into a 
single-process shared variable.

Lifetime
All shared variables are part of a project library. By default, the Shared Variable Engine deploys and publishes that 
entire library of shared variables as soon as you run a VI that references any of the contained variables. Stopping a VI 
does not remove the variable from the network. Additionally, if you reboot a machine that hosts the shared variable, 
the variable is available on the network again as soon as the machine finishes booting. If you need to remove the 
shared variable from the network, you must explicitly undeploy the variable or library from the Project Explorer 
window or the NI Distributed System Manager. 

SCADA Features
The LabVIEW Datalogging and Supervisory Control (DSC) Module provides a suite of additional SCADA functionality 
on top of the network-published shared variables including the following: 

 ■ Historical logging to NI Citadel database

 ■ Alarms and alarm logging

 ■ Scaling

 ■ User-based security

 ■ Creation of custom I/O servers

Network-Published I/O Variables and Aliases
By default, I/O variables and I/O aliases are published to the network for remote I/O monitoring using the PSP 
protocol. They are published by a normal priority thread associated with the NI Scan Engine at a rate you specify 
under the properties of the controller. You can configure whether I/O variables publish their states by accessing the 
Shared Variable Properties dialog.

Figure 4.7. Enabling Network Publishing for an I/O Variable

Published I/O variables are optimized for I/O monitoring and do not support all the features of network-published 
shared variables and are not supported by all LabVIEW devices. For maximum flexibility when sharing data between 
LabVIEW applications, you should use network-published shared variables. 
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Hosting and Monitoring Network-Published Shared Variables

Hosting
To use network-published shared variables, a Shared Variable Engine must be running on at least one of the nodes in 
the distributed system. Any node on the network can read or write to shared variables that the Shared Variable 
Engine publishes. All nodes can reference a variable without having the Shared Variable Engine installed, and, in the 
case of real-time controllers, a small installable variable client component is required to reference variables hosted on 
other systems.

You also might have multiple systems running the Shared Variable Engine simultaneously, allowing applications to 
deploy shared variables to different locations as required.

You must consider the following factors when deciding from which computing device(s) to deploy and host network-
published shared variables in a distributed system.

Shared Variable Engine Compatibility
Some of the computing devices in your distributed system may not support hosting the Shared Variable Engine 
including Macintosh, Linux, and Windows CE systems. Refer to the “NI-PSP Networking Technology” section of the 
LabVIEW Help for a list of compatible systems and platforms.

Available Resources
Hosting a large number of network variables can take considerable resources away from the system, so for large 
distributed applications, NI recommends dedicating a system for running the Shared Variable Engine.

Required Features
If the application requires DSC functionality, then those variables must be hosted on a Windows machine running the 
Shared Variable Engine.

Availability
Some of the hosted process variables may be critical to the functioning of the distributed application, so they benefit 
from running on a reliable embedded OS such as LabVIEW Real-Time to increase the overall reliability of the system.

Dynamic Access Variables 
A network variable can also be referenced by a path name allowing for you build programs that dynamically select 
what variable to read or write. The path name is similar to a Windows network share name, such as \\machine\
myprocess\item. In this example, machine is the computer name, IP address, or fully qualified domain name of 
the server machine that is hosting the variable; myprocess contains network variable folders or variables and is 
referred to as a network variable process; and item is the name of the network variable. Below are additional 
examples of network variable references:

\\localhost\my_process\my_variable

\\test_machine\my_process\my_folder\my_variable

\\192.168.1.100\my_process\my_variable

Monitoring Variables 
The NI Distributed System Manager offers a central location for monitoring systems on the network and managing 
published data. From the system manager, you can access network-published shared variables and I/O variables 
without needing the LabVIEW development environment. 



65

Figure 4.8. NI Distributed System Manager

With the NI Distributed System Manager, you can write to network-published variables so you can remotely tune and 
adjust process settings without the explicit need for a dedicated HMI. You can also use the NI Distributed System 
Manager to monitor and manage controller faults and system resources on real-time targets. From LabVIEW, select 
Tools»Distributed System Manager to launch the system manager.

Using Network-Published Variables to Share Process Data

 LabVIEW Example Code
is provided for this section

You can easily use network variables to publish process variables. In the PID example from section 2 in this 
document, you hard-coded the PID setpoint. Now modify the example so you can constantly update the setpoint 
from another LabVIEW device on the network. 

First create a network-published shared variable called SV_PID_SetPoint. Go to the Network tab. By default, the 
buffering is enabled, so turn OFF the buffering. Save the variable in a communications library. When you deploy the 
code to the CompactRIO system, you automatically deploy this library and the variable is available on the network.

ftp://ftp.ni.com/evaluation/crio/compactrio_developers_guide/ch4_basic_ethernet_communication_architecture.zip
ftp://ftp.ni.com/evaluation/crio/compactrio_developers_guide/ch4_basic_ethernet_communication_architecture.zip
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Figure 4.9. Network-published shared variables allow communication over Ethernet between LabVIEW nodes.  
Be sure to turn OFF the network buffering.

Because network communications over Ethernet is not deterministic, read SV_PID_SetPoint in a parallel loop to your 
control loop. Also add an element in your data table to transmit data from your communications loop to your control 
loop. Create a single-process shared variable with a real-time FIFO called PID_SetPoint.

Figure 4.10. You can use a single-process shared variable with a real-time FIFO  
to communicate data deterministically between loops.



67

Now modify the block diagram to add a normal priority loop that reads SV_PID_SetPoint, check for any errors or 
warnings, and write the value to PID_SetPoint. Run this loop at 100 Hz.

Figure 4.10. A communications task passes data from the network  
to the local memory table if there is no error or warning.

Finally set the PID block so it reads from the PID_SetPoint and, in the initialization routine, set a default value for the 
PID_SetPoint. 

Figure 4.11. A Final Application with Network Communications

 You can now continually update the setpoint from any LabVIEW node on the network. 

Using Network-Published Variables to Send Commands
An earlier section described how to build a command-based architecture for actions such as triggering tasks. You can 
use this same concept to generate commands from other devices on the network. Networking technologies allow 
distributed systems to publish their statuses and coordinate their actions. In the case of the command architecture, 
you can use those networking technologies to communicate between systems. 

Figure 4.12. Simple Command Architecture Using Network Variables

The publish-subscribe model of network variables also makes it easy to implement multiple commanders.
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Figure 4.13. Multiple Commanders and One Worker System

The network-published shared variable offers a practical way to create a communication channel for the command 
messages being sent over the network. To build a scalable application you should design your worker system so that 
it has a single command parser task that you can use to interpret and redistribute the command as needed. This 
assures that ongoing critical tasks are not disturbed by the arrival of the command and makes it easy to modify the 
code to handle additional commands.

To send data, use one network-published shared variable with buffering enabled. Without buffering, consecutive 
commands overwrite each other, leading to the loss of commands. Buffering is also critical when supporting multiple 
commanders because it allows for the orderly servicing of commands.

The network-published shared variable offers buffering mechanisms at each of its implementation layers. The Shared 
Variable Engine buffers values and delivers them to all subscribers, where each instance of a variable node gets its 
own buffer. 

To use one variable for multiple commands, create a variable with the data type of a U32.

Figure 4.14. For network commands, create a network-published shared variable with buffering enabled.
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To ensure scalability, you need to be able to add new commands to the system without requiring a significant 
overhaul of the application or harming the run-time performance. To make it easier to maintain the code, create a 
type def enum (U32) with an entry for each command. An enumerated type definition, in the form of LabVIEW 
enum, is an effective way to define commands that can be directly passed to the network variable.

Figure 4.15. Issuing a Command through a Network Variable

The enum type definition provides an ordered list of the available commands, and making it a type definition allows 
changes to be automatically propagated through the code. 

 Figure 4.16. Enumerated Command List

Commander Architecture  

The commander is any source of commands that the worker must react to. A common commander is a UI event 
handler that is part of an HMI, taking UI events and translating them into commands for the machine controller. In 
the case of a networked architecture, the commander takes care of distributing these commands as well as taking 
local actions, such as temporarily disabling UI items and reporting status.

You can easily implement the commander architecture for events that originate on a user interface by using the 
standard LabVIEW UI-handling templates. Just translate the UI event into the appropriate command by building the 
command message and writing it to the network variable.

Figure 4.17. Simple UI-Driven Commander VI

Refer to the HMIs section for more information on proper architectures for building an HMI.

Worker Architecture 
On the worker system, in a command parser task you can read the network-published shared variable to check for 
new values. This situation requires the incoming command to be interpreted and applied without affecting the 
determinism of the control loop. Additionally, the servicing of the commands does not have to occur at the same 
rate as the servicing of the control algorithm. You therefore use a dedicated task in charge of parsing incoming 
commands and distributing the necessary information and events across the whole application. Call this the 
Command Parser task.



70

Figure 4.18. Centralized Command Parser Architecture

To implement the Command Parser task, simply add a parallel process where new commands are received and handled. 
A separate command parser loop provides scalability because it:

 ■ Allows the application to limit access to certain process variables based on command origin, parameter value 
range, and current application state.

 ■ Allows for additional processing and reinterpretation of incoming commands before they are forwarded  
to the appropriate tasks.

 ■ Allows complex commands to package parameters, forming a coherent set of data to be applied as part  
of the command. 

 ■ Simplifies modifications of the program to handle different network types such as raw TCP.

 ■ Allows an acknowledged command architecture where the command and acknowledgement handling is 
performed within the same task. 

Building the Command Parser

Timeout Reads
To reduce CPU usage you can use a blocking read on the network-published shared variable by specifying a timeout 
value (in milliseconds). You can enable the blocking behavior on a per-node basis by selecting the Show Timeout 
option from the context menu of the variable node.

Figure 4.19. Enabling Blocking-Read Functionality for a Network Variable Node

You can then wire a timeout value to the timeout input of the variable to specify how long the variable node should 
wait for a new value. If no newer values exist in the buffer or arrive before the timeout expires, the variable node 
returns the last-known value for the variable and sets the timeout Boolean terminal to TRUE. You can therefore 
handle the timeout case accordingly. 
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Error Handling
At this point, you need to consider application behavior under error conditions. The network variable node can return 
warnings or errors to signal the status of its critical underlying layers, which are the Shared Variable Engine, the 
respective variable-hosting process, and the network state, to name a few. Here are the most important factors to 
consider when error proofing the receiving side of the command architecture:

A. Upon returning an error, the network variable also returns the default value for its data type. It returns FALSE in 
the case of a Boolean variable, returns 0 for a numeric type, or returns the first element from the enum list in 
the case of your enumerated command type.   
■    You want the application to override the return value in case of error. 

B. Once the connection is established, a buffer for each variable node is created and the current value of the 
variable is passed in as the first item in the buffer. This presents a problem for your command-based approach 
because you really cannot tell if this current command value is something the worker should act upon or if it is 
just there from the last time the application was executed.  
■    All readers must flush the variable buffer to guarantee a known initial state by reading the variable until it 

signals its buffer to be empty by returning a timeout.

These requirements are specific to the command-based architecture when implemented with a network variable; 
you can fulfill them by wrapping the variable node with a customizable layer that takes care of the above 
considerations while hiding some of the implementation details of the communication channel. You can use the 
following code snippet, extracted from the Command Reader Template, to implement your own command-based 
architecture. 

Figure 4.20. Command Reader Template VI

 ■ The code takes care of point A by returning the specified default value when the variable node errors.

 ■ The code takes care of point B, flushing the variable buffer, by reading it until it is empty and then waiting 
for a command.
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Example of Command-Based Architecture Using Network-Published Shared Variables

 LabVIEW Example Code
is provided for this section

Now modify the PID with a communications example to implement a network-based command. You want to modify 
the example so you have a command parser to stop each loop. 

Figure 4.21. In this example, modify this application to add a command parser task.

First create the type def enum for the command. In this very simple example, you have only one command: “Stop.” 

 
Figure 4.22. A type def enum provides scalability.

Next create a network-published shared variable called “Command.” The shared variable buffering is enabled. 

ftp://ftp.ni.com/evaluation/crio/compactrio_developers_guide/ch4_basic_ethernet_communication_architecture.zip
ftp://ftp.ni.com/evaluation/crio/compactrio_developers_guide/ch4_basic_ethernet_communication_architecture.zip
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Figure 4.23. For network commands, create a network-published shared variable with buffering enabled.

Next modify the Command Reader VI by replacing the “Default Value” input and “Command” output with the type 
def enum. Also replace the shared variable read so it now reads the “Command” shared variable. 

Figure 4.24. The Command Reader VI empties the network queue on first call.

Now create single-process shared variables to serve as the commands that shut down each of the loops.
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Figure 4.25. Commands are relayed within the controller using single-process shared variables with multi-element,  

real-time FIFOs as covered in an earlier section.

Finally add another loop to handle the command parsing. This loop wires to a case structure that executes logic if it 
was a valid command. If a valid command is received, a second case structure runs the logic for each command. In 
this simple example, you have only one command: Stop. This command triggers each of the three loops to shut 
down using the architecture to handle internal commands (covered in section 3). 

Figure 4.26. Final Block Diagram with a Command Parser Task and Commands to Stop Each Loop
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Advanced Command-Based Architectures

 LabVIEW Example Code
is provided for this section

Command-Based Architecture – Incorporating Data and Commands 
You can extend the command to include generic parameters so that additional information can be transmitted along 
with the command. This helps implement more complex commands and ensure data coherency. 

You can specify the data type of the network-published shared variable helps you easily extend the contents of the 
command message to include generic values that you can interpret as the parameters for specific commands. 

Figure 4.27. Handling a Command with Extended Parameters

This bundling of the command along with its parameters provides parameter coherency to the command and helps 
avoid race conditions.

To store the information, use a cluster with the command enum and an array for data parameters. The array can be a 
numeric type, but if you make it a variant type, you can use the flatten and unflatten functions to pass any data type. 

Figure 4.28. A cluster can store both the command and associated command data.

You now need to update the network-published shared variable type to make it a cluster. You can do this by changing 
the type to “From Custom Control” and select the custom control you created. 

ftp://ftp.ni.com/evaluation/crio/compactrio_developers_guide/ch4_ethernet_commands_and_data_architecture.zip
ftp://ftp.ni.com/evaluation/crio/compactrio_developers_guide/ch4_ethernet_commands_and_data_architecture.zip
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Figure 4.29. Network-published shared variables can be custom types to match the command cluster.

To remain independent from custom types when deployed, shared variables do not create a permanent link to the custom 
control used to define their types. This means that if you make changes to the command typedef, for example, to add 
more command types, you need to relink the shared variable to the custom control for the shared variable to update its 
type. To eliminate this problem you may choose to make a different cluster for the shared variable where you use a U32 
instead of an enum. You still use the type def enum in all applications where you read or write data to the shared variable. 

Now modify the command parser task to read the command and wire it to the case structure. Inside each case, 
unflatten the parameters. In this example, you removed the communications loop because you no longer constantly 
update the setpoint from the network – instead, you update it based on an input command. 

Figure 4.30. Final Block Diagram with a Command Parser Task That Also Has Associated Data
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Acknowledged Command-Based Architecture
The PSP protocol provides built-in connection management for all subscribers. The variable node returns information on 
connection and quality status through errors and warnings on its error output terminal. However, in some applications it is 
beneficial to implement a more sophisticated communications mechanism to get acknowledgement that a controller not 
only got the command but was in a state to execute the command. To add acknowledgement, use a second variable for 
the acknowledgement communication channel.

Figure 4.31. Simplified Acknowledged Command Architecture Using Network Variables

Acknowledgement Type
Different applications define message acknowledgement in different ways. While one application may not care if the 
message is actually delivered (noncritical information), others may want to receive confirmation that the message 
was indeed received, and yet others may want further confirmation that the message (or command) has been 
accepted and acted upon. Therefore, use the following acknowledgment type definitions for the context of your 
command architecture:

 ■ Upon Delivery: Worker loop has read the command from the network. The command is considered received.

 ■ Upon Acceptance: Worker has evaluated the command and determined whether it accepts or refuses to 
execute it.

 ■ Upon Completion: Worker responds once the command has been executed or informs the commander in case 
of an error while executing the command.

For any given command, the commander may choose to wait for any of these levels of acknowledgment.

A simple way to implement this is to use a typedef enum to enumerate the different message acknowledgement types.

Figure 4.32. Acknowledgment Type Enum

Aside from the acknowledgment type, you must consider the following items when implementing the acknowledged 
command architecture:

Command ID
When acknowledging multiple instances of the same command, you must attach a series number or sequence 
identifier to the command so that individual commands can be recognized and acknowledged.

Commander ID
If multiple commanders are present, the command must specify its origin through a unique identifier, so that the 
acknowledge message can be directed back at the appropriate commander.

Accounting for all of the above, you can devise a format for your command message such as the one represented below.
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Figure 4.33. Sample Data Cluster for Acknowledgeable Commands

Using this cluster as the data type for your command network variable allows the worker to receive the information it 
needs and to uniquely identify the command and its origin. Therefore, the commander is augmented to provide the 
command sequence number and commander ID along with the relevant command information.

Figure 4.34. Sending Acknowledgeable Commands

The worker receives the command using the same techniques discussed in previous section and proceeds to send 
the acknowledgement. Conveniently, the cluster type definition you have defined can be reused for the reply 
message. You implement the acknowledgement by setting the reply enum value and the OK status to signal that the 
command was successfully received. The message is then written to a network variable dedicated to command 
acknowledgement, the reply network variable, which is identical to the command variable.

Figure 4.35. Receiving and Acknowledging Commands
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Waiting on acknowledgement is a more complicated subject because the different expected acknowledgements 
may arrive out of order (some commands may get acknowledged at different stages). The accompanying examples 
provide a template for a VI that can wait on multiple acknowledgements simultaneously. Using the provided 
template, you can build a simple version of an event-driven commander.

Figure 4.36. Sample Acknowledged Commander VI

Important Considerations When Using Network Variables for Commands

Variable Type Linkage
To remain independent from custom types when deployed, shared variables do not create a permanent link to the 
custom control used to define their types. This means that if you make changes to the command typedef, for 
example, to add more command types, you need to relink the shared variable to the custom control for the shared 
variable to update its type.

Buffering Terminology
Because some of the implementations of the command variable shown in previous sections use custom controls as 
their type, it is important to point out that for those types, the buffer size unit shown in the Network properties page 
is bytes and not elements. You need to adjust this size based on application expectations, taking into account the 
maximum number of outstanding commands the buffer likely holds, the number of commanders, and the average 
size of a command, including the possible variable-size parameters in the command that can be encapsulated in the 
command.

Limited Command Buffer
The buffered network variable guarantees that successive values are buffered and sent to all subscribers. This 
guarantee holds as long as none of the individual buffers for each of the subscribers overflows. Buffer overflows 
usually trigger warnings at the variable node level, but in a publish-subscribe model, it is difficult to recover from 
these warnings. 

Command History
One of the side effects of having to flush the communication channel to guarantee that no stale commands are 
reprocessed is that any outstanding commands, issued before the worker process starts, are not processed. An 
acknowledged command-based architecture helps alleviate this situation by providing feedback to all commanders 
regarding command delivery in case the worker process is temporarily offline.
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Raw Ethernet (TCP/UDP)
While Network-Published Shared Variables are the recommended method for passing data between LabVIEW 
nodes, an alternative to using shared variables for network communication is raw TCP or UDP communication. TCP 
and UDP are the low level building blocks of all Ethernet standards. Tools for raw TCP and UDP are natively supported 
in virtually every programming environment including NI LabVIEW. They offer lower-level communication functions 
that are more flexible but less user-friendly. Functions such as establishing connections and packaging data must be 
handled at the application level.

TCP or UDP are good options if you need very low level control of the communications protocol. They may also be 
options if you need to communicate to third-party devices that do not support Shared Variable communications, 
however other standard protocols such as Modbus TCP are simpler to use. 

TCP provides point-to-point communications with error handling for guaranteed packet delivery. UDP can broadcast 
messages where multiple devices can receive the same information. UDP broadcast messages may be filtered by 
network switches and do not provide guaranteed packet delivery. 

TCP communication follows a client/server scheme where the server listens on a particular port to which a client 
opens a connection. Once you establish the connection, you can freely exchange data using basic write and read 
functions. With TCP functions in LabVIEW, all data is transmitted as strings. This means you must flatten Boolean or 
numeric data to string data to be written and unflattened after being read. Because messages can vary in length, it is 
up to the programmer to know how much data is contained within a given message and to read the appropriate 
number of bytes. Refer to the LabVIEW examples Data Server.vi and Data Client.vi for a basic overview of client/
server communication in LabVIEW.

Building Your Own Communications Protocol
If you are going to use raw TCP or UDP to send and receive data you need to create your own protocol that defines the 
method of data packing and unpacking. For scalability a communication protocol should have the following characteristics:

 ■ Easily packages and parses data 

 ■ Abstracts the transport layer (TCP/IP, UDP, and so on) implementation details 

 ■ Minimizes network traffic by sending data only when it is needed 

 ■ Minimizes impact in the overall overhead and throughput 

 ■ Lends itself to communication with environments other than LabVIEW (C, C++, and so on) 

In every messaging protocol there is some overhead (metadata) associated with parsing the data stream on the 
receiving end. Sending a complete set of meta data with every package adds significant overhead. Because you are 
likely focusing on high-performance applications, you want to minimize the communication overhead by sending a 
reduced set of meta information with each packet. 

Message and Process Communication
TCP is inherently message-based so your protocol must perform additional logic to also transmit process data. This 
logic may be as simple as sending all the data periodically or it may implement change detection to reduce the 
amount of data transmitted over the network. 
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Example of a Custom Communications Protocol

 LabVIEW Example Code
is provided for this section

Developers who create a custom communications protocol are normally trying to optimize code for their specific 
application. As such, this guide cannot offer step-by-step instructions on creating a custom protocol. However, it 
provides an example of a custom protocol written in LabVIEW that shows proper implementation. This example is 
also designed so you can use it directly if you need to communicate to targets outside LabVIEW or it can serve as a 
starting place for development of your own custom protocol. 
The Simple Messaging Protocol for LabVIEW (STM), abstracts some of the complexity of raw TCP communication. 
Delivery of messages is guaranteed as a result of buffering and acknowledgement within the protocol layer and it 
uses a name-based mechanism for sending messages. It provides a defined header for each communication 
message that includes the size of the data packet as well as an index that correlates the message with metadata 
that has been predefined to describe the contents of the message.
The protocol is implemented in such a way that the client and server exchange metadata when you first establish 
the connection. This prevents the transmission of redundant information and keeps the overhead of each message at 
a relatively small 6 bytes. Just as the writer is responsible for converting the data to a string, the reader is 
responsible for knowing how to interpret the data for a given message. When you read a message, you can parse or 
convert it to an appropriate data type based on the information contained in the metadata.

Simple Messaging (STM) Protocol – A LabVIEW Implementation
The STM is a generic Ethernet protocol for LabVIEW. You can find an installer for the Simple Messaging Reference 
Library (STM) component, which includes an application programming interface (API) and example code, on ni.com. 
Some of the examples emphasize LabVIEW Real-Time applications, but most run on any LabVIEW platform.

Metadata
The metadata is implemented as an array of clusters. Each array element contains the data properties necessary to 
package and decode one variable value. You have defined the only the Name property, but you can use a cluster to 
customize the STM by adding metaproperties (such as data type) according to your application requirements. The 
metadata cluster is a typedef, so adding properties should not break your code.

Figure 4.37 shows an example of the metadata cluster configured for two variables: Iteration and RandomData.

Figure 4.37. Metadata Array of Strings

Before each data variable is transmitted, a packet is created that includes fields for the Data Size, the Metadata ID 
and the data itself. Figure 4.38 shows the packet format.

Figure 4.38. Packet Format

The Metadata ID field is populated with the index of the meta data array element corresponding to the data variable. 
The receiving host uses the Metadata ID to index the metadata array to get the properties of the message data. 

ftp://ftp.ni.com/evaluation/crio/compactrio_developers_guide/ch4_raw_ethernet_communications.zip
ftp://ftp.ni.com/evaluation/crio/compactrio_developers_guide/ch4_raw_ethernet_communications.zip
http://zone.ni.com/devzone/cda/tut/p/id/4095
http://zone.ni.com/devzone/cda/tut/p/id/4095
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Simple TCP/IP Messaging API
The STM API is very simple. For basic operation it consists of a Read VI and a Write VI. There are also two supplemental 
VIs to help with the transmission of the metadata, but their use is not mandatory. Each of the main VIs are polymorphic, 
which allows for the use with different transport layers. The API for each layer is very similar. The following is a brief 
description of the main API VIs (only the TCP/IP versions are shown). Additional utility VIs are installed as well and are 
documented in the VI Help.

STM Write Message
Use this VI to send any type of data to a remote host. This VI creates a packet based on the data, the data name and 
metadata information. When this VI is called, it retrieves the index of the variable specified by Name in the metadata 
array. It then assembles the message packet and sends it to the remote host via TCP/IP using the connection ID. 

The Connection Info consists of a transport layer reference and the metadata array. This is an output from both the 
STM Read Metadata and STM Write Metadata VIs.

Figure 4.39. STM Write Message (TCP).vi

 STM Read Message
Use this VI to receive any type of data from a remote host. This VI reads and unpacks the meta data index and 
flattened string data. It looks up the meta element and returns it along with the data string. The application can then 
convert the flattened data to the message data type using the name or other meta properties as a guide. 

This VI is usually used inside a loop. Because there is no guarantee that the data arrives at a given time, a “timeout” 
parameter allows the loop to run periodically.

Figure 4.40. STM Read Message (TCP).vi

STM Write Metadata
Use this VI to send meta data information to a remote host. For correct message interpretation, the meta data must 
be consistent on both receiving and sending side. Instead of maintaining copies of the data on each host, you can 
maintain the meta data on the server and use this VI to send it to clients as they connect.

Figure 4.41. STM Write Metadata (TCP).vi
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STM Read Metadata
Use this VI to receive meta data information from a remote computer. This VI reads and unpacks the meta data array, 
which can be passed to the read and write VIs.

Figure 4.42. STM Read Metadata (TCP).vi 

Using the STM API to Send Data
Figure 4.43 shows an example of a data server using the STM API. Notice that this program sends the metadata to a 
remote host as soon as a connection is established. The example writes two values: the iteration counter and an 
array of doubles. The metadata contains the description for these two variables.

Figure 4.43. Basic STM Server Example

Using the STM API to Receive Data
Receiving data is also very simple. The design pattern shown waits for the meta data when the connection is 
established with the server. It then uses the STM Read Message VI to wait for incoming messages. When a 
message is received, it converts the data and assigns it to a local value according to the meta data name.

Figure 4.44. Basic STM Client Example

For most LabVIEW to LabVIEW communications, National Instruments recommends network-published shared 
variables, and for communications to third-party systems, NI recommends higher-level protocols such as Modbus TCP. 
However, LabVIEW also provides the flexibility to create your own communication protocols such as the STM protocol. 
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Serial Communication from CompactRIO
A standard for more than 40 years, RS232 (also known as EIA232 or TIA232) ports can be found on all CompactRIO 
systems and a wide variety of industrial controllers, programmable logic controllers (PLCs), and devices. RS232 
remains a de facto standard for low-cost communications because it requires little complexity, low processing and 
overhead, and modest bandwidth. While it is fading from the PC industry in favor of newer buses such as USB, IEEE 
1394, and PCI Express, RS232 continues to be popular in the industrial sector because of its low complexity, low 
cost to implement, and wide install base of existing RS232 ports. 

The RS232 specification covers the implementation of hardware, bit-level timing, and byte delivery, but it does not 
define fixed messaging specifications. While this allows for easy implementation of basic byte reading and writing, 
more complex functionality varies between devices. There are a number of protocols that use RS232-based byte 
messaging such as Modbus RTU/ASCII, DNP3, and IEC-60870-5. 

This section covers how to program byte-level communications for the serial port built into NI CompactRIO real-time 
controllers using the NI-VISA API. 

RS232 Technical Introduction 
RS232 is a single-drop communications standard, meaning only two devices can be connected to each other. The 
standard defines many signal lines used in varying degrees by different applications. At a minimum, all serial devices 
use the Transmit (TXD), Receive (RXD), and ground lines. The other lines include flow control lines, Request to Send, 
and Clear to Send, which are sometimes used to improve synchronization between devices and prevent data loss 
when a receiver cannot keep up with its sender. The remaining lines are typically used with modem-to-host 
applications and are not commonly implemented in industrial applications with the exception of radio modems.

Figure 4.45. D-Sub 9-Pin Connector Pinout

As a single-ended bus, RS232 is ideal for shorter-distance communications (under 10 m). Shielded cables reduce 
noise over longer runs. For longer distances and higher speeds, RS485 is preferred because it uses differential 
signals to reduce noise. Unlike buses such as USB and IEEE 1394, RS232 is not designed to power end devices. 

CompactRIO controllers have an RS232 port that features the standard D-Sub 9-pin male connector (also known as a 
DE-9 or DB-9). You can use this port to monitor diagnostic messages from a CompactRIO controller when the 
console out switch is engaged or to communicate with low-cost RS232 devices in your application. 

RS232 Wiring and Cabling 
There are two standard pinouts for RS232 ports. You can classify RS232 devices as data terminal equipment (DTE), 
which is like a master or host, and data communications equipment (DCE), which is similar to slaves. DCE ports have 
inverted wiring so that DCE input pins connect to DTE output pins and vice versa. The serial port on CompactRIO 
controllers is a DTE port, and the serial port on a device such as a GPS, bar code scanner, modem, or printer is a 
DCE port. 
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When connecting a CompactRIO DTE RS232 port to a typical end device with a DCE RS232 port, you use a regular 
straight-through cable. When connecting two DTE or DCE devices together, such as a CompactRIO controller to a 
PC, you need to use a null modem cable, which swaps the transmit and receive signals in the cabling. 

Device 1 Device 2 Cable Type

DTE DTE Null modem cable

DTE DCE Straight-through cable

DCE DTE Straight-through cable

DCE DCE Null modem cable

Table 4.1. Selecting a Cable to Run between Different RS232 Ports

Loopback Testing

Figure 4.46. RS232 Loopback Wiring

A common technique for troubleshooting and verifying serial port functionality is loopback testing. At a basic level, all 
you need to do is connect the TXD to the RXD pin. Use a standard RS232 straight-through or loopback cable and a 
small bent paper clip to short pins 2 and 3. With the loopback cable installed, bytes sent from the read function can 
be read by the read function. You can verify that software, serial port settings, and drivers are working correctly with 
this technique. 

Serial Communications from LabVIEW
The native CompactRIO RS232 serial port is attached directly to the CompactRIO real-time processor, so you should 
place code that accesses the serial port in the LabVIEW Real-Time VI. To send and receive bytes to the serial port, 
use NI-VISA functions. 
NI-VISA is a driver that provides a single interface for communicating with byte-level interfaces such as RS232, 
RS485, GPIB, and so on. Code written with the NI-VISA functions is usable on any machine with a serial port and NI-
VISA installed. This means you can write and test a Serial VI on a Windows machine with LabVIEW and then reuse 
the same code in LabVIEW Real-Time on CompactRIO. You can then directly use thousands of prewritten and 
verified instrument drivers located at ni.com/idnet. 
To get started with the serial port, locate the Virtual Instrument Software Architecture (VISA) functions in the 
palettes, under Data Communication»Protocols»Serial. 

Figure 4.47. VISA Functions

http://www.ni.com/idnet
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For most simple instrument applications, you need only two VISA functions, VISA Write and VISA Read. Refer to the 
Basic Serial Write and Read VI in the labview\examples\instr\smplserl.llb for an example of how to use VISA functions. 

Most devices require you to send information in the form of a command or query before you can read information 
back from the device. Therefore, the VISA Write function is usually followed by a VISA Read function. Because serial 
communication requires you to configure extra parameters such as baud rate, you must start the serial port 
communication with the VISA Configure Serial Port VI. The VISA Configure Serial Port VI initializes the port identified 
by the VISA resource name. 

It is important to note that the VISA resource name refers to resources on the machine for which the VI is targeted. 

Figure 1.48. You can directly browse to the VISA resource name from the VISA resource control in LabVIEW  
or from Measurement & Automation Explorer

Check the bottom left corner of the VI to determine which target the VI is linked to. For CompactRIO, use COM1 to 
use the built-in port. COM 1 on a CompactRIO controller is ASRL1::INSTR. If you are connected to the CompactRIO 
you can directly browse to the VISA resource name from the VISA resource control in LabVIEW or from 
Measurement and Automation Explorer (downloadable utility used to configure all NI devices). 

Timeout sets the timeout value for the serial communication. Baud rate, data bits, parity, and flow control specify 
those particular serial port parameters. The error in and error out clusters maintain the error conditions for this VI. 

While the ports work at the byte level, the interfaces to the read and write functions are strings. In memory, a string 
is simply a collection of bytes with a length attached to it, which makes working with many bytes easier to program. 
The string functions in LabVIEW provide tools to break up, manipulate, and combine data received from a serial port. 
You can also convert string data to an array of bytes for using LabVIEW array functions to work with low-level serial data. 

Because serial operations deal with varying length strings, these tasks are non-deterministic. Additionally, serial 
interfaces by nature are asynchronous and do not have any mechanisms to guarantee timely delivery of data. To 
maintain the determinism of your control loops, when programming serial applications keep any communications 
code in a separate loop from the control code. 
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Figure 4.49. Simple Serial Communication Example

The VISA Read function waits until the number of bytes requested arrives at the serial port or until it times out. For 
applications where this is known, this behavior is acceptable, but some applications have different lengths of data 
arriving. In this case, you should read the number of bytes available to be read, and read only those bytes. You can 
accomplish this with the Bytes at Serial port property accessible from the Serial Palette. 

You can access serial port parameters, variables, and states using property nodes. If you open the VISA Configure 
Serial Port VI and examine the code, you see that this VI simply makes a call to many property nodes to configure the 
port. You can use these nodes to access advanced serial port features, including the auxiliary data lines, bytes 
waiting to be read/written, and memory buffer sizes. Figure 4.49 shows an example of using a property node to 
check the number of bytes available at the port before reading. 

Figure 4.50. Using a VISA Property Node to Read the Number of Bytes 

In general, working with devices can range from simply reading periodically broadcasted bytes such as GPS data to 
working with complex command structures. For some devices and instruments, you can find preprogrammed 
instrument drivers on ni.com/idnet, which can simplify development. Because these drivers use NI-VISA functions, 
they work with the onboard CompactRIO serial port. 

Instrument Driver Network
To help speed development National Instruments has worked with major measurement and control vendors to provide 
a library of ready to run instrument drivers for more than 7,000 devices. An instrument driver is a set of software 
routines that control a programmable instrument. Each routine corresponds to a programmatic operation such as 
configuring, reading from, writing to, and triggering the instrument. Instrument drivers simplify instrument control and 
reduce program development time by eliminating the need to learn the programming protocol for each device. 

Where to Find Instrument Drivers and How to Download Them
You can find and download instrument drivers two different ways. If you are using LabVIEW 8.0 or later, the easiest 
way is to use the NI Instrument Driver Finder. If you have an older version of LabVIEW, then you can use the 
Instrument Driver Network (ni.com/idnet).

http://www.ni.com/idnet
http://www.ni.com/idnet
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Use the NI Instrument Driver Finder to find, download, and install LabVIEW Plug and Play drivers for an instrument. 
Select Tools»Instrumentation»Find Instrument Drivers to launch the Instrument Driver Finder. This tool searches 
IDNet to find the specified instrument driver. Refer to Figure 4.51 to see how to launch the NI Instrument Driver 
Finder from LabVIEW.

You can use an instrument driver for a particular instrument as is. However, LabVIEW Plug and Play instrument 
drivers are distributed with their block diagram source code, so you can customize them for a specific application. 
You can create instrument control applications and systems by programmatically linking instrument driver VIs on the 
block diagram.

Example of Serial Communication from LabVIEW

 LabVIEW Example Code
is provided for this section

Now modify the original PID example so that instead of getting the temperature value from a built-in thermocouple 
module, you retrieve it from a serial instrument. In this case, read the value from a Lake Shore Cryotronics 211. 

On IDNet, you can search for the instrument and download a driver. You can also directly search for a driver from LabVIEW.

Figure 4.51. With LabVIEW, you can directly search and install communications drivers for more than 7,000 devices. 

The utility automatically downloads and saves the drivers in the instr.lib file under the LabVIEW directory. Drivers 
saved in this folder automatically show up on the palette when LabVIEW is launched, so, in LabVIEW, you see a new 
entry in the Instrument Drivers palette for the LSCI 211 temperature monitor. 

ftp://ftp.ni.com/evaluation/crio/compactrio_developers_guide/ch4_basic_serial_architecture_example.zip
ftp://ftp.ni.com/evaluation/crio/compactrio_developers_guide/ch4_basic_serial_architecture_example.zip
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Figure 4.52. You can browse instrument drivers from the Instrument I/O palette. 

Next modify the PID application so that Thermocouple 1 is a single-process shared variable with a real-time FIFO 
(instead of an I/O alias). Set a default value for Thermocouple 1 in the initialization routine.

Finally add a second loop for the serial communications task. Before entering the loop initialize serial 
communications to the device, in the loop read the temperature and write it to the memory table (the single-process 
shared variable). When you stop the loop close the serial communications. 

Figure 4.53. A Complete Application Reading Temperature Data from a Serial Device and Passing the Data to a High-Priority Control Loop

RS232 and RS422/RS485 Four-Port NI C Series Modules for CompactRIO
If your application requires higher performance or additional RS232 ports and/or RS485/RS422 ports, you can use the 
NI 9870 and NI 9871 serial interfaces for CompactRIO to add more serial ports. These boards are accessed directly 
from the FPGA using LabVIEW FPGA. LabVIEW FPGA programming is covered in detail in a later section. 
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Communicating with PLCs and Other Industrial Networked Devices
Often, applications call for integrating NI PACs such as CompactRIO into an existing industrial system or with other 
industrial devices. These systems can consist of traditional PLCS, PACs, or a wide variety of specialty devices such 
as motor controllers, sensors, and human machine interfaces. These devices come with a wide arrange of communication 
options ranging from simple RS232 to specialized high-speed industrial networks. 

There are three common methods to connect CompactRIO to an industrial system or PLC. You can directly wire the 
CompactRIO to the PLC using standard analog or digital IO. This method is simple but scales for only very small 
systems. For larger systems, you can use an industrial communications protocol to communicate between the 
CompactRIO and the PLC. For large SCADA applications OPC may be a good tool. OPC scales to very high channels 
but uses Windows technology and, therefore, requires a Windows PC to perform the communications. 

Figure 4.54. Three Methods for Connecting a CompactRIO Controller to an Industrial Device

Industrial Communications Protocols
Beyond using standard I/O, the most common way to connect a CompactRIO to other industrial devices is using 
industrial communications protocols. Most protocols use standard physical layers such as RS232, RS485, CAN, or 
Ethernet. As discussed earlier, buses like RS232 and Ethernet provide the physical layer for simple communications, 
but lack any predefined methods of higher-level communication, providing just enough for a user to send and receive 
individual bytes and messages. When working with large amounts of industrial data, handling those bytes and 
converting them into relevant control data quickly becomes tedious. Industrial communications protocols provide a 
framework for how data is communicated. They are fundamentally similar to instrument drivers discussed earlier 
although they typically run a more sophisticated stack. 

Figure 4.55. Typical Industrial Protocol implementation
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Industrial protocols take a low level bus like RS232 or TCP/IP and add predefined techniques for communication on 
top. This is very similar to how HTTP, the protocol for web content delivery, sits on top of TCP/IP. It is possible to 
write your own HTTP client like Internet Explorer or Firefox, but it takes a large effort and may not accurately connect 
to all servers without hours of testing and verification. Similarly, devices and controllers that support industrial 
networking standards are much easier to integrate at the program level and abstract the low-level communication 
details from the end user, allowing engineers to focus on the application. 

Because CompactRIO has built-in serial and Ethernet ports it can easily support many protocols including Modbus 
TCP, Modbus Serial, Ethernet-IP and others. There are also plug-in modules available for communication with most 
common industrial protocols such as PROFIBUS, CANopen and more.

When native communication is not available another option is to use gateways. Gateways are protocol translators 
and can convert between different industrial protocols. For example, if you wanted to connect to a CC-Link network 
you can do this by using a gateway. The gateway can talk Modbus TCP on the PAC end and translate that to CC-Link 
on the other end. 

Modbus Communications
Modbus is the most common industrial protocol in use today. It was developed in 1979 and supports both serial and 
Ethernet physical layers. Modbus is an application layer messaging protocol for client/server communication 
between devices connected on a bus or network. Modbus can be implemented using asynchronous serial 
transmission to communicate with touch screens, PLCs, and gateways to support other types of industrial buses. 
Modbus can be used with a CompactRIO and its on-board serial or Ethernet boards. Note that the on-board serial 
port of CompactRIO uses RS232 while some Modbus devices may use the RS485 electrical layer. In this case, a 
common RS485 to RS232 adapter can be used. 

Figure 4.56. Software Architecture for Communicating with Modbus Devices

The Modbus Serial protocol is based on a master/slave architecture. An address, ranging from 1 to 247, is assigned to 
each slave device. Only one master is connected to the bus at any given time. Slave devices do not transmit information 
unless a request is made by the master device, and slave devices cannot communicate to other slave devices.

Information is passed between master and slave devices by reading and writing to registers located on the slave device. 
The Modbus specification distinguishes the use of four register tables, each capable of 65,536 items and differentiated 
by register type and read-write access. Register address tables do not overlap in this implementation of LabVIEW.
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Tables Object Type Type of Access Comments

Discrete Inputs Single-Bit Read Only Master only can read. Only the slave 
device can change its register values.

Coils Single-Bit Read-Write Both master and slave can read and 
write to these registers.

Input Registers 16-Bit Word Read Only Master only can read. Only the slave 
device can change its register values.

Holding Registers 16-Bit Word Read-Write Both master and slave can read and 
write to these registers.

Table 4.2. Information is passed between master and slave devices by reading and writing to registers located on the slave device.

For a comprehensive introduction to Modbus, visit ni.com. You can also download the free Modbus LabVIEW Library. 
Once installed, using the Modbus Library is similar to using the NI-VISA functions for serial communications. The 
palette installs to Functions»User Libraries»NI Modbus. Examples are included in the third and fourth columns of 
the palette. 

Figure 4.57. LabVIEW offers a Modbus Library for master and slave communication.

Before starting with Modbus programming, you must determine several important parameters of your Modbus 
device by consulting its documentation: 

1. Master or slave? If your Modbus device is a slave, configure your CompactRIO as a master. This is the most 
common configuration. Likewise, connecting to a Modbus master (such as another PLC) requires configuring 
the CompactRIO as a slave. 

2. Serial or Ethernet? Modbus Ethernet devices are sometimes called “Modbus TCP” devices. 

3. For Modbus serial: 
 
■   RS232 or RS485? Many Modbus devices are RS232, but some use the higher-power RS485 bus for longer
    distances. RS232 devices can plug directly into a CompactRIO system, but an RS485 device needs an  
    RS232-RS485 converter to function properly. 
 
■    RTU or ASCII mode? RTU/ASCII refers to the way data is represented on the serial bus. RTU data is in raw 

binary, whereas ASCII data is human-readable on the raw bus. This parameter is required by the Modbus VIs. 

4. What are the register addresses? Every Modbus device has a mapping of its I/O to registers, coils, and discrete 
inputs for reading and writing, represented by a numerical address. Per Modbus convention, a register address 
is always one less than the register name. This is similar to the first element of an array being element 0. The 
Modbus LabVIEW Library requires register addresses, not register names. 

http://zone.ni.com/devzone/cda/tut/p/id/7675
http://sine.ni.com/nips/cds/view/p/lang/en/nid/201711
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Modbus Example
The example shows using CompactRIO in its most common Modbus implementation as a Modbus RTU Master on 
an RS232 serial port. The configuration values are not wired for simplicity and therefore run as their defaults: 

 ■ Baud rate: 9600, no parity, no flow control, 10 s timeout

 ■ RTU data format

 ■ Slave address 0

If your device uses different parameters, make sure to wire the inputs on all of the affected VIs. 

While this example shows using Modbus on a serial port, it can be easily adapted to using Modbus over TCP/Ethernet 
by replacing the VIs with their Ethernet equivalents in the palettes. 

When run, this example polls the most recent temperature value from a Modbus device, scale the data, and place it 
in the main memory table. It then reads the most recent output value, scales the data back to integer values, and 
updates the slave with the new value. To integrate this example into your control architecture, run this loop as 
another parallel “driver” task. Inputs and outputs from the Modbus device are stored locally in a memory table using 
single-process shared variables with real-time FIFOs. 

Figure 4.58. A LabVIEW Example of Modus Communications

First, you must select the serial port. For CompactRIO, this is ASRL1::INSTR. If the VI is targeted to a connected 
CompactRIO, this field should populate automatically. Then, the main Modbus loop begins. This example shows a 
simple input register read/write. Registers are used for multivalue data and are 16-bit integers. Typically, input registers 
are read in a batch, so the starting address is specified and the number of sequential addresses to be read is specified. 
In this way, you can read many inputs with one call to the Read VI. 

For the example, the first value returned is indexed from the array, scaled to engineering units, and placed in the 
memory table. Dependent on the sensor, calibration, and other factors, the scaling is determined by the end user. 
Typically users place this scaling function in a subVI. 

To write the most recent output data to the Modbus network, a Modbus Write is called. Once again, data must be 
scaled back to the integer form of data used by Modbus, and then published to the appropriate host address. The 
example shows a single register write; however there are functions for updating many values at once. 

This example shows a loop rate update of 500 ms, however this rate can be adjusted to achieve the update rate desired 
to the end device. Keep in mind that the maximum loop rate is dependent on the number of registers/coils being 
read/written, the baud rates of the Modbus connection, and the capabilities of the end device. In general, Modbus/TCP 
devices are able to be updated more quickly than Modbus serial devices. Also consider that excessive loop rates under 
10 ms can use excessive CPU time on the CompactRIO and leave less processing time for other tasks.
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EtherNet/IP
Another very common industrial protocol is EtherNet/IP. EtherNet/IP is a protocol commonly found on modern Rockwell 
(Allen-Bradley) PLCs and uses standard Ethernet cabling for communication with industrial I/O. NI has a library available 
on ni.com/labs that allows CompactRIO to communicate via Explicit Messaging to directly read and write tags from 
the PLC or to be a full EtherNet/IP Class 1 Adapter (slave). While the library is a labs product, it is built from a verified 
EtherNet/IP protocol stack and has been thoroughly tested. Install the driver by running the setup program. 

Figure 4.59. With EtherNet/IP, you can directly read and write to tags on a Rockwell PLC from CompactRIO.

The EtherNet/IP driver integrates into the control architecture using the same techniques as the Modbus library. 
Create another parallel loop that works as a “driver” task. Pass data from the EtherNet/IP network to the memory 
table using single-process shared variables with a real-time FIFO. 

OPC
OPC, or OLE for Process Control, is a common protocol used in many applications with high channel counts and low update 
rates, which are common in process industries such as oil and gas and pharmaceutical manufacturing. OPC is designed for 
connecting HMI and SCADA systems to controllers – it is not generally used for communication between controllers. 
A common use for OPC is to integrate a CompactRIO controller into a third-party system for HMI and SCADA applications. 

The OPC specification is a large collection of standards that span many applications. This discussion focuses on OPC Data 
Access, the core specification that defines how to universally move data around using common Windows technologies. 
The network shared variable in LabVIEW provides a gateway to OPC. 

 Figure 4.60. The network-published shared variable provides a gateway to OPC.

OPC is a Windows-only technology and CompactRIO cannot directly communicate using the OPC protocol. Instead a 
Windows PC can communicate to the CompactRIO using the PSP protocol and can translate and republish the 
information via OPC. When running on a Windows machine, the NI Shared Variable Engine functions as an OPC 

http://www.ni.com/labs
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Server and performs this translation and republishing automatically. This means other OPC clients such as third-party 
SCADA packages or process control software can access and retrieve data from the CompactRIO device. 

Publishing Data from a CompactRIO System over OPC
The following example describes how to use the windows Shared Variable Engine to make values available as an 
OPC server. The example assumes you are already publishing data onto the network via the PSP protocol (network-
published shared variables) hosted by the CompactRIO system. In this example the network shared variable is 
named “SV_PID_SetPoint.” 

1. The Windows PC also hosts network-published shared variables. Any Windows based network shared variable 
by default is also published as an OPC item. 

2. The Windows variables are “bound” to the data from the CompactRIO system causing the Windows variable 
engine to subscribe to and receive data from the CompactRIO system and update the OPC items.

3. Other OPC clients connect to the Windows PC and use the data for display, HMI, etc. 

4. CompactRIO publishes data onto the network using networked-published shared variables hosted on the 
CompactRIO controller. 

 Figure 4.61. Network-Published Shared Variables Hosted on the CompactRIO System

5. The Windows PC also hosts network-published shared variables. Any Windows-based network shared variable 
by default is also published as an OPC item. In the LabVIEW Project, Windows shared variables are located 
under My Computer. Create a shared variable right-clicking My Computer and selecting New»Variable. 



96

 Figure 4.62. Network-published shared variables hosted on Windows are automatically published via OPC.

6. The Windows variables are “aliased” to the data from the CompactRIO causing the Windows variable engine 
to subscribe and receive data from the CompactRIO and update the OPC items. In the Shared Variable 
Properties window, give the variable a useful name such as “SV_PID_SetPoint_OPC.” Check the Enable 
Aliasing box and click the Browse button to browse to the SV_PID_SetPoint variable on the CompactRIO. 

 Figure 4.63. An aliased network-published shared variable provides a gateway between CompactRIO and OPC.

7. Save the new library that is created with a useful name, such as “OPC Library.lvlib.” 

8. Deploy the variables to the shared variable engine by right clicking the library and selecting Deploy. 

9. The shared variable is now published an OPC item. You can verify the variable is working correctly by launching an 
OPC client such as the NI Distributed System Manager (Start»Programs»National Instruments»NI Distributed 
System Manager).
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 Figure 4.64. The OPC clients, such as the NI Distributed System Manager, can read and write to the OPC item.

10.   If you have an OPC client available, such as the LabVIEW DSC Module, you can verify the variable is working 
from that client as well. NI shared variable OPC items are published under the National Instruments.Variable 
Engine.1 server name. 

11.   Once variables are deployed in the Shared Variable Engine, they stay deployed with subsequent reboots of the 
OPC server machine. 

Find more information on the Shared Variable Engine and OPC on ni.com. 

http://zone.ni.com/devzone/cda/tut/p/id/4679#toc3
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CHAPTER 5 
Adding I/O to the CompactRIO System

Adding I/O to CompactRIO 
A typical CompactRIO system can hold up to eight NI C Series modules in its backplane, but some control 
applications require more I/O channels or I/O that is distributed from the main controller. You can use two methods 
to easily expand your hardware system:

 ■ Ethernet I/O 

 ■ Deterministic Ethernet I/O

Ethernet I/O
Expanding a CompactRIO system using Ethernet I/O involves the addition of one or more CompactRIO systems to 
the same network. The main controller is responsible for running the real-time control loop using I/O from two 
different systems. The expansion controller, which has either no logic running on its processor or simple logic to 
implement a network watchdog, provides expansion or distributed I/O for the main controller. Programmers can use 
existing network infrastructure such as switches and routers. Although full duplex switch networks eliminate packet 
collisions, switches introduce jitter and general Ethernet should only be used in applications where deterministic 
communication is not required. If synchronization between the local I/O and expansion I/O is required, see the 
“Deterministic Ethernet I/O” section for more information.

Using another CompactRIO system as Ethernet I/O lends itself to several different architectures such as the following:

1. The host PC runs the LabVIEW code and the two CompactRIO systems provide I/O and/or additional 
processing

2. The main controller and the expansion controller both run embedded real-time/FPGA logic and share 
information using I/O aliases or shared variables

Step 1. Configure the Expansion System
The simplest method of adding another CompactRIO system as Ethernet I/O involves connecting two CompactRIO 
systems to the same network. Detailed instructions on how to configure each the controller and its IP address are 
covered later in this document in a Getting Started with CompactRIO section.

Figure 5.1. The simplest method of adding another CompactRIO system as Ethernet I/O involves connecting  
two CompactRIO systems to the same network.
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Once both controllers have IP addresses, add both controllers into the LabVIEW Project. Select Scan Interface as the 
programming mode for both. The LabVIEW Project Explorer window automatically adds all the modules and I/O 
channels in the main and expansion systems. 

Figure 5.2. The LabVIEW Project Explorer window displays two CompactRIO systems connected over TCP/IP.

The I/O from the expansion controller is automatically published via the PSP protocol. You can directly drag the I/O 
onto the block diagram of the main controller to read and write to the expansion controller. 

You can adjust how often the expansion chassis sends updated data on the network by changing the Network 
Publishing Period. Right-click on the controller and select Properties. In the Real-Time CompactRIO Properties 
window, select Scan Engine on the left-hand menu to access these periods.

Figure 5.3. The scan period and network publishing period can be adjusted in the properties of the CompactRIO controller.

Considerations for Ethernet Disconnections
Because the expansion controller is designed to run an embedded real-time program, there is no network watchdog. 
This means that if the connection between the main controller and the expansion controller is broken, the outputs 
remain in their last state. If this is not acceptable, you should write a small real-time application for the expansion 
controller that monitors a heartbeat from the main controller and sets outputs to safe states if disconnected. 
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Step 2. Add the I/O into the Scan of the Main Controller
In the program running on the main controller read the I/O and add it to the I/O scan. An earlier section goes into 
detail of adding data to the I/O scan from sources such as Ethernet. However here is a brief review. 

Asynchronous Nondeterministic I/O
Because you are reading data over standard Ethernet this I/O is nondeterministic. For this use case, you should create a 
regular while loop or a timed loop with a lower priority. This allows the control task to run deterministically and reliably 
because it is not affected by the possibly high-jitter I/O device in the custom I/O scan task. Set the task timing based on 
the required update rate. 

Figure 5.4. Add a loop or timed loop to handle the I/O expansion scan task.

Step 3. Copy the Data into the Memory Table
To access the data read and written in the custom I/O scan task throughout the application, create single-process 
shared variables with real-time FIFOs, as discussed in the section “Passing Data between Tasks.” 

Figure 5.5. Use single-process shared variables to share the custom I/O data with other tasks.
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Tip: For high-channel-count systems, you can streamline the creation of multiple I/O aliases by exporting and 
importing .csv spreadsheet files using the Multiple Variable Editor. 

In the loop read the variables off the network, check for warnings or errors, and write the data into the single-process 
shared variables.

Figure 5.6. In a communications task read the data from the expansion chassis and write it  
into the memory table using single-process shared variables.

Deterministic Ethernet I/O

 LabVIEW Example Code
is provided for this section

In certain applications, the main I/O and expansion I/O systems require tight synchronization, such that all the inputs 
and outputs are updated at the same time. Using a deterministic bus allows the main controller to know not only when 
the expansion I/O is updated but also exactly how long the data takes to arrive. You can easily distribute CompactRIO 
with deterministic Ethernet technology using the NI 9144 expansion chassis.

Overview of the NI 9144 – Deterministic Ethernet Chassis
The NI 9144 is a rugged expansion chassis for expanding CompactRIO systems using a deterministic Ethernet 
protocol called EtherCAT. With a master-slave architecture, you can use any CompactRIO controller with two 
Ethernet ports as the master device and the NI 9144 as the slave device. The NI 9144 also has two ports that permit 
daisy chaining from the controller to expand time-critical applications. 

Figure 5.7. The CompactRIO hardware architecture expands time-critical systems using the NI 9144 deterministic Ethernet chassis.

 This eight-slot chassis supports more than 30 analog and digital C Series modules with single-point measurements. 
Unlike the CompactRIO controller, the NI 9144 is primarily designed to provide distributed I/O because it does not 

ftp://ftp.ni.com/evaluation/crio/compactrio_developers_guide/ch5_ethernet_expansion_example.zip
ftp://ftp.ni.com/evaluation/crio/compactrio_developers_guide/ch5_ethernet_expansion_example.zip
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contain a processor that can be targeted by the LabVIEW Real-Time Module. However, it incorporates a network 
watchdog that sets outputs to a default (0V or off) state if it is disconnected from the master and is directly 
integrated into the NI Scan Engine with I/O variables.

Figure 5.8. NI 9144 Expansion Chassis

Step 1. Configure the Deterministic Expansion Chassis
To enable EtherCAT support on the CompactRIO controller (an NI cRIO-9074 in this example), you must install the NI-
Industrial Communications for EtherCAT driver on the host computer. The NI-Industrial Communications for EtherCAT 
driver is available on the CD included with the NI 9144 chassis and on ni.com for free download. 

Figure 5.9. To configure the deterministic Ethernet system, connect Port 1 of the cRIO-9074  
to the host computer and connect Port 2 to the NI 9144.

Configure the Real-Time CompactRIO to Be the Deterministic Bus Master 
1. Launch Measurement & Automation Explorer (MAX) and connect to the CompactRIO controller. 

2. In MAX, expand the controller under Remote Systems in the Configuration pane. Right-click Software and 
select Add/Remove Software.

Figure 5.10. Install the appropriate software in Measurement & Automation Explorer.

3. If the controller already has LabVIEW Real-Time and NI-RIO installed on it, select Custom software installation 
and click Next. Click Yes if a warning dialog box appears. Click the box next to IndCom for EtherCAT Scan 
Engine Support. The required dependences are automatically checked. Click Next to continue installing 
software on the controller.

http://joule.ni.com/nidu/cds/view/p/id/1218/lang/en?
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4. Once the software installation is finished, select the controller under Remote Systems in the Configuration 
pane. Click the Advanced Ethernet Settings button. In the Ethernet Devices window, select the secondary 
MAC address (the one that does not say primary). Under Ethernet Device Settings, select EtherCAT in the 
drop-down box under Mode and click OK.

Figure 5.11. Select “EtherCAT” as the mode for the second Ethernet port of the CompactRIO controller.

Step 2. Add Deterministic I/O to the IO Scan 
1. Connect the host computer and Port 1 of the CompactRIO controller to the same Ethernet network. Use 

a standard Ethernet cable to directly connect Port 2 of the CompactRIO controller to the IN port of the NI 
9144 expansion chassis. To add more NI 9144 chassis, use the Ethernet cable to connect the OUT port of the 
previous NI 9144 to the IN port of the next NI 9144.

2. In the LabVIEW Project Explorer window, right-click on the CompactRIO controller and select  
New»Targets and Devices.

3. In the Add Targets and Devices dialog window, expand the category EtherCAT Master Device to autodiscover 
the EtherCAT port on the master controller. In the Scan Slaves dialog window that appears, choose the first 
option to autodiscover any slave devices connected to the controller. Click OK. The LabVIEW Project now lists 
the master controller, the NI 9144 chassis, their I/O modules, and the physical I/O on each module. 

Figure 5.12. The LabVIEW Project lists the master controller, NI 9144 chassis, and the I/O modules.

4. Finally create I/O aliases that correspond to the physical channels and use these to access the expansion IO. 
The scan engine automatically manages I/O synchronization such that all modules are read and updated at the 
same time once each scan cycle. 

Tip: For high-channel-count systems, you can streamline the creation of multiple I/O aliases by exporting and 
importing .csv spreadsheet files using the Multiple Variable Editor. 
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Machine Vision/Inspection
Machine vision is a combination of image acquisition from one or more industrial cameras and the processing of the 
images acquired. These images are usually processed using a library of image processing functions that range from 
simply detecting the edge of an object to reading various types of text or complex codes.

Figure 5.13. Edge detection, optical character recognition, and 2D code reading are common machine vision tasks.

Oftentimes, more than one of these measurements is made on one vision system from one or more images. You 
can use this for many applications including verifying that the contents of a container match the text on the front of 
the bottle or ensuring that a code has printed in the right place on a sticker.

The information from these processed images is fed into the control system for data logging, defect detection, 
motion guidance, process control, and so on. 

For information on the algorithms available in NI vision tools, see the Vision Concepts Manual .

Machine Vision System Architecture
Typical machine vision systems consist of an industrial camera that connects to a real-time vision system, usually via 
a standardized camera bus such as IEEE 1394, gigabit Ethernet, or Camera Link. The real-time system processes the 
images and has I/O available for communicating to the control system. 

A few companies have combined the camera with the vision system, creating something called a smart camera. 
Smart cameras are industrial cameras that have onboard image processing and typically include some basic I/O. 

National Instruments offers both types of embedded machine vision systems. The NI Compact Vision System (Figure 5.14) 
is a real-time embedded vision system that features direct connectivity to up to three IEEE 1394 cameras as well as 
29 general-use I/Os for synchronization and triggering. This system features Ethernet connectivity to your industrial 
network, allowing communication back to NI CompactRIO hardware. 

NI Smart Cameras (Figure 5.14) are industrial image sensors combined with programmable processors to create rugged, 
all-in-one solutions for machine vision applications. These cameras have a VGA (640x480 pixels) or SXGA (1280x1024 pixels) 
resolution as well as an option to include a digital signal processor (DSP) for added performance for specific algorithms. 
These cameras feature dual gigabit Ethernet ports, digital inputs and outputs, and a built-in lighting controller.

 Figure 5.14. NI Compact Vision System and NI Smart Camera

http://digital.ni.com/manuals.nsf/websearch/345D6BEBE40279D986257448004AE536
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National Instruments also offers plug-in image acquisition boards called frame grabbers that provide connectivity between 
industrial cameras and PCI, PCI Express, PXI, and PXI Express slots. These boards are commonly used for scientific and 
automated test applications, but you also can use them to prototype a vision application on a PC before you purchase any 
industrial vision systems or smart cameras. 

All NI image acquisition hardware uses the same driver software called NI Vision Acquisition software. With this software, 
you can design and prototype your application on the hardware platform of your choice and then deploy to the industrial 
platform that best suits your application requirements with minimal code changes.

Lighting and Optics
This primer does not cover lighting and optics in depth, but they are crucial to the success of your application. These 
documents cover the majority of the basic and some more advanced machine vision lighting concepts: 

 ■ A Practical Guide to Machine Vision Lighting – Part I

 ■ A Practical Guide to Machine Vision Lighting – Part II

 ■ A Practical Guide to Machine Vision Lighting – Part III

The lens used in a machine vision application changes the field of view. The field of view is the area under inspection 
that is imaged by the camera. It is critical to ensure that the field of view of your system includes the object you 
want to inspect. To calculate the horizontal and vertical field of view (FOV) of your imaging system, use Equation 1 
and the specifications for the image sensor of your camera.

Equation 1, Field of View Calculation

Where:

 ■ FOV is the field of view in either the horizontal or vertical direction, 

 ■ Pixel Pitch measures the distance between the centers of adjacent pixels in either the 
horizontal or vertical direction, 

 ■ Active Pixels is the number of pixels in either the horizontal or vertical direction, 

 ■ Working Distance is the distance from the front element (external glass) of the lens to the 
object under inspection, 

 ■ Focal Length measures how strongly a lens converges (focuses) or diverges (diffuses) light.

http://zone.ni.com/devzone/cda/tut/p/id/6901
http://zone.ni.com/devzone/cda/tut/p/id/6902
http://zone.ni.com/devzone/cda/tut/p/id/6903
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Figure 5.15. Lens selection determines the field of view.

For example, if the working distance of your imaging setup is 100 mm, and the focal length of the lens is 8 mm, then 
the field of view in the horizontal direction of an NI Smart Camera using the VGA sensor in full scan mode is:

Similarly, the field of view in the vertical direction is:

Based on the result, you can see that you might need to adjust the various parameters in the FOV equation until you 
achieve the right combination of components that match your inspection needs. This might include increasing your 
working distance, choosing a lens with a shorter focal length, or changing to a high resolution camera. 

Software Options
Once you have chosen the hardware platform for your machine vision project, you need to select the software platform 
you want to use. National Instruments offers two application development environments (ADEs) for machine vision. 
Both NI Compact Vision Systems and NI Smart Cameras are LabVIEW Real-Time targets, so you can develop your 
machine vision application using the LabVIEW Real-Time Module and the NI Vision Development Module. 

The NI Vision Development Module is a library of machine vision functions that range from basic filtering to pattern 
matching and optical character recognition. This library also includes the NI Vision Assistant and the Vision Assistant 
Express VI. The Vision Assistant is a rapid prototyping tool for machine vision applications. With this tool, you can use 
click-and-drag, configurable menus to set up most of your application. With the Vision Assistant Express VI, you can 
use this same prototyping tool directly within LabVIEW Real-Time.

Another software platform option is NI Vision Builder for Automated Inspection (AI). Vision Builder AI is a configurable 
machine vision ADE based on a state diagram model, so looping and decision making are extremely simple. Vision 
Builder AI features many of the high-level tools found in the Vision Development Module. Both hardware targets 
work with Vision Builder AI as well, giving you the flexibility to choose the software you are most comfortable with 
and the hardware that best suits your application.
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Figure 5.16. National Instruments offers both configuration software and a full programming environment  
for machine vision application development.

Machine Vision/Control System Interface
Most smart camera or embedded vision system applications provide real-time inline processing and give outputs 
that you can use as another input into the control system. The control system usually has control over when this 
image acquisition and processing starts via sending a trigger to the vision system. The trigger can also come from 
hardware sensors such as proximity sensors or quadrature encoders. 

The image is processed into a set of usable results such as the position of a box on a conveyor or the value and 
quality of a 2D code printed on an automotive part. These results are reported back to the control system and/or sent 
across the industrial network for logging. You can choose from several methods to report these results, from a 
simple digital I/O to shared variables or direct TCP/IP communication, as discussed previously in this document.

Machine Vision Using LabVIEW Real-Time
The following example demonstrates the development of a machine vision application for an NI Smart Camera using 
LabVIEW Real-Time and the Vision Development Module. 

Step 1. Add an NI Smart Camera to the LabVIEW Project
You can add the NI Smart Camera to the same LabVIEW Project as the CompactRIO system. If you wish to 
prototype without the smart camera connected, you can also simulate a camera. 
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Figure 5.17. You can add NI Smart Camera systems to the same LabVIEW Project as CompactRIO systems.

Step 2. Use LabVIEW to Program the NI Smart Camera
Creating an application for the smart camera is almost identical to creating an application for a CompactRIO real-time 
controller. The main difference is the use of the NI Vision Acquisition drivers to acquire your images and algorithms in 
the Vision Development Module in order to process them. 

You can create a new VI and targeted to the smart camera just as you have created VIs for CompactRIO. 

Figure 5.18. Adding a VI on Your NI Smart Camera to Your Project in LabVIEW Real-Time

Upon deployment, this VI resides on the storage on the smart camera and runs on the smart camera during run time. 

To simplify the process of acquiring and processing images, National Instruments includes Express VIs in the Vision 
Palette. Use these Express VIs in this example to acquire images from the smart camera (or vision system, if that’s 
what you’re using) as well as process the images. To access these Express VIs, right-click on the block diagram and 
choose Vision»Vision Express.

Figure 5.19. The Vision Express Palette
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The first step is to set up an acquisition from your camera. Or, if your camera is not available or not fixtured correctly 
yet, you also can set up a simulated acquisition by opening images stored on your hard drive.

Start by dropping the Vision Acquisition Express VI onto the block diagram. This menu-driven interface is designed so 
that you can quickly acquire your first image. If you have any recognized image acquisition hardware connected to 
your computer, it shows up as an option. If not, you have the option on the first menu to open images from disk. 

Figure 5.20. The Vision Acquisition Express VI guides you though creating a vision application in LabVIEW.

Next, choose which type of acquisition you are implementing. For this example, select Continuous Acquisition with 
inline processing. This allows you to sit in a loop and process images. Next, test your input source and verify that it 
looks right. If it does, then click the finish button at the bottom.

Once this Express VI generates the LabVIEW code behind the scenes, the block diagram appears again. Now drop 
the Vision Assistant Express VI just to the right of the Vision Assistant Express VI.

With the Vision Assistant, you can prototype your vision processing quickly. You can deploy this same tool to real-time 
systems, although traditional LabVIEW VIs are usually implemented to provide greater efficiency in the real-time systems. 
For an overview of the tools available in this assistant, view the NI Vision Assistant Tutorial.

Step 3. Communicate with the CompactRIO System
Once you have set up the machine vision you plan to conduct with the Vision Assistant Express VI, the last thing to 
do is communicate the data with the CompactRIO. You can use network-published shared variables to pass data 
between the two systems. Details on network communication between LabVIEW systems are covered in depth in 
an earlier section in this document. In this example, you are examining a battery clamp, and you want to return the 
condition of the holes (if they are drilled correctly) and the current gap shown in the clamp. 

http://digital.ni.com/manuals.nsf/websearch/7449F8D894ED3F9D8625745100771596
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Figure 5.21. A complete inspection in LabVIEW.

As you can see in Figure 5.21, the results of the inspection are passed as current values to the CompactRIO via 
shared variables hosted on the CompactRIO. You can also pass the data as commands to the CompactRIO. 

Machine Vision Using Vision Builder AI
As mentioned above, Vision Builder AI is a configurable environment for machine vision. You implement all of the 
image acquisition, image processing, and data handling through configurable menus. 

Step 1. Configure an NI Smart Camera with Vision Builder AI
When you open the environment, you see a splash screen where you can choose your execution target. If you do 
not have a smart camera connected, you can simulate a smart camera. Choose this option for this example.

Figure 5.22. Choose your execution target from the Vision Builder AI splash screen.

With this emulator, you can set up lighting and trigger options, arrange I/O to communicate to the CompactRIO hardware, 
and complete many of the other actions required to configure the smart camera without having one available for your 
development system. Once you have selected your execution target, click on Configure Inspection. This takes you into 
the development environment, which features four main windows. Use the largest window, the Image Display Window, 
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to see the image you have acquired as well as any overlays you have placed on the image. Use the window to the upper 
right, the State Diagram Window, to show the states of your inspection (with your current state highlighted). The bottom 
right window, the Inspection Step Palette, displays all the inspection steps for your application. Lastly, the thin bar at the 
bottom is the Step Display Window, where you see all of the steps that are in the current state.

Figure 5.23. The Vision Builder AI Development Environment

This example implements the same inspection as the LabVIEW example, which inspected battery clamps and 
returned the number of holes and the gap of the clamp back to CompactRIO via the two shared variables hosted on 
the CompactRIO hardware.

Step 2. Configure the Inspection
The first step of the inspection, just like in LabVIEW, is to acquire the image. Implement this with the Acquire Image 
(Smart Camera) step. Select this step and configure the emulation by clicking on the Configure Simulation Settings 
button. For example, set the image to grab the images from the following path:

C:\Program Files\National Instruments\Vision Builder AI 3.6\DemoImg\Battery\BAT0000.PNG

This library of images should install with every copy of Vision Builder AI (with differing version numbers). After selecting 
the file above, also make sure to check the box for Cycle through folder images. 

You also see that with this window, you can configure exposure times, gains, and other settings for the camera. 
These settings do not make any difference in the emulator, but in the real world, they go hand-in-hand with lighting 
and optics choices. 

Figure 5.24. The Image Acquisition Setup Step
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From here, set up pattern matching, edge detection, object detection, code reading, or any other algorithms you need. 
For example, implement a pattern match to set the overall rotation of the object, a detect objects to see if both of the 
holes were in the clamp, and a caliper tool to detect the distance between the clamp prongs. This generates a few 
pass/fail results that you can use to set the overall inspection status, which you can display on the overlay to the user.

Figure 5.25. A Completed Inspection in Vision Builder AI

Now create two new states by clicking the toggle main window view button (circled in red). Create a pass state and a fail 
state. In both states, report the values back to CompactRIO but, in the fail state, also reject the part using some digital I/O.

Step 3. Communicate with the CompactRIO System
Vision Builder AI provides access to many of the I/O types that have been discussed previously, including network-
published shared vVariables, RS232, Modbus, Modbus/TCP, and raw TCP/IP. In this example, use the variable 
manager to access the shared variables hosted on CompactRIO. Access the variable manager by navigating to 
Tools»Variable Manager. 

Here you can discover the variables on CompactRIO by navigating to the Network Variables tab. From there, select 
and add the variables and bind them to variables within the inspection.

Figure 5.26. Setting Up Variable Communication in Vision Builder AI

Now these results are sent back to CompactRIO, and the inspection waits on the next camera trigger. 

As you can see, both methods (programmable and configurable) offer the user a way to acquire images, process 
them, and then use the pertinent information to report results back to a CompactRIO control system or to directly 
control I/O from a real-time vision system. 
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CHAPTER 6 
Customizing the Hardware through 
LabVIEW FPGA

Extending CompactRIO through LabVIEW FPGA
So far, the control architecture discussed in this document has focused on using the onboard FPGA within 
CompactRIO with a fixed personality running the CompactRIO Scan Mode. This section demonstrates when, why, 
and how to extend the capabilities of the FPGA. The scan mode can support most NI C Series I/O modules for 
CompactRIO and multiple higher-level functions, such as quadrature-encoder measurements and PWM generation, 
but the FPGA is capable of much more when customized with LabVIEW FPGA. 

With LabVIEW FPGA you can:

 ■ Collect analog waveform at rates of hundreds of kilohertz 

 ■ Create custom digital pulse trains at up to 40 MHz

 ■ Implement custom digital communication protocols

 ■ Run control loops at rates in the hundreds of kilohertz

 ■ Use modules not supported by the scan mode including CAN and PROFIBUS communication

 ■ Implement custom timing, triggering, and filtering

Because the CompactRIO FPGA is completely customizable, you can run both the scan mode and custom LabVIEW FPGA 
code side by side at the same time. 

Figure 6.1. You can supplement the capabilities of the scan mode with custom LabVIEW FPGA code.
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When to Use LabVIEW FPGA
You should supplement the scan mode using the LabVIEW FPGA Module for several reasons. With the combination 
of a real-time processor and programmable FPGA on CompactRIO, you can create a system to take advantage of the 
strengths of each computing platform. The real-time processor excels at floating-point math and analysis and 
peripheral communication such as network-published shared variables and Web services. The FPGA excels at smaller 
tasks that require very high-speed logic and precise timing. Below is a list of scenarios for which you program the 
FPGA directly. 

High-Speed Waveform Acquisition /Generation (greater than 1 kHz) 
The CompactRIO Scan Mode is optimized for control loops running at less than 1 kHz, but many C Series I/O 
modules are capable of acquiring and generating at much higher rates. If you need to take full advantage of these 
module features and acquire or generate at speeds higher than 1 kHz, you can use LabVIEW FPGA to acquire at a 
user-defined rate tailored to your application.

Custom Triggering/Timing/Synchronization 
With the reconfigurable FPGA, you can create simple, advanced, or otherwise custom implementations of triggers, 
timing schemes, and I/O or chassis synchronization. These can be as elaborate as triggering a custom CAN message 
based on the rise of an analog acquisition exceeding a threshold or as simple as acquiring input values on the rising 
edge of an external clock source. 

Hardware-Based Analysis/Generation and Coprocessing
Many sensors output more data than can be reasonably processed on the real-time processor alone. You can use the 
FPGA as a valuable coprocessor to analyze or generate complex signals while freeing the processor for other critical 
threads. This type of FPGA based coprocessing is commonly used in applications such as:

 ■ Encoding/decoding sensors 
– Tachometers 
– Standard and/or custom digital protocols 

 ■ Signal processing and analysis 
– Spectral analysis (fast Fourier transforms and windowing) 
– Filtering, averaging, and so on 
– Data reduction 
– Third-party IP integration

 ■ Sensor simulation 
– Cam and crank 
– Linear-voltage differential transformers (LVDTs)

 ■ Hardware-in-the-loop simulation

Highest-Performance Control
Not only can you use the FPGA for high-speed acquisition and generation, but you also can implement many control 
algorithms on the FPGA. You can use single-point I/O with multichannel, tunable PID or other control algorithms to 
implement deterministic control with loop rates up to hundreds of kilohertz.

Unsupported Modules
Several C Series modules do not feature scan mode support. For these modules, you need to use LabVIEW FPGA to 
build an interface between the I/O and your real-time application. For a list of modules that feature scan mode 
support, see C Series Modules Supported by CompactRIO Scan Mode.

http://zone.ni.com/devzone/cda/tut/p/id/7692
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Unsupported Targets
CompactRIO targets with 1M gate FPGAs cannot fully support the scan mode. You can implement some scan mode 
features on unsupported targets, but you must use LabVIEW FPGA. The KnowledgeBase article “Using CompactRIO 
Scan Mode with Unsupported Backplanes” describes how to use LabVIEW FPGA to build a custom scan mode 
interface for an unsupported FPGA target. 

FPGA Overview
A field-programmable gate array, or FPGA, is a programmable chip composed of three basic components: logic 
blocks, programmable interconnects, and I/O blocks. 

Figure 6.2. An FPGA is composed of configurable logic and I/O blocks tied together with programmable interconnects.

The logic blocks are a collection of digital components such as lookup tables, multipliers, and multiplexers where bits 
are crunched and processed to produce programmatic results. These logic blocks are connected with programmable 
interconnects that serve as a sort of micro-breadboard to route signals from one logic block to the next. The 
programmable interconnect can also route signals to the I/O blocks that are connected to the pins on the chip for 
two-way communication to surrounding circuitry. FPGAs are really just a blank silicon canvas that you can program to 
be any type of custom digital hardware. Traditionally, programming these FPGA chips has been difficult and, 
therefore, only possible by experienced digital designers and hardware engineers. National Instruments has 
abstracted programming these devices through graphical system design with LabVIEW FPGA so that nearly anyone 
can take advantage of these powerful reconfigurable chips.

Because LabVIEW FPGA VIs are synthesized down to physical hardware gates connected by programmable 
interconnects, the FPGA compile process is different from the compile process for a traditional LabVIEW for 
Windows or LabVIEW Real-Time application. When writing code for the FPGA, you write the same LabVIEW code as 
you do for any other target, but when you select the Run button, LabVIEW internally goes through a different 
process. First, LabVIEW FPGA generates VHDL code and passes it to the Xilinx compiler. Then the Xilinx compiler 
synthesizes the VHDL and places and routes all synthesized components into a bitfile. Finally, the bitfile is 
downloaded to the FPGA and the FPGA assumes the personality you have programmed. This process, which is more 
complicated than other LabVIEW compiles, can take five to 10 minutes to complete or up to several hours for 
complicated designs. Because of the relatively long compile times, you should spend more time debugging and 
planning your LabVIEW FPGA code before attempting to compile. 
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Figure 6.3. Under the hood, the LabVIEW FPGA compiler translates LabVIEW code into VHDL and  
invokes the Xilinx compile tools to generate a bitfile, which runs directly on the FPGA. 

Benefits of FPGAs
Because your LabVIEW FPGA code runs directly on hardware, you can take advantage of the following FPGA-based 
design benefits:

High Reliability
LabVIEW FPGA code running on a FPGA is highly reliable because the logic is compiled into a physical hardware 
design. Once you program the FPGA, it becomes a hardware chip with all of the associated reliability.

High Determinism
Processor-based systems often involve several abstraction layers to help schedule tasks and share resources among 
multiple processes. The driver layer controls hardware resources and the operating system manages memory and 
processor bandwidth. For any given processor core, only one instruction can execute at a time. Real-time operating 
systems reduce jitter to a finite maximum when programmed with good priority hierarchy. FPGAs do not use any 
operating systems. This minimizes reliability concerns with true parallel execution and deterministic hardware 
dedicated to every task. For NI FPGA-based hardware, you can achieve 25 ns timing accuracy of critical components 
within your design.

True Parallelism
Multithreaded applications break down into multiple parallel sections of code which are executed in a round-robin 
fashion, giving the appearance of parallel execution. Multicore processors expand on that idea by allowing 
multithreaded applications to truly execute multiple parallel code at one time. The number of parallel pieces of code 
executing concurrently is limited to the number of cores available in the specific processor. Because an FPGA 
implements parallel code as parallel circuits in hardware, you are not limited by processor cores; therefore, every 
piece of parallel code in an entire FPGA application can execute concurrently. Even traditionally serial operations can 
improve throughput on FPGAs by implementing pipelining.
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Reconfigurability
Being reconfigurable, FPGA chips are able to keep up with any future modifications you might need. As a product or 
system matures, you can make functional enhancements without spending time redesigning hardware or modifying 
a board layout. This is especially applicable to industrial communication protocols. As communication protocols 
evolve and improve over time, you can modify the implementation of that protocol within an FPGA to support the 
latest technology features and changes. 

Instant Boot Up
Because LabVIEW FPGA code runs directly on the FPGA without an overarching operating system, the code you 
download to the FPGA flash memory begins running within milliseconds of powering on your CompactRIO chassis. 
This code can begin executing a control loop or setting startup output values. 

Programming with LabVIEW FPGA
As you explore the need to extend the control architecture on NI CompactRIO hardware to include custom FPGA 
programming, consider how to include this in your system. In reality, CompactRIO hardware has three programming 
modes: scan mode, pure FPGA interface mode, and hybrid mode. The vast majority of this control architecture 
document has focused on using the CompactRIO Scan Mode to retrieve I/O. You have learned that the enabling 
technology for this programming mode is a fixed FPGA personality that marshals the data through the FPGA and up 
to the real-time host. This section examines how to use the FPGA in hybrid mode to access I/O directly with FPGA 
programmability while keeping other I/O under the scan mode. With hybrid mode, you can use the FPGA 
programming model to handle waveform buffered acquisition, inline processing, and certain modules that do not 
feature scan mode support.

Figure 6.4. In hybrid mode, you can choose to acquire physical I/O through the scan mode or the FPGA interface.
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Hybrid Mode on CompactRIO

Figure 6.5. After activating hybrid mode, write an FPGA VI to interface with the module and pass data to the real-time host.

In hybrid mode, you can continue using the NI RIO Scan Interface on some modules while programming others 
directly on the FPGA. Activate FPGA programming for a particular module by dragging and dropping the module 
project item from under the CompactRIO chassis to under the FPGA target. By doing this, you can program the 
FPGA for custom code running in parallel to the scan interface for other modules. 

Figure 6.6. This project in hybrid mode shows some modules under the CompactRIO chassis  
and others (module 3 in this figure) under the FPGA.

Using hybrid mode requires a working knowledge of FPGA programming and using the FPGA interface on the real-
time side because typical applications that require hybrid mode are intrinsically more complex. 
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Waveform Acquisition Example
Scan mode is a single-point acquisition method that closes the loop at rates up to 1 kHz. However, most modules can 
sample faster than this rate. To sample module input at rates above 1 kHz, you must complete the following steps: 

1. Put the module in hybrid mode by placing it in the FPGA context within the project  
(discussed in the previous section)

2. Write an FPGA VI that: 
a. Reads data from an FPGA I/O node
b. Uses LabVIEW structures and logic to define acquisition rates and triggering 
c. Packs the data into a DMA buffer for consumption on the host

3. Modify the host to read from DMA in arrays

4. Put the array data into the I/O scan (discussed in the “Adding I/O Outside the Scan Mode” section)

Reading from an I/O Node 
To create a new FPGA VI, right-click on the FPGA Target in the project and create a new VI under the FPGA Target. By 
activating hybrid mode on a particular module, you can see a new folder under the FPGA that contains all of the I/O 
points for that module. Drag and drop an I/O point on the block diagram to get an I/O node.

Figure 6.7. Drag and drop an I/O node to the FPGA block diagram.

Running the VI at this point starts the compile process. You probably want to use FPGA simulation during development. 
To switch the FPGA target to simulation, right-click on the target and select Execute VI on…»Development Computer 
with Simulated I/O.
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Use LabVIEW Structures and Logic to Set Acquisition Rates and Triggering
The FPGA I/O Node returns single-point data when called. Use LabVIEW structures and logic to specify the sampling 
rate and triggering.

Use a loop with a loop timer to set the sampling rate. The general guideline for sampled acquisition is to put a loop timer in 
the first frame of a sequence structure and the FPGA I/O Node in the second with a loop around the whole thing. The sample 
delay in ticks sets the rate. Ticks are the pulses on the FPGA clock, which is 40 MHz by default. For example, implementing 
a sample delay of 20,000 ticks of the 40 MHz clock renders a sampling rate of 2 kHz. You can also specify the sample delay 
in microseconds or milliseconds by double-clicking the loop timer and adjusting the configuration panel. Of course, no 
matter what you specify, the module only samples up to the maximum rate specified in the module documentation.

 
Figure 6.8. The Acquisition Scheme for a Standard Analog Input Module

To implement a triggered application, use a case structure gated on the trigger condition. This trigger condition can 
be an input from the host processor or it can be derived from logic directly on the FPGA. Figure 6.9 shows the 
simplest case of a one-shot trigger. With LabVIEW FPGA you can implement more complex triggering schemes such 
as retriggering, pause triggering, or any type of custom triggering.

Figure 6.9. Simple One-Shot Trigger

Example – Stream Waveform Data to Real-Time Hardware from the FPGA 

 LabVIEW Example Code
is provided for this section

Configure Communication between the FPGA and Real-Time Hardware
You can use DM) to stream high-speed data between the FPGA and real-time hardware. To create a DMA buffer for 
streaming data, right-click on the FPGA target and select New..»FIFO. 

Give the FIFO structure a descriptive name and choose target-to-host as the type. This means that data should flow 
through this DMA FIFO from the FPGA target to the real-time host. You can also set data type and FPGA FIFO 
depths. Pressing OK puts this new FIFO into your project, which you can drag and drop to the FPGA block diagram. 

ftp://ftp.ni.com/evaluation/crio/compactrio_developers_guide/ch6_fpga_streaming.zip
ftp://ftp.ni.com/evaluation/crio/compactrio_developers_guide/ch6_fpga_streaming.zip
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Figure 6.10. Simple DMA Transfer on One Channel

It is fairly simple to put a DMA FIFO on your diagram. However, complexities arise when the default settings on the 
DMA transfer are not sufficient. If missing data points create a bug in your system, you must monitor the full flag on 
the FPGA and latch it when a fault occurs. Simply sampling this register from the host is not sufficient to catch quick 
transitions on that variable. Figure 6.11 shows various latching techniques on the timeout (full flag). 

Figure 6.11. Example of No Latch, Simple Latch, and Latch with Reset

If you are receiving full flags, you need to either increase buffer size on the host, read larger chunks on the host, or 
read faster on the host. Keep in mind that many control and monitoring applications need only the most up-to-date 
data. Therefore losing data may not be an issue for a system as long as it returns the most recent data when called. 

Another consideration for DMA transfer is using one DMA FIFO for multiple channels. In hybrid mode CompactRIO 
systems only have one DMA channel available. To pack multiple channels into one DMA FIFO, use an interleaving 
technique, and unpack using decimation on the host.

Figure 6.12. You can use build array and indexing on a for loop to implement an interleaved multichannel data stream.
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Reading DMA Channels from the Real-Time Program
On your real-time program, you need another loop to read the array. To retrieve the data from the DMA buffer, you 
have to use the FPGA interface VIs.

Figure 6.13 The FPGA interface Palette

Open FPGA VI Reference
Opens a reference to the FPGA VI or bitfile and FPGA target you specify. Right-click the Open FPGA VI Reference 
function and select Configure Open FPGA VI Reference from the shortcut menu to display the Configure Open FPGA 
VI Reference dialog box. Choose your FPGA VI from the dialog. 

Read/Write Control
Reads a value from or writes a value to a control or indicator in the FPGA VI on the FPGA target. This can be a trigger 
condition, sampling rate, or any other data or parameter set by a control or indicator in the FPGA VI. 

Invoke Method
Invokes an FPGA interface method or action from a host VI on an FPGA VI. Use these methods to implement the 
following: download, abort, reset, and run the FPGA VI on the FPGA target; wait for and acknowledge FPGA VI 
interrupts; read DMA FIFOs; and write to DMA FIFOs. The methods you can choose from depend on your target 
hardware and the FPGA VI. You must wire the FPGA VI Reference In input to view the available methods in the 
shortcut menu. For the waveform acquisition, use this node to read the DMA FIFO into an array. 

Close FPGA VI Reference
Closes the reference to the FPGA VI and, optionally, resets or aborts the execution of the VI. 

Open a reference to the FPGA VI, set parameters, use the Invoke Node in a task loop to read waveform data, and 
close the FPGA reference to implement the simplest DMA read. For many applications, default configurations are 
sufficient. However, as previously discussed, complexities can arise from buffer sizes, timeouts, and synchronization. 
You can search on advanced FPGA DMA topics to understand and learn how to deal with these issues. 

Below is a simple real-time application that reads a waveform from the FPGA, performs an average calculation on the 
waveform and passes the data to a separate control loop that is running a PID loop to control a PWM output based 
on the waveform average. This type of application might be used to control a signal generator or laser that is tuned 
using a PWM input signal. 
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Figure 6.14. Simple DMA Read Using the FPGA Interface on the Real-Time Host

Example – Inserting Single-Point Data from an FPGA into a Real-Time Scan

 LabVIEW Example Code
is provided for this section

Inline Processing
Besides waveform acquisition, another reason to use the FPGA is inline processing. A given system may not need all 
the data from the high-speed signal on the real-time controller but may require some type of processed data from an 
input signal. Examples of inline processing include filtering, averaging, or measurements. In the last example, you passed 
a waveform to real-time hardware and then performed a root-mean-square (RMS) calculation. Instead, you can use 
LabVIEW FPGA to do the RMS calculation and just pass the result.

LabVIEW FPGA has several built-in functions for processing as well as support for most LabVIEW constructs to help 
you create custom processing. Most of the procedure for implementing inline processing is the same as waveform 
acquisition. You still need to use an I/O module in FPGA hybrid mode by dragging it under the FPGA in the project. 
Create a new FPGA VI and add I/O in the same way. The main differences are which code you put in the FPGA VI and 
the necessity of buffered acquisition with DMA. Any control or indicator on the front panel of a LabVIEW FPGA VI 
can be read or written directly from RT. 

Figure 6.15 shows the FPGA code to read channel 0, make an RMS calculation, and pass the results to the real-time program.

Figure 6.15. Inline Processing on LabVIEW FPGA – A high-speed analog signal is processed to determine the RMS measurement 

ftp://ftp.ni.com/evaluation/crio/compactrio_developers_guide/ch6_fpga_singlepoint_io_example.zip
ftp://ftp.ni.com/evaluation/crio/compactrio_developers_guide/ch6_fpga_singlepoint_io_example.zip
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You can modify the real-time code so you can read the RMS result directly, check to see if any errors or warnings 
occurred, and then pass it into the memory table using the single-process shared variable. Because this is a 
deterministic operation, you can run this in a timed loop with higher priority. This ensures that you get a new data 
point each time the PID loop runs. 

Figure 6.16. Deterministic data from the FPGA is read and inserted into the memory table.

C Series Modules without Scan Mode Support
Most C Series modules feature scan mode support, but some specialty modules such as motor drivers, CAN, serial, 
and SD card modules do not. Additionally CompactRIO is open, allowing customers and third parties to create C 
Series modules. To use these modules in your CompactRIO system, make sure they are under the FPGA in the 
project to place them in hybrid mode. Because these are not typical analog or digital modules, there is no 
generalized API for the FPGA, but NI modules have examples in the NI Example Finder that include LabVIEW FPGA 
and LabVIEW Real-Time host code and most third-party modules ship with examples.

Figure 6.17. Write SD Card Example for the NI 9802
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LabVIEW FPGA Development Best Practices
This section covers a number of advanced tips and tricks to cut your development time when creating high-
performance control systems with the LabVIEW FPGA Module and CompactRIO. It examines debugging techniques 
such as simulation as well as several recommended programming practices, ways to avoid common mistakes, and 
numerous methods to create fast, efficient, and reliable LabVIEW FPGA applications.

To get this most from this section, you need to have a basic knowledge of LabVIEW FPGA programming techniques.

This section features examples developed to create a high-performance control system for a brushed DC motor. 
Explore a variety of the programming techniques used in the creation of LabVIEW FPGA subVIs for generating the 
PWM drive signal, decoding the digital pulses from the quadrature encoder sensor, and performing PID control to 
close the motor position loop. The end result is a high-performance control system with subnanosecond timing jitter 
and multiple 40 MHz processing loops that consumes only 17 percent of a 3M gate FPGA. 

Now consider five key development techniques to create reliable, high-performance LabVIEW FPGA applications.

Technique 1. Use Single-Cycle Timed Loops (SCTLs)
The first development technique focuses on the use of single-cycle timed loops, or SCTLs, in the LabVIEW FPGA Module.

SCTLs, which tell the LabVIEW FPGA compiler to optimize the code inside, add the special timing constraint 
requiring the code to execute in a single tick of the FPGA clock. Code compiled inside an SCTL is more optimized 
and takes up less space on the FPGA compared to the same code inside a regular while loop. Code inside an SCTL 
also executes extremely fast. At the default clock rate of 40 MHz, one cycle is equal to just 25 ns. 

Figure 6.18 shows two identical LabVIEW FPGA applications – the one on the left uses normal while loops and the 
one on the right uses SCTLs in its subVIs. This example illustrates the power of parallel processing. The upper loop is 
reading and processing the digital signals from a quadrature encoder sensor on a motor and the lower loop is 
performing PWM to control the amount of power sent to the motor. This application is written for the NI 9505 motor 
drive module, which controls brushed DC motors. This code runs extremely fast – the application on the right is 
running two different loops at a 40 MHz clock rate. 

Single-Cycle Timed Loops

Number of SLICEs: 2456 out of 14336  17%

While Loops

Number of SLICEs: 3245 out of 14336  22%

Figure 6.18. The Power of Parallel Processing

The results from your compile report are also shown. The application built with SCTLs uses fewer SLICEs, but it takes 
longer to compile because the compiler has to work harder to meet the timing constraints applied by the SCTL.

Now examine how the SCTL works in more depth.
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When code is compiled in a normal while loop, LabVIEW FPGA inserts flip-flops to clock data from one function to 
the next, thereby enforcing the synchronous dataflow nature of LabVIEW and preventing race conditions. The flip-
flops are marked in Figure 6.19 with the FF boxes drawn at the output of each function. 

Figure 6.19. When code is compiled in a normal while loop, LabVIEW FPGA inserts flip-flops (marked as “FFs”)  
to clock data from one function to the next.

Figure 6.20 shows the same code compiled into an SCTL. Only the inputs and outputs of the loop have flip-flops. The 
internal code is implemented in a more parallel fashion, and more logic reduction is implemented to optimize the 
code in between the inputs and outputs of the loop.

Figure 6.20. The Code from Figure 6.19 Compiled into an SCTL

As you can see, SCTLs are a simple way to optimize your LabVIEW FPGA code, but there are some limitations to 
using them, as shown in Table 6.1.

Items Not Allowed in SCTL Suggested Alternative

Long sequences of serial code Make the code more parallel. Insert feedback nodes in the wires 
to add pipelining.

Quotient and remainder Use a Scale by Power of 2 to do integer division, or use the fixed 
point math library

Loop timer, wait functions Use a Tick Count function to trigger an event instead

Analog input, analog output Place in a separate while loop and use local variables to send data

While loops For nested subVIs, use feedback nodes to hold state

Table 6.1. Single-Cycle Timed Loop (SCTL) Limitations

To use the SCTL, all operations inside the loop must fit within one cycle of the FPGA clock. In the beginning of the compile 
process, the code generator emits an error message if the SCTL cannot generate the proper code for the compiler. That 
means that long sequences of serial code may not be able to fit in an SCTL. Serial code is code in which the results of one 
calculation are needed by the next operation, preventing parallel execution of the calculations. To fix this, you can rewrite the 
code to make it more parallel. For example, you can insert a Feedback Node ( ) to pass the results from one 
calculation to the next on the following iteration of the loop – this is known as pipelining. You can use the pipelining 
technique to reduce the length of each run through the SCTL by breaking up the code among multiple iterations of the loop.
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You cannot use the Quotient and Remainder function in an SCTL. If you need to divide a number by an integer value, 
you can use the Scale by Power of 2 function instead. With this function, you can multiply or divide by powers of two, 
that is, 2, 4, 8, 16, 32, and so on. For a fixed-point result, you can use the Fixed-Point Math Library for LabVIEW FPGA. 
Figure 6.21 shows the fixed-point divide subVI and configuration panel including the Execution Mode control that 
enables the function to be used within an SCTL.

Figure 6.21. Fixed-Point Divide SubVI and Configuration Panel

The Fixed-Point Math Library contains LabVIEW FPGA IP blocks that implement a variety of elementary and transcendental 
math functions. These functions use the fixed-point data type introduced in LabVIEW 8.5, which extends the current 
offering of functions to include divide, sine, and cosine. All functions are verified for usage inside and outside an SCTL 
as well as in Windows and FPGA simulation on the development computer. The library features help documentation 
with information on each function. You can download it free of charge from ni.com. 

If you are trying to create a subVI to implement inside an SCTL, you can use a feedback node to hold state information in the 
subVI. This eliminates the need to use a while loop inside an SCTL. The LabVIEW FPGA example in Figure 6.22 calculates one 
of the differential equations for a DC motor using functions from the Fixed-Point Math Library. After each fixed-point math 
function, you use a feedback node to pipeline the result and thereby pass the value from one iteration to the next. Then you 
use the Tick Count function (in the upper right corner) with a feedback node to calculate the loop rate of the subVI execution. 

Figure 6.22. Calculating a Differential Equation for a DC Motor Using Fixed-Point Math Library Functions

In Figure 6.23, you can see the top-level SCTL in the FPGA application, which calls the motor simulation subVI. 
Because the subVI is nested within an SCTL, the Loop Rate (Ticks) value returned is always equal to 1. However, 
pipelining causes a six-tick latency from the voltage (V) input to the i (A) current output of the subVI.

http://zone.ni.com/devzone/cda/tut/p/id/7781
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Figure 6.23. Pipelining causes a six-tick latency from the voltage (V) input to the i (A) current output of the subVI.

In addition to pipelining, you can use a state machine within the SCTL to better organize your code and run through a 
sequence of steps. The basic component of the state machine is a case structure, with each containing one state 
and using a shift register to determine the next state after each loop iteration. Each state must be able to run in one 
clock cycle if the subVI is to be placed in an SCTL. In addition, you can use shift registers and a counter value to 
implement the functionality of a for loop or add a specific number of wait states to your program execution.

Note: Adding a loop timer or wait function causes the code to execute slower than one tick, so you cannot use it in 
an SCTL. Analog input and analog output functions also take more than one clock tick to execute and cannot be used 
in an SCTL. However, you can put them in a normal while loop and use local variables to share data with the SCTLs.

Tip: Creating Counters and Timers
If you need to trigger an event after a period of time, use the Tick Count function to measure elapsed time as shown 
in Figure 6.24. Do not use the iteration terminal that is built into while loops and SCTLs because it eventually 
saturates at its maximum value. This happens after 2,147,483,647 iterations of the loop. At a 40 MHz clock rate, this 
takes only 53.687 seconds. Instead, make your own counter using an unsigned integer and a feedback node as well 
as the Tick Count function to provide time based on the 40 MHz FPGA clock. 

Figure 6.24. Using the Tick Count Function to Measure Elapsed Time

Because you used an unsigned integer for the counter value, your elapsed time calculations remain correct when the 
counter rolls over. This is because if you subtract one count value from another using unsigned integers, you still get 
the correct answer even if the counter overflows. 

Another common type of counter is an iteration counter that measures the number of times a loop has executed. Unsigned 
integers are typically preferred for iteration counters because they give the largest range before rolling over. The unsigned 
64-bit integer data type you are using for the counter provides a huge counting range – equivalent to about 18 billion-billion. 
Even with the FPGA clock running at 40 MHz, this counter will not overflow for more than 14,000 years. 

Figure 6.25. Unsigned integers are typically preferred for iteration counters  
because they give the largest range before rolling over.

Now examine another technique to create well-written and efficient LabVIEW FPGA code.
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Technique 2. Write Your FPGA Code as Modular, Reusable SubVIs
The next major development technique is modular development – breaking your application into independent functions 
that you can individually specify, design, and test. It seems like a simple concept, but for FPGA development, it can have 
some especially nice benefits. For example, consider a function designed to measure the rate of the loop in which it is 
placed and count the number of times it executes. Inside the loop is a Tick Count function that reads the current FPGA 
clock and subtracts it from the previous value, which is stored in a shift register. In addition, you have a 64-bit counter 
that increments each time the function is called. This function uses an SCTL, so it takes only a single 25 ns clock tick to 
execute. Therefore, this subVI is designed to be placed inside a normal while loop without affecting its execution speed. 

The front panel is shown in Figure 6.26. The indicators have been assigned to the two right terminals of the subVI so 
data can be passed to the upper-level LabVIEW FPGA application in which it is placed.

Figure 6.26. Front Panel of a SubVI Designed to Be Placed inside a Normal While Loop without Affecting Its Execution Speed

The function is used in the application example in Figure 6.27. The subVI is placed inside another loop to measure the 
execution rate of the top-level code. 

Figure 6.27. The subVI is placed inside another loop to measure the execution rate of the top-level code. 

Review some of the top benefits of writing code this way in Table 6.2.

Benefit Explanation

Easier to debug and troubleshoot You can test code on Windows before compiling

Easier to document and track changes You can include help information in the VI documentation

Creates a cleaner, more easily understood, top-level diagram Code is more intuitive to other programmers

Table 6.2. Benefits of Writing Your FPGA Code as Modular, Reusable SubVIs
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Writing modular code is almost always a good idea, but when you are designing FPGA logic, it has extra advantages. 

First, the code is easier to debug and troubleshoot. One big benefit is that you can test the subVI on Windows before 
you compile it for the FPGA. Review examples of that later in this section. 

Second, it is easier to document and track changes because the code is modular and you can include help information in 
the VI documentation.

Third, the intended functionality of the code is typically cleaner, easier to understand, and more reusable. The options 
you want to offer the programmer are typically made available as terminals on the subVI. Most often users do not need 
to modify the underlying code – they can just use the parameters you provide, such as in this Pulse Width Modulation 
(FPGA). vi example. 

Figure 6.28. Programmers can use the parameters you provide in this VI.

Now consider some tips for creating modular, reusable subVIs for LabVIEW FPGA.

Tip: Separate Logic from I/O
The first tip is to keep I/O nodes out of your subVIs. This makes them more modular and portable and makes the top-level 
diagram more readable. Particularly for control applications, it is nice to have all of the I/O operations clearly visible when 
viewing the top-level diagram for the application, as shown in the PWM loop written for the NI 9505 motor drive module in 
Figure 6.29.

Figure 6.29. Keep I/O nodes out of your subVIs and make sure they are clearly visible  
in the top-level diagram for your application.

Rather than embedding the I/O node in the subVI, a terminal is used to pass the data from the subVI to the top-level 
diagram. This makes the FPGA code easier to debug because you can test the subVI individually in Windows using 
simulated I/O. 
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Figure 6.30. Rather than embedding the I/O node in the subVI, a terminal is used  
to pass the data from the subVI to the top-level diagram.

Taking this approach also reduces extraneous I/O node instances that might otherwise be included multiple times in the 
subVI, resulting in unnecessary gate usage due to the need for the compiler to add the extra arbitration logic necessary 
to handle multiple callers accessing the same shared resource.

Finally, this approach makes the top-level application more readable – all I/O read and write operations are explicitly 
shown on the top-level diagram and not hidden from view. 

Often when you are writing function blocks like this, the subVI needs some local memory capability so it can hold 
state values, such as elapsed time, and pass that information from one iteration to the next.

Tip: Hold State Values in a Function Block
Figure 6.31 shows how you can add shift register nodes to your loop to pass information from one iteration of the 
loop to the next. The Iteration counter increments each time the function block is called. 

Notice that the Loop Condition terminal has a constant wired to it that causes the loop to run for only one iteration 
each time it is called. You are not really looping in this case – you are simply using the SCTL to optimize the code and 
hold the state values with shift registers. 

Figure 6.31. Add shift register nodes to your loop to pass information from one iteration of the loop to the next.

Note: The shift register must be uninitialized for the subVI to hold state this way. On first call, the shift register value 
is the default value for the data type – for integers, that is 0, for Booleans that is False. If you need to initialize the 
value to something else, use a First Call? function and a Select function .

You may be wondering how to create a modular function block that works inside an SCTL because you are not 
allowed to nest one SCTL within another. 

You can use feedback nodes to accomplish the same task, as shown in Figure 6.32. The main benefit of this 
approach is that you can easily initialize the feedback nodes and place the subVI within a top-level SCTL because it 
contains no nested loop structure. 
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Figure 6.32. You can use feedback nodes to create a modular function block that works inside an SCTL.

A third option is the use of VI-scoped memory. This is a block of memory that the subVI can use locally and that does 
not have to be manually added to the project. This makes the code more modular and portable when moving it 
between projects. 

Figure 6.33. Use the subVI with VI-scoped memory to make the code more modular and portable.

In this simple example, using VI-scoped memory is probably overkill for the application. You have only two memory 
locations and are storing only one data point in each memory location. However, VI-scoped memory is a powerful 
tool for applications that need to store arrays of data. In general, you should always avoid using large front panel 
arrays as a data storage mechanism – use VI-scoped memory instead.

Run-Time Updatable Lookup Table (LUT)
A common use for local memory in FPGA-based control applications is to store table data, such as the calibration 
table for a nonlinear sensor, a precalculated math formula (such as log or exponential), or an arbitrary waveform that 
you can replay by indexing through the table addresses. Figure 6.34 shows an FPGA-based lookup table (LUT) configured 
to store 10,000 fixed-point values and perform linear interpolation between stored values. Because VI-scoped memory is 
used, you can change the LUT values while the application is running and without the need to recompile the FPGA.
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Figure 6.34. FPGA-Based LUT Configured to Store 10,000 Fixed-Point Values and Perform Linear Interpolation between Stored Values

Now examine the configuration pages for the VI-Scoped Memory block in this example. You can configure the depth 
and data type and even define initial values for the memory elements. 

Figure 6.35. Configuration Pages for the VI-Scoped Memory Block in This Example

Consider another tip for creating modular FPGA subVIs that has to do with the timing of how the code runs.
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Tip: Do Not Place Delay Timers in the SubVI
In general, it is a good idea to avoid using Loop Timer or Wait functions within your modular subVIs. If the subVI has no 
delays, it executes as fast as possible, thereby making inherent the timing properties of the calling VI rather than slowing 
down the caller. Also, you can typically more easily adapt in an SCTL if it has no internal functions that cause delays.

Figure 6.36. Avoid using Loop Timer or Wait functions within your modular subVIs.

The left side of Figure 6.37 shows how you can adapt PWM code to use a Tick Count function rather than a Loop Timer 
function. Using a feedback node to hold an elapsed time count value, you turn the output on and off at the appropriate 
times and reset the elapsed time counter at the end of the PWM cycle. The code may look a bit more complicated, but 
you can drop it inside a top-level loop without affecting the overall timing of the loop – it is more portable.

Figure 6.37. Adapt PWM code to use a Tick Count function rather than a Loop Timer function.

Now examine one more tip before moving on to the next topic – make code so that you can place multiple copies of 
a subVI in the same application and each copy is independent of the others. 
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Tip: Take Advantage of Reentrancy
Reentrancy is a setting in the subVI Execution properties that you can use to execute multiple copies of the function 
block in parallel with distinct and separate data storage. 

Figure 6.38. Use reentrant execution to make multiple copies of the function block  
in parallel with distinct and separate data storage.

Figure 6.39 illustrates an example. In this case, your subVI is set to reentrant, so all four of these loops run simultaneously 
and any internal shift registers, local variables, or VI-scoped memory data are unique to each instance. 

Figure 6.39. A subVI is set to reentrant, so all four of these loops run simultaneously and any internal shift registers,  
local variables, or VI-scoped memory data are unique to each instance.

In the case of LabVIEW FPGA, this also means that each copy of the function uses its own FPGA slices – so reentrancy 
is great for code portability but it does use more gates. 

If you are really squeezed for FPGA gates, you can make your function multiplexed rather than reentrant. This 
advanced topic is not covered in this section, but it basically involves using local memory to store the register values 
for each of the calling loops, which identify themselves with an integer “ID tag” value. Because the loops all use the 
same underlying FPGA slices (with different memory addresses for the data), each caller blocks the other callers, 
resulting in slower execution. However, gate usage is much less since the same hardware SLICE logic is reused. For 
many control applications where the FPGA is already much faster than the I/O, this is a nice option for saving gates. 
Several functions on the LabVIEW FPGA palette use multiplexing techniques to enable high-channel-count operation 
with minimal FPGA gate usage. These include the PID, Butterworth Filter, Notch Filter, and Rational Resampler 
functions. To see how this works, drop one of these functions onto the block diagram and configure it for multiple 
channels. Then right-click on the function and select Convert to SubVI to reveal the underlying code. 

Now take a look at a major development benefit you get from writing your LabVIEW FPGA code as described in the 
previous sections.
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Technique 3. Use Simulation before You Compile
This third development technique is really powerful because it provides a way to get around the longer compilation time 
and more limited debugging capabilities of LabVIEW FPGA. One of the most important aspects of LabVIEW code for 
embedded developers is the portability of the code. Code written for LabVIEW FPGA is still just LabVIEW code – you can 
run it on Windows or other devices and operating systems. The main difference between these processing targets is the 
speed at which the code runs and whether the targets support true parallel processing like an FPGA or simulated parallel 
processing like a multithreaded operating system for a microprocessor.

LabVIEW FPGA includes the ability to run the entire LabVIEW FPGA application in simulation mode, which you can 
do in conjunction with the host processor application for testing purposes with either random data used for FPGA 
I/O read operations or with a custom VI to generate the simulated I/O signals. This is particularly useful for testing 
FPGA to host communication including DMA data transfers.

However, the disadvantage of this approach is that the entire FPGA application is simulated. For the development 
and testing of new LabVIEW functions, it can be advantageous to test the code one function at a time. This section 
focuses on a capability called functional simulation, which enables a “divide and conquer” approach to debugging so 
you can test each function individually before compiling to the FPGA . Figure 6.40 features screens from two 
functional simulation examples running on Windows that were used for testing and debugging purposes.

Figure 6.40. Screens from Two Functional Simulation Examples Running on Windows That Were Used for Testing and Debugging Purposes

The example in Figure 6.41 shows the front panel and block diagram of a test application used to debug a LabVIEW FPGA 
subVI for PWM. The test application is located in the My Computer section of the LabVIEW Project, and when it is opened, 
it runs in Windows. 

Figure 6.41. Front Panel and Block Diagram of a Test Application Used to Debug a LabVIEW FPGA SubVI for PWM
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Tip: Provide Tick Count Values for Simulation
With the Conditional Disable Structure in LabVIEW, you modify which underlying code is used when the subVI is 
compiled for different processing targets. In this case, you have a Tick Count function that is executed when the 
code is compiled for the FPGA and a front panel control that is executed when the code is executed on Windows. 
Because of this, you can use a “simulated” tick count value when you test the code in Windows to help create both 
bit-accurate and cycle-accurate simulations. 

This technique is used in the PWM test example in Figure 6.41– when the subVI is executed in Windows, a 
simulated FPGA clock is passed to the subVI by using the Iteration terminal of the top-level while loop.

Figure 6.42. A Tick Count function is executed when the code is compiled for the FPGA, and a front panel control  
is implemented when the code is executed on Windows.

As you have seen, you can use functional simulation to test, iterate, and be confident in your FPGA logic before you 
compile. It also helps you use the full LabVIEW debugging toolset while the code is running, and you can create “test 
patterns” to verify the code under a variety of conditions that otherwise might be hard to test. Using simulation as a 
step in your development process, you can do the following:

 ■ Quickly iterate and add features

 ■ Be confident in your LabVIEW FPGA code before you compile

 ■ Use full LabVIEW debugging capabilities (probes, highlight execution, and so on)

 ■ Verify the code under a variety of conditions

Now take simulation a step further and create a simulation that accurately mimics the dynamic closed-loop behavior 
of the physical system within which your LabVIEW FPGA code is connected. 
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Tip: Test the LabVIEW FPGA Code Using the LabVIEW Control Design and Simulation Module
The LabVIEW Control Design and Simulation Module includes state-of-the-art technology for simulating mechatronics 
systems like the DC motor you are controlling with your LabVIEW FPGA application. Figure 6.43 shows the 
theoretical model equations for a brushed DC motor driven by a PWM chopper circuit and connected to a simple 
inertial load with viscous friction. 

Figure 6.43. Theoretical Model Equations for a Brushed DC Motor Driven by a PWM Chopper Circuit  
and Connected to a Simple Inertial Load with Viscous Friction

You implement this using a LabVIEW Control Design and Simulation subsystem containing a formula node. Then you 
enter the two differential equations shown in Figure 6.43 into the formula nodes in a text format as shown in Figure 
6.44. Use Integrator functions ( )to convert from higher-order derivatives, such as from acceleration to velocity 
and from velocity to position.

Figure 6.44. Text Format of the Two Differential Equations Shown in Figure 6.43 

Then place the Brushed DC Motor.vi subsystem within a top-level simulation loop and connect it to the LabVIEW 
FPGA function to simulate the pulsed voltage signal used to drive the motor. The result is a high-fidelity closed-loop 
simulation of how the LabVIEW FPGA code behaves when connected to the real-world electromechanical system.
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Figure 6.45. High-Fidelity Closed-Loop Simulation of How the LabVIEW FPGA Code Behaves  
When Connected to the Real-World Electromechanical System

The simulation results have been validated against actual measurements from the deployed LabVIEW FPGA 
application controlling a motor using the NI 9505 motor drive module, which showed a nearly identical match 
between the simulated and measured waveforms. 

With this approach, you can take code validation way beyond basic functional validation. Think of this as a virtual 
machine emulator that you can use to anticipate how your code performs in the real world. You can use simulation to 
help make design decisions, evaluate performance, select components, and test worst-case conditions. You can 
even tune the PID control loops for your control system in simulation and see how well that tuning works with 
different motors and load conditions. Simulation can also help you select the right physical components for your 
system, such as picking the best motor to meet your performance requirements.

Technique 4. Synchronize Your Loops
Now for the fourth development technique: controlling the timing and synchronization of your LabVIEW FPGA code. 

For most control applications, the timing of when the code executes is very important to the performance and reliability of 
the system. Fortunately, LabVIEW FPGA gives you both unprecedented speed and complete control over the timing of the 
code. Unlike a processor, an FPGA executes code in a truly parallel fashion rather than being able to execute only one 
instruction at a time. That makes programming easier because you do not have to worry about setting priorities and sharing 
the processor time among the different tasks. Each control loop is like a custom-designed processor that is completely 
dedicated to its task. The result is high-reliability, high-performance code. One of the benefits of this performance is that 
control loops are typically more stable, easier to tune, and more responsive to disturbances when they run at a fast rate. 
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In this motor control example, you have two different clock signals – a sample clock and a PID clock. These are Boolean 
signals you generate in the application to provide synchronization among the loops. You can trigger on either the rising 
or falling edge of these clock signals.

Figure 6.46. Motor Control Example with Two Different Clock Signals

Now consider the LabVIEW FPGA code used to monitor these signals and trigger on either the rising or falling edge.

Typically triggering a loop based on a Boolean clock signal works like this: first wait for the rising or falling edge to 
occur and then execute the LabVIEW FPGA code that you want to run when the trigger condition occurs. Engineers 
often implement a sequence structure for which they use the first frame of the sequence to wait for the trigger and 
the second frame to execute the triggered code, as shown in Figure 6.47.

Rising Edge Trigger: In this case, you are looking for the trigger signal to transition from False (or 0) to True (or 1). 
This is done by holding the value in a shift register and using the Greater Than? function. (Note: A True constant is 
wired to the iteration terminal to initialize the value and avoid an early trigger on the first iteration.)

Figure 6.47.Rising Edge Trigger Example

Falling Edge Trigger: In this case, use a Less Than? function to detect the transition from True (or 1) to False (or 0). 
(Note: A False constant is wired to the iteration terminal to initialize the value.)

Figure 6.48.Falling Edge Trigger Example

Analog Level Trigger: Use a Greater Than? function to detect when the analog signal is greater than your analog 
threshold level, and then use the Boolean output of the function as your trigger signal. This case actually is a rising or 
falling edge detector because you are using the Not Equal? function to detect any transition.
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Figure 6.49.Analog Level Trigger Example

Now examine another common triggering use case – latching the value of a signal when a trigger event occurs.

Tip: Latch Values
In this case, you use a rising edge trigger to latch the Analog Input value from another loop into the Latched 
Analog Input register. This value is held constant until the next trigger event occurs. In this example, the actual 
analog input operation is occurring in another loop, and you are using a local variable for communication between the 
loops. (Note: Local variables are a good way to share data between asynchronous loops in LabVIEW FPGA.)

Figure 6.50. In this example, the actual analog input operation is occurring in another loop,  
and you are using a local variable for communication between the loops.

Synchronization with Triggering and Latching
Figure 6.51 shows an example of these triggering and latching techniques in practice. LabVIEW FPGA offers true 
parallel execution. In this case, you have three independent loops. This is like having three custom-designed 
processors running at the same time within the chip. Each loop is completely dedicated to its own task, resulting in 
the highest level of reliability. It also makes programming control in an FPGA easier to architect – unlike with a 
processor, you do not have to worry about your code slowing down when you add new code.

Figure 6.51. Each of these three independent loops is completely dedicated to its own task,  
resulting in the highest level of reliability.

Observations
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 ■ One loop is used to generate synchronization clocks used by other loops.

 ■ The encoder function needs to run at full speed to avoid missing any digital pulses. This function runs at 40 
MHz but latches the Position (Counts) and Velocity (Counts/Interval) signals to synchronize the data with the 
other loops.

 ■ The PID function needs to run at a specific speed (20 kHz or 2000 ticks) and avoid any jitter in its timing. This 
is because the integral and derivate gains depend on the time interval, Ts. If the time interval varied, or if the 
same old value was passed several times into the function, then the integral and derivative gains are incorrect.

 ■ In the bottom loop, you can see that the execution is triggered by the rising edge of the PID clock signal. Read 
a local variable for the signal in this SCTL and exit the loop when you detect a rising edge. Then execute the 
32-bit PID algorithm that is included with the NI SoftMotion Development Module for LabVIEW. This reads the 
commanded position, compares it to the position measured by the encoder, and generates a command for 
the PWM loop. In this case, you are using a Scale by Power of 2 function to divide the PID output signal by 
2^-4, which is equivalent to dividing by 16. This scales the value to the ±2,000 ticks range needed by the PWM 
function. A value of 1,000 ticks is equal to a 50 percent duty cycle because the PWM period is 2,000 ticks.

 ■ Note that the upper two loops are running at a 40 MHz loop rate. The lower loop is triggered to run at a 20 kHz 
loop rate by the PWM clock signal. (When triggered, the NI SoftMotion PID function takes 36 ticks to execute.)

Technique 5. Avoid “Gate Hogs”
Now that you understand four key techniques useful for developing LabVIEW FPGA code, consider one last 
technique: avoiding gate hogs. These are often innocent-looking code that eats up lots of your FPGA gates (also 
known as slices). Three of the most common offenders include the following: 

Large Arrays or Clusters: Creating a large array or cluster with a front panel indicator or control is one of the most 
common programming mistakes that eats up lots of FPGA gates. If you do not need a front panel indicator for 
communication with the host processor, then do not create one. If you need to transfer more than a dozen or so 
array elements, use DMA instead as a way to pass the data. Also avoid using array manipulation functions like this 
Rotate 1D Array function whenever possible. 

Figure 6.52. Avoid using array manipulation functions like this Rotate 1D Array function whenever possible.

Quotient and Remainder: This function implements integer division. The quotient output, floor(x/y), is x divided by 
y, rounded down to the closest integer. The remainder output, x-y*floor(x/y), is whatever is left over. For example, 
23 divided by 5 gives a quotient of 4 and a remainder of 3. This function is gate-intensive and takes multiple clock 
cycles to execute, so you cannot use it in an SCTL. Be sure to wire the minimum data type you need to the 
terminals when working with this function and use constants rather than controls when possible.

Figure 6.53. Quotient and Remainder Function

Scale by Power of 2: If the n terminal is positive, this function multiplies the x input by 2 to the power of n (2^n). If 
n is negative, the function divides by 2^n. For example, setting n to +4 would multiply by 16, while setting it to -4 
would divide by 16. This function is much more efficient than the Quotient and Remainder function. However, use a 
constant of the minimum data size needed for the n terminal whenever possible.
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Figure 6.54. Scale by Power of 2 Function

Note: DMA is a better way to send an array of data to the host than creating a front panel indicator for the array and 
using the FPGA Read/Write method. Arrays are useful for collecting a set of simultaneously sampled data to be fed 
into a DMA buffer for transfer to the host computer. It is OK to use an array to collect the data points together for 
indexing into the DMA Write function as long as you do not create a front panel indicator for the array. Using 
autoindexing on the for loop used to write the data into the DMA buffer is fine as long as you do not create a front 
panel indicator for the array because the compiler does a good job of optimizing arrays passed into for loops for 
indexing purposes.

Tip: Avoid Front-Panel Arrays for Data Transfer
When optimizing your code for the amount of space it uses on the FPGA, you should consider the front panel 
controls and indicators you are implementing. Each front panel object and the data it represents takes up a 
significant portion of the FPGA space. By reducing the number of these objects and decreasing the size of any arrays 
used on the front panel, you can significantly reduce the FPGA space required by the VI. 

Figure 6.55. Creating Large Arrays to Store Data and Transfer It to the Host Application

Instead of creating large arrays to store data and transfer it to the host application (shown in Figure 6.55), use DMA 
to transfer an array of analog input samples to the host processor as shown in Figure 6.56.

Figure 6.56. Using DMA to Transfer an Array of Analog Input Samples to the Host Processor
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Tip: Use DMA for Data Transfer
DMA uses FPGA memory to store data and then transfer it at a high speed to host processor memory with very little 
processor involvement. This uses much fewer processor cycles when sending large blocks of data compared to the 
front panel indicator with the FPGA Read/Write method. 

Figure 6.57. DMA uses FPGA memory to store data and then transfer it at a high speed  
to host processor memory with very little processor involvement.

Programming Tips for Implementing DMA
 ■ When setting the FPGA buffer size, you can use the default size (1023). Creating a larger FPGA memory buffer 

typically does not have benefits.

 ■ You should set the host buffer size to a larger value than the default size. By default, the host buffer size is two 
times bigger than the FPGA buffer. You should actually set it to at least two times the Number of Elements 
you plan to use.

 ■ If you are passing an array of data, the Number of Elements input should always be an integer multiple of the 
array size. For example, if you are passing an array of eight elements, the Number of Elements should be an 
integer multiple of eight (such as 80, which gives 10 samples of eight elements each).

 ■ Each DMA transaction has overhead, so reading larger blocks of data is typically better. The DMA FIFO.Read function 
automatically waits until the Number of Elements you requested become available, minimizing processor usage. 

 ■ Packing 16-bit channel data into a U32 (since DMA uses U32 data type) typically does not have benefits 
on CompactRIO because the PCI bus has very high bandwidth for sending DMA data, so you most likely 
are nowhere near to using up all of the bus bandwidth. Instead, typically the processor is the bottleneck 
in processing the data being streamed. Packing the data in the FPGA means it has to be unpacked on the 
processor, which adds more processor overhead. In general, you should send each channel as a U32 even if 
you are acquiring 16-bit data.

 ■ The Full output on the DMA FIFO Write function is actually an error indicator. This should never occur under 
normal operation, so NI recommends you stop the application if you see this error and reset the FPGA before 
restarting.
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Tip: Use the Minimum Data Type Necessary
Remember to use the minimum data type necessary when programming in LabVIEW FPGA. For example, using a 
32-bit integer (I32) to index a case structure is probably overkill because it is unlikely that you are writing code for 2 
billion different cases. Usually an unsigned 8-bit integer (U8) does the trick because it works for up to 256 different 
cases.

Figure 6.58. Use an unsigned 8-bit integer (U8) to index a case structure because it works for up to 256 different cases.

Tip: Optimize for Size
This FPGA application is too large to compile. Why?

Figure 6.59. This VI is too large to compile.

The application uses an array to store sine wave data. The array is indexed to get a value. In addition, four previous 
points are stored in shift registers. The previous four values are averaged. This VI is too large to compile. What can be 
done to help optimize this code?

Gate hogs found in the code: Large front panel arrays, Quotient and Remainder functions.

To improve the application, replace the array with an LUT as shown in Figure 6.60. 
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Figure 6.60. Improve the application by replacing the array with an LUT.

With this change alone, you can compile the program so it uses only 18 percent of a 1M gate FPGA. Can you further 
optimize the program? 

Next remove both Quotient and Remainder functions. One of them was used to index through the LUT. This was 
replaced by a shift register counter operation, which is a very common technique in FPGA. The other Quotient and 
Remainder function was replaced by a scale by 2 to the power of n. Because the scale by 2 has a constant input, it 
uses very little FPGA space. Note: Scale by 2^ -2 is equal to dividing by 4. 

Figure 6.61. Remove both Quotient and Remainder functions to further optimize the program.

Now the application takes only 9 percent of the FPGA gates.
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Tip: Additional Techniques to Optimize Your FPGA Applications
For more information on this topic, view the “Optimizing FPGA VIs for Speed and Size” white paper in NI Developer Zone. 
It contains detailed information on more than 10 techniques you can use to optimize your LabVIEW FPGA applications.

Table 6.3. More FPGA Application Optimization Techniques

http://zone.ni.com/reference/en-XX/help/371599D-01/lvfpgaconcepts/optimizing_fpga_vis/
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CHAPTER 7 
Creating a Networked User Interface to 
CompactRIO

Building User Interfaces and HMIs Using LabVIEW
This document shows one software design architecture for building an operator interface with a scalable navigation 
engine for cycling through different HMI pages. 

You can use this architecture to build an HMI based on LabVIEW for any HMI hardware targets including the NI TPC-2512 
touch panel computer running the Windows XP Embedded OS or the NI TPC-2106 running the Windows CE OS and the 
NI PPC-2115 panel PC running the Windows XP OS. LabVIEW is a full programming language that provides one solution 
for a variety of development tasks ranging from HMI/SCADA systems to reliable and deterministic control applications. 
The LabVIEW Touch Panel Module offers a graphical programming interface that you can use to develop an HMI in a 
Windows development environment and then deploy it to a National Instruments touch panel computer (TPC) or any 
HMIs running Windows CE. This document offers a framework for engineers developing HMIs based on both Windows 
Vista/XP and Windows CE. 

Basic HMI Architecture Background
An HMI can be as simple or complex as the functionality you require. Choosing the right software architecture 
defines the functionality of an HMI as well as its ability to expand and adapt to future technologies. A basic HMI has 
three main routines: 

1. Initialization and shutdown (housekeeping) routines

2. I/O scan (memory table and I/O and comm drivers) loop

3. Navigation (user interface) loop

Figure 7.1. Routines for a Typical HMI

Initialization and Shutdown
Before executing the I/O scan loop and the navigation loop, the HMI needs to perform an initialization routine. This 
initialization routine sets all controls, indicators, internal variables, and variables communicating with the hardware 
(controller) to default states. You can add more logic to prepare the HMI for operations such as logging files. Before 
stopping the system, the shutdown task closes any references and performs additional tasks such as logging error files. 
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I/O Scan Loop 
The overall HMI architecture is very similar to the CompactRIO architecture and uses both a memory table and a 
command based architecture to pass data between tasks. 

Memory Table
In this architecture, an I/O scan loop reads and writes data from the network and puts it into a memory table. Other 
tasks, such as UI pages read and write data from the memory table. The memory table is created using single-
process shared variables and the I/O scan reads data from network-published shared variables. This minimizes 
overhead and creates a more scalable application. 

Command-Based Architecture 
The I/O Scan also runs a command handler that transfers user commands into network commands for the real-time 
system. To ensure reliable operation, every user command on an HMI needs to be reliably sent to the real-time 
controller. To do this a command-based architecture with a command FIFO is used. 

Figure 7.2. Simple Command Architecture Using Network Variables

A network-published shared variable with buffering enabled creates a FIFO and is used as the transport layer for the 
commands from the HMI to the controller. A LabVIEW queue is used to pass commands from the user interface 
pages to the command handler in the IO Scan. 

Refer to the “Communication” section for more information network commands and on building the worker 
architecture for receiving the parsing the commands from the HMI.

Navigation Loop
This is the loop responsible for managing UIs (display pages). It includes the UI pages and the navigation engine that 
helps you cycle through the different pages available in the HMI. 

UI Pages
Each UI page is a LabVIEW VI. The most common components in a UI page include the following: navigation buttons, 
action buttons, numeric indicators, graphs, Boolean controls and indicators, and images. The UI page reads the 
values to be displayed from the single-process shared variables. 
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Figure 7.3. Example of a Typical UI Page in LabVIEW

User actions, such as pushing a button, are commands for either the navigation engine or for the real-time controller. 
You capture the commands using a LabVIEW event structure either and send them to the navigation engine or use a 
queue to pass them to a command handler that puts them onto the network. To aid in creating an event driven UI 
you can use the standard LabVIEW UI-handling templates. Translate the UI event into the appropriate command by 
passing data into the queue to be handled by the command handler.

Figure 7.4. A User Interface Page Passing Data into the Command Queue

Navigation Engine
The navigation engine is a sub architecture that is part of the navigation loop and is in charge of managing the UI 
pages. It is a LabVIEW state machine built with a while loop and a case structure. Each case encloses a UI page, 
which is a LabVIEW VI set to open when called. 

Figure 7.5. Block Diagram of the Navigation Loop

The navigation engine uses VIs from the Touch Panel Navigation Palette. 
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Figure 7.6. The Navigation Palette

TPC Initialize Navigation
This VI initializes the navigation engine by setting the navigation history depth and the name of the first page to be 
displayed.

TPC Get Next Page
This VI returns the name of the next page and passes it to the case structure in the HMI navigation engine.

TPC Set Next Page
This VI sets the name of the next page to be displayed. Use it within HMI pages to support navigation buttons.

TPC Set Previous Navigation Page
This VI returns the name of the previous page from the page history. Use it within HMI pages to support the 
operation of a “back” navigation button.

The page state and history are stored in a functional global variable that each of these VIs accesses. 
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Basic HMI Architecture for Windows XP,  XP Embedded,  
and CE Operating Systems
Windows XP and XP Embedded are recommended for full-featured HMI applications. The graphics capabilities and 
LabVIEW flexibility are much greater on XP and XP Embedded. Additionally, you can use Windows XP to more easily 
integrate other I/O or communicate with devices using other mechanisms such as OPC. However to provide easy 
scalability the overall architecture is the same for Windows XP, XP Embedded, and CE platforms. 

To demonstrate this architecture, build a basic HMI application. This application contains two UI pages – a home 
page and a pump control page. Each of these UI pages has navigation buttons that take you to the other page. In 
addition to the navigation button, the UI pages have a control and indicators, with values being read from the 
controller through the network-published shared variables in the I/O scan loop and stored locally in single-process 
shared variables. You can use this framework to add many more pages that scale well with your application. 

I/O Table
All process data is stored in a memory table on the HMI. This memory table is built using single-process shared 
variables and can be read and written by the IO scan or by individual UI pages. To create the I/O table, complete the 
following actions:

 ■ Add a touch panel target to the LabVIEW Project.

 ■ Underneath the touch panel target, create a subVI folder. Inside this folder, create an I/O Memory Table folder.

 ■ Right-click on the folder and select New»Variable.

 ■ Create your variables as single-process variables. Because the touch panel does not run a real-time operating 
system these variables do not have the real-time FIFO enabled.

Figure 7.7. Creating Single-Process Variables

 ■ Save your project and your library.

Initialization Task
When the HMI starts-up this task sets the controls, indicators, and internal variables to default states. It also creates 
the queue for internal commands.

1. Open a top-level VI and create a flat sequence structure.

2. In the first frame create a subVI and save it as Default HMI. 

3. Open the subVI and give default values for the memory table by writing to the single-process shared variable. 
Save the changes.
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Figure 7.8. Assigning Default Values to Single-Process Shared Variables

4. The initialization task is also where the command queue is created so that any commands that need to be 
sent over to the controller are queued up without missing any commands. To make your programming more 
scalable make the data type to be enqueued a type def enum. This way if you need to add commands, the 
changes automatically propagate through all of your code. 

 
Figure 7.9. A type def enum provides scalability.

5. In the first frame also create a command queue and wire the type def enum you just created. 

Figure 7.10. Creating an Enum Queue for Commands

I/O Scan Loop
The I/O scan loop transfers data and commands between the network and the memory table and command queue. 
To create the scan loop, complete the following actions:

1. In the second frame of the sequence structure, drop a while loop on the diagram. Use the Wait(ms) function 
to configure the communication loop rate to a rate that matches your application needs.

2. On the diagram, create two subVIs: Network Communication.vi and HMI Command Handler.vi. 

Figure 7.11. I/O Scan Loop
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3. Open the Network Communication subVI. On the block diagram, drop the single-process shared variables and 
write them to the appropriate network-published shared variables (hosted on the CompactRIO controller). In 
this example , implement simple error checking so that if any error or warnings come off the network variable, 
you do not place any data in the memory table (single-process shared variable).

Figure 7.12. Network data is inserted into the memory table.

4. Open the HMI Command Handler subVI. This VI is in charge of sending any commands onto the network 
for the real-time controllers. The commands that are queued in UI pages are dequeued, and the respective 
commands sent over to the controller using the ”Command” network variable are hosted on the real-time 
controller. Create a block diagram as shown in Figure 7.13, with one case for every command to be sent and a 
default case that is a “Do Nothing” command. 

Figure 7.13. Command Handler SubVI

5. Save and close the two subVIs.

6. Wire up the initialization subVI and scan loop. In your application, the command handler also stops the loop if it 
receives a shutdown command. 

Figure 7.14. The I/O Scan and Initialization Task
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Navigation Loop
The navigation loop consists of the navigation engine and the UI pages. 

Navigation Engine 
Use the navigation engine state machine architecture to manage the UI pages. This state machine uses an API that is 
shipped with the LabVIEW Touch Panel Module 8.6 and later. If you are working with a previous version you can 
download the VIs from ni.com.

The easiest way to write the navigation engine is to copy the code from an example. 

1. Open the template VI located at C:\Program Files\National Instruments\LabVIEW 8.6\examples\TouchPanel\
navigation\Design Pattern Template

Figure 7.15. Template VI

2. Copy the entire block diagram from the template and paste it in the second sequence as a parallel loop to the scan loop.

3. Create one case for each UI page and one more case for the shutdown. 

Figure 7.16. Adding Cases to Your HMI

4. Decide which page you want to open when the HMI starts for the first time. In this application, the UI page 
in the “Home” is the page that acts as the startup page. Use the TPC Initialize Navigation.vi to set the startup 
page as the home page before entering the while loop. 

Figure 7.17. TPC Initialize Navigation.vi

http://zone.ni.com/devzone/cda/epd/p/id/5329
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5. Go to the stop case and enqueue ”Shutdown” to the command queue that was created in the initialization 
loop. This shuts down the controller and HMI.

Figure 7.18. Queuing Up the Shutdown Command in the Command Queue

This completes the development of the navigation engine. The next step is to develop the UI pages. 

UI Pages
The first thing to do when building an HMI page is to set the front panel dimensions. Because a front panel can be 
bigger than the HMI’s display, it is important to constrain your UI elements to specific boundaries. For example, 
when using the NI TPC-2512 HMI, the size of the LabVIEW front panel needs to match the TPC’s resolution, which is 
800x600 pixels. 

1. Open a new VI and set the dimensions based on the size of your hardware target. In this example, the VIs are 
set for the TPC-2512 target. 

Figure 7.19. Set the front panel dimensions to your touch panel resolution.
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2. The next step is to select the UI elements for implementing the functions controlled by the page. This example 
pump control page has some Boolean controls and indicators and some navigation buttons.

Figure 7.20. Example UI Page

3. The Navigation buttons are Back, which takes you to the last page visited, and Home, which takes you to the 
UI page that is in “home” case of the navigation engine that you put together in the earlier section.

4. In the block diagram of the UI page, drop a while loop and an event structure. Wire 250 in the timeout input 
at the top left of the event structure. This means the timeout case is executed every 250 ms if no other user 
event is detected. 

Figure 7.21. The timeout case is executed every 250 ms if no other user event is detected.
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5. The timeout event case reads/writes the values from the single-process shared variables to the controls 
and indicators of this page. Drop the “Tank Full” single-process shared variable and wire it to the respective 
control. Note the “False” constant wired to the stop terminal of the while loop. This makes sure that the loop 
continues running if this case is executed. 

Figure 7.22. The “False” constant wired to the stop terminal of the while loop makes sure that  
the loop continues when the timeout event case is executed.

6. Now the commands “Open Valve A” and “Open Valve B” have to be enqueued in the command queue 
that was created in the initialization loop. Add event cases for to send commands if the value of the button 
changes. In the corresponding event case enqueue the specific command. Be sure to read the button control 
in the same event case so the button resets (if button is configured for latching mechanical action).  

Figure 7.23. “Open Valve A” Command Enqueued in the Command Queue

7. Add event cases for each command or button.
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8. In the Home event case, drop the Home Boolean button and the TPC Set Navigation Page from the Touch 
Panel Navigation Palette and wire in a string constant called Home. This sets the next page to be visited as the 
VI in the “Home” case of the navigation engine. Wire a “True” constant to the stop terminal of the while loop 
from this event case. This stops the loop, closes this UI, and returns to the navigation engine so that it can 
open the next page set by the user. 

Figure 7.24. The “True” constant wired to the stop terminal terminates the loop and returns  
to the navigation engine so that it can open the next page.

9. For the event case of the Back button, use the TPC Set Previous Navigation Page.vi to go back to the last page 
visited and stop the VI. 

Figure 7.25. Using the TPC Set Previous Navigation Page.vi to Return to Last Page Visited

10. Finally, to the system shutdown case, wire in the “stop” case to the TPC Set Next Navigation Page.vi. 

Figure 7.26. Wiring in the “Stop” Case to the TPC Set Next Navigation Page
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11. Save this VI and drop it in the “Page 1” case structure of the navigation engine. This ensures that the page 
opens when the user presses the button to open the pump control page.

Figure 7.27. Ensuring the Pump Control Page Opens When the User Presses the Button 

12. Right-click on the subVI, access SubVI Node Setup, and check the options so the front panel appears when 
called and disappears when closed.

Figure 7.28. Checking SubVI Options 

13. Repeat the steps in this section to construct VIs for the other UI pages. 

14. This is the final application. Add any necessary shutdown logic such as closing the queue. 

Figure 7.29. Scan Loop and Navigation Engine Initialization in a Sequence Structure 
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Getting Started – Modifying an Example 

 LabVIEW Example Code
is provided for this section

The easiest way to get started with this design is to modify an existing example. To modify the previous example 
follow these main steps:

Step 1. Modify the Memory Table
1. Edit IO_Table.lvlib, which contains the single-process shared variables to reflect the process data you need to 

read or write from the UI pages.

Figure 7.30. Add single-process shared variables to the IO_Table.lvlib.

2. Modify Default HMI.vi to write the default values for your controls and indicators.

Step 2. Modify the Command Type Def
1. Edit the command enum type def to represent the commands you need to pass within your application.

Step 3. Edit the I/O Scan Loop
1. Modify the I/O scan loop to read and write from the appropriate network variables and pass the data into the 

memory table (single-process shared variables). 

2. Edit the command handler to read your UI commands and to send appropriate network commands to the 
command variable hosted on the CompactRIO.

Step 4. Edit the Navigation Loop
1. Add cases to the navigation engine to include more pages.

2. Create new VIs for each UI page and add them to the appropriate cases.

ftp://ftp.ni.com/evaluation/crio/compactrio_developers_guide/ch7_network_user_interface_architecture_example.zip
ftp://ftp.ni.com/evaluation/crio/compactrio_developers_guide/ch7_network_user_interface_architecture_example.zip
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CHAPTER 8 
Deploying and Replicating Applications

Application Deployment
All LabVIEW development for real-time targets and touch panel targets is done on a Windows PC. To run the code 
embedded on the targets you need to deploy the applications. Real-time controllers and touch panels, much like a 
PC, have both volatile memory (RAM) and nonvolatile memory (hard drive). When you deploy your code you have the 
option to deploy to either the volatile memory or nonvolatile memory.

Deployment onto Volatile Memory
If you deploy the application onto the volatile memory on a target, the application does not remain on the target after 
you cycle power. This is useful while you are developing your application and testing your code. 

Deployment onto Nonvolatile Memory
If you deploy the application onto the nonvolatile memory on a target, the application remains after you cycle the 
power on the target. It is also possible to set applications stored on nonvolatile memory to start up automatically 
when the target boots. This is useful when you have finished code development and validation and want to create a 
stand-alone embedded system. 

Deploying Applications to CompactRIO

Deploy a LabVIEW VI onto Volatile Memory
When you deploy an application into the nonvolatile memory of a CompactRIO controller, LabVIEW collects all the 
necessary files and downloads them over Ethernet to the CompactRIO controller. To deploy an application you need to

 ■ Target the CompactRIO controller in LabVIEW

 ■ Open a VI under the controller

 ■ Press the “run” button

LabVIEW verifies that the VI and all subVIs are saved, deploys the code to the nonvolatile memory on the 
CompactRIO controller, and starts embedded execution of the code.

Figure 8.1. LabVIEW Deploying an Application onto the Nonvolatile Memory of the Controller 
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Deploy a LabVIEW VI onto Nonvolatile Memory
Once you have finished developing and debugging your application, you likely want to deploy your code onto the 
nonvolatile memory on the controller so that it persists through power cycles and configure the system so the application 
runs on startup. To deploy an application onto the nonvolatile memory, you first need to build the VI into an executable. 

Building an Executable from a VI
The LabVIEW Project provides the ability to build an executable real-time application from a VI. To build an executable 
real-time application, you create a build specification under the real-time target in the LabVIEW Project Explorer. By 
right-clicking on Build Specifications, you are presented with the option of creating a Real-Time Application along 
with a Source Distribution, Zip File, and so on.

 
Figure 8.2. Create a new real-time application build specification.

After selecting Real-Time Application, you see a dialog box featuring two main categories that are most commonly 
used when building a real-time application: Information and Source Files. The Destinations, Source File Settings, 
Advanced, and Additional Exclusions categories are rarely used when building real-time applications.

The Information category contains the build specification name, executable filename, and destination directory for both 
the real-time target and host PC. You can change the build specification name and local destination directory to match your 
nomenclature and file organization. You normally do not need to change the target filename or target destination directory. 

Figure 8.3. The Information Category in the Real-Time Application Properties
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The Source Files category is used to set the startup VIs and include additional VIs or support files. You need to select 
the top-level VI from your Project Files and set it as a Startup VI. For most applications, a single VI is chosen to be a 
Startup VI. You do not need to include lvlib or set subVIs VIs as Startup VIs or Always Included unless they are called 
dynamically in your application. 

Figure 8.4. Source Files Category in the Real-Time Application Properties (In this example,  
the cRIOEmbeddedDataLogger (Host).vi was selected to be a Startup VI.)

After all options have been entered on the required category tabs, you can click OK to save the build specification or 
you can directly build the application by clicking the Build button. You can also right-click on a saved build specification 
and select Build to build the application. 

When you build the application, an executable is created and saved on the hard drive of your development machine 
in the local destination directory.

etting an Executable Real-Time Application to Run on Startup
After an application has been built, you can set the executable to automatically start up as soon as the controller 
boots. To set an executable application to start up, you should right-click the Real-Time Application option (under 
Build Specifications) and select Set as startup. When you deploy the executable to the real-time controller, the 
controller is also configured to run the application automatically when you power on or reboot the real-time target. 
You can select Unset as Startup to disable automatic startup. 

Figure 8.5. Configuring a Build Specification to Run When an Application Boots
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Deploy Executable Real-Time Application to the Nonvolatile Memory on a CompactRIO System
After configuring and building your executable, you now need to copy the executable and supporting files to the 
nonvolatile memory on the CompactRIO and configure the controller so the executable runs on startup. To copy the 
files and configure the controller, right-click on the Real-Time Application option and select Deploy. Behind the 
scenes, LabVIEW copies the executable files onto the nonvolatile memory on the controller and modifies the ni-rt.ini 
file to set the executable to run on startup. If you rebuild an application or change application properties (such as 
configuring it not to run on startup), you must redeploy the real-time application for the changes to take effect on the 
real-time target.

At some point, you may want to remove an executable you stored on your real-time target. The easiest way to do 
this is to use FTP to access the real-time target and delete the executable file that was deployed to the target. If you 
used the default settings, the file is located in the NI-RT\Startup folder with the name supplied in the target filename 
box from the Information category and the extension .rtexe. 

Figure 8.6. Deleting the startup.rtexe from a CompactRIO Controller
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Deploying Applications to a Touch Panel

Configure the Connection to the Touch Panel
Although it is possible to manually copy built applications to a touch panel device, it is recommended that you use 
Ethernet and allow the LabVIEW Project to automatically download the application. National Instruments touch 
panels all ship with a utility called the NI TPC Service that allows the LabVIEW Project to directly download code over 
Ethernet. To configure the connection right click on the touch panel target in the LabVIEW Project and select 
properties. In the General category choose the connection as NI TPC Service and enter the IP address of the touch 
panel. Test the connection to make sure the service is running. 

Figure 8.7. Connect to a touch panel through Ethernet using the NI TPC Service.

You can find the IP address of the touch panel by going to command prompt on the TPC and typing ipconfig. To get 
to the command prompt go to the Start menu and select Run… In the popup window enter cmd. 

Deploy a LabVIEW VI onto Volatile or Nonvolatile Memory
The steps to deploy an application onto a Windows XP Embedded touch panel and onto a Windows CE touch panel 
are nearly identical. The only difference is on an XP Embedded touch panel , you can deploy an application onto only 
the nonvolatile memory, and, on a Windows CE touch panel, you can deploy onto volatile or nonvolatile memory, 
depending on the destination directory you select. To run a deployed VI in either volatile or nonvolatile memory on a 
touch panel, you must first create an executable. 

Building an Executable from a VI for an XP Embedded Touch Panel
The LabVIEW Project provides the ability to build an executable Touch Panel Application from a VI. To build an 
executable Touch Panel Application you create a build specification under the touch panel target in the Project 
Explorer. By right-clicking on Build Specifications, you can select the option of creating a Touch Panel Application, 
Source Distribution, Zip File, and so on.
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Figure 8.8. Create a touch panel application using the LabVIEW Project.

After selecting the Touch Panel Application, you are presented with a dialog box. The two main most commonly 
used categories when building a touch panel application are Information and Source Files. The other categories are 
rarely changed when building touch panel applications.

The Information category contains the build specification name, executable filename, and destination directory for 
both the touch panel target and host PC. You can change the build specification name and local destination directory 
to match your nomenclature and file organization. You normally do not need to change the target filename or target 
destination directory. 

Figure 8.9. The Information Category in the Touch Panel Application Properties

The Source Files category is used to set the startup VIs and include additional VIs or support files. You need to select 
the top-level VI from your Project Files and set it as a Startup VI. For most applications, a single VI is chosen to be a 
Startup VI. You do not need to include lvlib or set subVIs VIs as Startup VIs or Always Included unless they are called 
dynamically in your application. 
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Figure 8.10. Source Files Category in the Touch Panel Application Properties  
(In this example, the HMI_SV.vi was selected to be a Startup VI).

After all options have been entered on the required category tabs, you can click OK to save the build specification or 
you can directly build the application by clicking the Build button. You can also right-click on a saved build specification 
and select Build to build the application. 

When you build the application, an executable is created and saved on the hard drive of your development machine 
in the local destination directory.

Building an Executable from a VI for a Windows CE Touch Panel
The LabVIEW Project provides the ability to build an executable touch panel application from a VI. To build this 
application, you create a build specification under the touch panel target in the LabVIEW Project Explorer. By right-
clicking on Build Specifications, you can select the option of creating a Touch Panel Application, Source Distribution, 
Zip File, and so on.

 
Figure 8.11. Creating a Touch Panel Application Using the LabVIEW Project

After selecting Touch Panel Application, you see a dialog box with the three main categories that are most commonly 
used when building a touch panel application for a Windows CE target: Application Information, Source Files, and 
Machine Aliases. The other categories are rarely changed when building Windows CE touch panel applications.

The Application Information category contains the build specification name, executable filename, and destination 
directory for both the touch panel target and host PC. You can change the build specification name and local 
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destination directory to match your nomenclature and file organization. You normally do not need to change the 
target filename. The target destination determines if the deployed executable runs in volatile or nonvolatile memory. 
On a Windows CE device

 ■ \My Documents folder is volatile memory. If you deploy the executable to this memory location, it does not 
persist through power cycles.

 ■ \HardDisk is nonvolatile memory. If you want your application to remain on the Windows CE device after a 
power cycle, you should set your “remote path for target application” to a directory on the \HardDisk such as \
HardDisk\Documents and Settings

Figure 8.12. The Information Category in the Touch Panel Application Properties

The Source Files category is used to set the startup VI and include additional VIs or support files. You need to select 
the top-level VI from your Project File. The top-level VI is the startup VI. For Windows CE touch panel applications, you 
can select only a single VI to be the top-level VI. You do not need to include lvlib or subVIs as Always Included. 

Figure 8.13. Source Files Category in the Touch Panel Application Properties  
(In this example, the HMI_SV.vi was selected to be the top-level VI.)
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The Machine Aliases category is used to deploy an alias file. This is required if you are using network-published 
shared variables for communication to any devices. Be sure to check the “Deploy alias file” check box. The alias list 
should include your network-published shared variable servers and their IP addresses (normally CompactRIO or 
Windows PCs). More details on alias files and deploying applications using network-published shared variables are 
covered in the deployment section of this document. 

Figure 8.14. The Machine Aliases Category in the Touch Panel Application Properties  
(Be sure to check the deploy aliases file check box if using network-published shared variables.)

After all options have been entered on the required category tabs, you can click OK to save the build specification or 
you can directly build the application by clicking the Build button. You can also right-click on a saved build specification 
and select Build to build the application. 

When you build the application, an executable  is created and saved on the hard drive of your development machine 
in the local destination directory.

Deploy an Executable Touch Panel Application to a Windows CE or XP Embedded Target
After configuring and building your executable you now need to copy the executable and supporting files to the 
memory on the touch panel. To copy the files, right-click on the Touch Panel Application and select Deploy. Behind the 
scenes, LabVIEW copies the executable files onto the memory on the touch panel. If you rebuild an application you 
must redeploy the touch panel application for the changes to take effect on the touch panel target.

The Run Button
If you click the run button on a VI targeted to a touch panel target, LabVIEW guides you through creating a build 
specification (if one does not exist) and deploys the code to the touch panel target.

Setting an Executable Touch Panel Application to Run on Startup
After you have deployed an application to the touch panel, you can set the executable so it automatically starts up as 
soon as the touch panel boots. Because you are running on a Windows system, you do this using standard Windows 
tools. In Windows XP Embedded, you should copy the executable and paste a shortcut into the Startup directory on 
the Start Menu. On Windows CE, you need to go to the STARTUP directory on the hard disk and modify the startup.
ini file to list the path to the file (\HardDisk\Documents and Settings\HMI_SV.exe). You can alternatively use the Misc 
tab in the Configuration Utility (Start»Programs»Utilities»Configuration Utilities) to configure a program to startup 
on boot. This utility modifies the startup.ini file for you.  
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Deploying Applications that Use Network-Published Shared Variables

Network Shared Variable Background
The term network shared variable refers to a software item that exists on the network and can communicate 
between programs, applications, remote computers, and hardware.

There are three pieces that make the network variable work in LabVIEW.

Network Variable Nodes
A network variable node is the block diagram representation for network reads and writes. Each variable node references 
a software item on the network (the actual network variable) hosted by the Shared Variable Engine. Figure 8.15 shows 
a network variable node, its actual network path, and its respective item in the project tree.

  
Figure 8.15. Network Variable Node and Its Network Path

Shared Variable Engine
The Shared Variable Engine is a software component that publishes data over Ethernet. The engine must run on real-time 
targets or Windows PCs where network shared variables are hosted. On Windows, the Shared Variable Engine is a 
service launched at system startup. On a real-time target, it is a driver that loads when the system boots. 

When the shared variable engine starts it reads data stored on the nonvolatile memory to determine what variables 
it should publish on the network. 

Publish-Subscribe Protocol (PSP)
The Shared Variable Engine uses the NI Publish-Subscribe Protocol (NI-PSP) to communicate data. The NI-PSP is a 
networking protocol built using TCP where each shared variable client subscribes to data hosted by a Shared Variable Engine. 

Deploy Shared Variable Libraries to a Target That Hosts Variables
A CompactRIO system starts the Shared Variable Engine when it boots, and the engine accesses the nonvolatile 
memory to determine what if any libraries it needs to deploy. Shared variable libraries are automatically deployed 
when you run a VI that accesses any of the variables and when you deploy an application that accesses any of the 
variables. However, it is possible that no libraries have ever been deployed to the system. If this is the case, the 
engine does not make any variables available on the network. 

You can choose from two methods to explicitly deploy a shared variable library to a target device. 

1. You can target the CompactRIO system in the LabVIEW Project, place the library below the device, and deploy 
the library. This writes information to the nonvolatile memory on the CompactRIO controller and causes the 
variable engine to create new data items on the network. 
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Figure 8.16. Deploy libraries to real-time targets by selecting Deploy from the right-click menu.

2. You can programmatically deploy the library from a LabVIEW application running on Windows using the 
Application invoke node. 

 ■ On the block diagram, right click to bring up the programming palette and go to Programming » Application 
Control and place the Invoke Node on the block diagram

 ■ Using the hand tool, click on Method and select Library » Deploy Library 

Figure 8.17. You can programmatically deploy libraries to real-time targets using the application invoke node on a PC.

 ■ Use the Path input of the Deploy Library invoke node to point to the library(s) containing your shared 
variables. Also specify the IP address of the real-time target using the Target IP Address input. 
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Undeploy a Network Shared Variable Library 
Once a library is deployed to a Shared Variable Engine, those settings persist until you manually undeploy them. 
To undeploy a library:

1. Launch the NI Distributed System Manager (From LabVIEW»Tools or from the Start Menu)

2. Add the real-time system to “My Systems” (Actions»Add System to My Systems)

3. Right-click on the library you wish to undeploy and select Remove Process 

Deploy Applications That Are Shared Variable Clients
Running an executable that is only a shared variable client (not a host) does not require any special deployment steps 
to deploy libraries. However the controller does need a way to translate the name of the system that is hosting the 
variable into the IP address of the system that is hosting the variable. 

  
Figure 8.18. Network Variable Node and Its Network Path

To provide scalability this information is not hard-coded into the executable. Instead this information is stored in a file 
on the target called an alias file. An alias file is a human readable file that lists the logical name of a target 
(CompactRIO) and the IP address for the target (10.0.62.67). When the executable runs it reads the alias file and 
replaces the logical name with the IP address. If you later change the IP addresses of deployed systems you only 
need to edit the alias file to relink the two devices. For real-time and Windows XP Embedded targets, the build 
specification for each system deployment automatically downloads the alias file. For Windows CE targets, you need 
to configure the build specification to download the alias file. 

Figure 8.19. The Alias file is a human-readable file that lists the target name and IP address.
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If you are deploying systems that have dynamic IP addresses using DHCP, you can use the DNS name instead of the IP 
address. In the LabVIEW Project, you can type the DNS name instead of the IP address in the properties page of the target.

Figure 8.20. For systems using DHCP, you can enter the DNS name instead of the IP address.

One good approach if you need scalability is to develop using a generic target machine (you can develop for remote 
machines that don’t exist) with a name indicating its purpose in the application. Then as part of the installer, you can 
run an executable which either prompts the user for the IP addresses for the remote machine and “My Computer” 
or pulls them from another source such as a database. Then the executable can modify the aliases file to reflect 
these changes. 
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Recommended Software Stacks for CompactRIO
National Instruments also provides several sets of commonly used driver sets called Recommended software sets. 
Recommended software sets can be installed onto CompactRIO controllers from Measurement and Automation Explorer.

Figure 8.21. Recommended software sets Being Installed on a CompactRIO Controller

Recommended software sets guarantee that an application has the same set of underlying drivers for every real-time 
system that has the same software set. In general, there is a minimal and full software set.
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System Replication

 LabVIEW Example Code
is provided for this section

After a LabVIEW Real-Time application has been deployed to a CompactRIO controller, it may become desired to 
deploy that image to other identical Real-Time targets. The LabVIEW Project and the LabVIEW Application Builder 
can be used to re-deploy an already built application using the procedure described above. This method of replication 
becomes inefficient when attempting to replicate and deploy more than a few systems.

Because of these in-efficiencies, National Instruments provides a set of system replication VIs for the replication of LabVIEW 
Real-Time targets. The tools provided can be used to replicate one Real-Time target into multiple copies, circumventing the 
use of MAX and an FTP client in favor of a simple utility or the ability to customize your own using LabVIEW. 

The Real-Time System Replication Tools provide a LabVIEW API with functionality to create an image of a Real-Time 
target as well as replicating a target with a stored image. It also provides the ability to find target, get information 
about the target, and also format targets which support remote formatting. The System Replication toolkit can be 
downloaded by going to Support»Drivers and Updates»All Versions»LabVIEW»Real-Time Module. The Real-Time 
Target System Replication VIs require the LabVIEW Internet Toolkit to implement FTP functions.

A prebuilt replication executable is installed when the System Replication toolkit is installed. For many users, the 
prebuilt executable is sufficient for their replication needs. It can be run on a Windows desktop, or run from the 
command line or within a batch file as part of an installer. When the executable is run from the desktop, it provides a 
graphical user interface. Additionally, the Replication API is described for applications that require more functionality 
and flexibility than the prebuilt replication utility.

Use the Real-Time System Deployment Utility
After creating, testing, and deploying a built application, you are left with a working Real-Time target with the 
necessary set of drivers. At this point, you want preserve this working image of the real-time target for later 
replication to identical systems. The replication executable stores the image of these drivers and optionally the rest 
of the hard drive contents. To copy the contents of the remote hard drive to the local file system, only a few steps 
are necessary. First you must launch the RT System Deployment Utility found here: C:\Program Files\National 
Instruments\LabVIEW 8.6\user.lib\SystemReplication\Replication Examples\rtcp.exe

Figure 8.22. The RT System Deployment Utility GUI

ftp://ftp.ni.com/evaluation/crio/compactrio_developers_guide/rt_system_replication_tools.zip
ftp://ftp.ni.com/evaluation/crio/compactrio_developers_guide/rt_system_replication_tools.zip
http://joule.ni.com/nidu/cds/fn/p/sn/n23:8/lang/en
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In the utility, set the RT Target to be the source as in the screen capture shown in Figure 8.22. Then, press the 
adjacent Browse… button to choose a real-time target to serve as the master.

Figure 8.23. The RT System Deployment Utility Remote RT Systems Dialog Box

Pressing the browse button creates a list of real-time targets available on the local subnet, as shown in Figure 8.23. 
IP address, MAC address (a unique identifier assigned to individual network interface cards), name, and model are 
given to aid identification of the right remote machine. Choose the machine you want to replicate and then press OK.

Figure 8.24. Selecting the Real-Time Target Source and Destination

Next choose destination to be Folder and then select the directory in the local file system where you want to keep 
the master image.
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Press start, and the backup process begins. At the end of the process, the Messages window should display “Image 
created successfully.”

Figure 8.25. Creating the Replication Image from a Real-Time Target

Deploying a Stored Image
The RT System Deployment Utility assumes the targets of interest are ready to accept file transfers. This means that 
they must have a valid IP address assigned. This is assigned from within MAX, and, for the purposes of this utility, by 
someone with a copy of MAX and knowledge of setting IP addresses for remote real-time targets. To deploy a 
created image, perform the following steps:

1. Select Folder as the source this time. Then browse to or type in the path to the image stored in the previous 
section.

2. Select RT Target as the destination. Either type in the IP address of the desired target or use the Browse… 
button to interactively select a target.

3. Now press start to begin the process of copying the previously stored image. Note that images can only be 
deployed to identical systems.

Create a Custom Replication Tool Using the System Replication VIs
With the System Replication VIs, you can create custom VIs and executables to perform replication and backup 
operations. As an example, a systems integrator can use such an executable to deploy upgrades of software to 
customers without requiring customers to install drivers or use MAX and an FTP client to execute the update.

The next section discusses a highly simplified example VI to install a stored image to a target which has no software 
installed and no configured IP address. 

Apply Image to Unconfigured Target.vi
This simple example finds a target in a freshly formatted (what is noted in MAX as Unconfigured – without IP 
address applied) state and applies a selected image to it. It is intended as a starting point for understanding the 
usage of the VIs, and is not provided as a solution by National Instruments. 
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Figure 8.26. The Apply Image to Unconfigured Target.vi Front Panel

The front panel provides steps to follow in order to use the VI. First, choose the path to the stored image, and 
choose a hostname to apply to the target. This name should distinguish the target from other targets in some way. 
Next, press the Run button to begin the rest of the VI.

After a few seconds, the middle section of the front panel should display a MAC and IP address and a model name 
(such as cRIO-9014) for every un-configured target found. Use the index control to choose the target of interest and 
select the Image… button to proceed with installing the image.

After several seconds (time to completion varies based on network traffic and hardware), the assigned IP address 
(assigned by DHCP) is displayed, and the image has been successfully copied, including any startup executables and 
support files.

Now examine the block diagram to learn about the System Replication VIs.

Figure 8.27. The Apply Image to Unconfigured Target.vi Block Diagram

First, the VI called Find All Targets.vi executes. The Boolean True constant wired into this VI specifies that only 
unconfigured targets are returned. This means only targets that do not have IP addresses assigned are returned. The 
returned array of clusters contains details about each target found: Name, MAC address, Model Code, IP address, 
and more. These can be used to filter the list for certain models of target. This is especially useful for automated 
imaging since an image should only be applied to an identical target. For example, the array of clusters can be parsed 
to find only cRIO-9014 controllers.
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Figure 8.28. The Apply Image to Unconfigured Target.vi Block Diagram

Next, after the user selects the target of interest, that target’s MAC address is unbundled by name, and passed on 
to Set IP Address.vi. This VI can enable or disable DHCP (automatic IP assignment), and set IP, Subnet, Gateway, and 
DNS addresses. It also applies a hostname to the target. The VI outputs the assigned IP address, which is especially 
useful in the case of DHCP, which automatically finds an available IP address and can therefore result in 
unpredictable addresses.

 Set Target Image.vi

This IP address is passed along to the VI Set Target Image.vi. This VI performs the final task of copying the stored 
master image to the duplicate machine. The VI detects Windows installations and avoids overwriting Windows and 
related files. Therefore it is safe to perform Set Target Image on dual-boot targets, though as noted this may require 
additional tweaking of the stored image. The VI also preserves IP address settings rather than overwriting them with 
the master’s settings. An ordinary FTP transfer overwrites the IP address settings. This VI can also restrict images to 
be applied only to the exact same target, as verified via MAC address.

 Get Target Info (IP).vi and Get Target Info (MAC).vi

These two VIs search for a single target based on its IP or MAC address and returns the same information as Find All 
Targets.vi, but only for the single specified target. It is useful for verifying that the IP or MAC address corresponds to 
the right Model.

 Format Target.vi

Format Target formats the disk of remote targets. For targets that may create several files during execution, or may 
need frequent upgrades or application changes, this may prove useful. 

 Get Target Image.vi

This VI saves the target image to the specified directory. A Boolean input determines if all files on the target are 
copied, or only those that are normally installed by MAX. If all files are copied, any executable that has been set as 
“startup” also runs at startup on the duplicate machine.
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NI-RIO System Replication Tools
The NI-RIO System Replication Tools provide additional support to the Real-Time System Replication tools by 
providing a LabVIEW API with functionality to create an image of a Real-Time target that incorporates NI FPGA 
targets. It has the ability to erase and download an FPGA bitfile to the Flash, the ability to set how a VI is loaded from 
Flash Memory. The NI-RIO System Replication Tools require NI-RIO to be installed on the Host PC using the VIs.

 Set RIO Device Settings.vi

Set RIO Device Settings is used to configure when the bitfile loads from flash memory.

 Download Bitfile.vi

This VI downloads a specific bitfile to one or more FPGA targets or erases the existing bitfile. The input is an IP 
Address of a Host machine, the FPGA Target Resource ( RIO0), the path to the bitfile, and the operation to perform ( 
Download or Erase the bitfile ).
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IP Protection
Intellectual property (IP) in this context refers to any unique software or application algorithm(s) that you or your 
company has independently developed. This can be a specific control algorithm or a full scale deployed application. IP 
normally takes a lot of time to develop and provides companies with a way to differentiate from competition. 
Therefore, protecting this software IP is very important. LabVIEW development tools and CompactRIO provide you 
the ability to protect and lock your IP. In general there are two levels of IP protection you can implement:

Lock Algorithms or Code to Prevent IP from Being Copied or Modified 
If you have created algorithms for specific functionality, such as performing advanced control functions, 
implementing custom filtering, and so on, you may want to be able to distribute the algorithm as a subVI but prevent 
someone from viewing or modifying that actual algorithm. This may be for IP protection or it may be to reduce a 
support burden by preventing other parties from modifying and breaking your algorithms. 

Lock Code to Specific Hardware to Prevent IP from Being Replicated
If you want to ensure that a competitor can’t replicate your system by running your code on another CompactRIO 
system or may want your customers to come back to you for service and support. 

Locking Algorithms or Code to Prevent Copying or Modification

Protect Deployed Code
LabVIEW is designed to protect all deployed code and all code running as a start-up application on a CompactRIO 
controller is by default locked and cannot be opened. Unlike other off-the-shelf controllers or some PLCs where the 
raw source code is stored on the controller and only protected by a password, CompactRIO systems do not require 
the raw source code to be stored on the controller. 

Code running on the real-time processor is compiled into an executable and cannot be “decompiled” back to 
LabVIEW code. Likewise, code running on the FPGA has been compiled into a bit file and cannot be “decompiled” 
back to LabVIEW code. To aid in future debugging and maintenance it is possible to store the LabVIEW project on 
the controller or to call raw VIs from running code, but by default any code deployed to a real-time controller is 
protected to prevent copying or modifying the algorithms. 

Protect Individual VIs 
Sometimes you want to provide the raw LabVIEW code to enable end customers to perform customization or 
maintenance but still want to protect specific algorithms. LabVIEW provides a few mechanisms to provide usable 
subVIs while still protecting the IP in those VIs. 

Method 1. Password Protecting Your LabVIEW Code
Password protecting a VI adds functionality that requires users to enter a password if they want to edit or view the 
block diagram of a particular VI. Because of this, you can give a VI to someone else and protect your source code. 
Password protecting a LabVIEW subVI prohibits others from editing the VI or viewing its block diagram without the 
password. However, if the password is lost, there is no way you can unlock a VI. Therefore, you should strongly 
consider keeping a backup of your files stored without passwords in another secure location.

To password protect a VI, go to File»VI Properties. Choose Protection for the category. This gives you three options: 
unlocked (the default state of a VI), locked (no password), and password-protected. When you click on password-protected, 
a window appears for you to enter your password. The password takes effect the next time you launch LabVIEW.
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Figure 8.29. Password Protecting LabVIEW Code

The LabVIEW password mechanism is quite difficult to defeat, but no password algorithm is 100% secure from 
attack. If you need total assurance that someone cannot gain access to your source code, you should consider 
removing the block diagrams. 

Method 2. Removing the Block Diagram
To guarantee that a VI cannot be modified or opened you can remove the block diagram completely. Much like an 
executable, the code you distributed no longer contains the original editable code. Don’t forget to make a backup of 
your files if you use this technique, as the block diagrams cannot be recreated. Removing the block diagram is an 
option you can select when creating a source distribution. A source distribution is a collection of files that you can 
package and send to other developers to use in LabVIEW. You can configure settings for specified VIs to add 
passwords, remove block diagrams, or apply other settings. 

Complete the following steps to build a source distribution.

1. In the LabVIEW Project right-click Build Specifications and select New»Source Distribution from the shortcut 
menu to display the Source Distribution Properties dialog box. Add your VI(s) to the distribution.

2. On the Source File Settings page of the Source Distribution Properties dialog box, remove the checkmark 
from the Use default save settings checkbox and place a checkmark in the Remove block diagram checkbox to 
ensure that LabVIEW removes the block diagram. 

3. Build the source distribution to create a copy of the VI without its block diagram. 
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Figure 8.30. Removing the Block Diagram from LabVIEW VIs

CAUTION: If you save VIs without block diagrams, do not overwrite the original versions of the VIs. Save the 
VIs in different directories or use different names.

Lock Code to Hardware to Prevent IP Replication
Some OEMs and machine builders also want to protect their IP by locking the deployed code to a specific system. To 
make system replication easy, by default the deployed code on a CompactRIO controller is not locked to hardware 
and can be easily moved and executed on another controller. For designers who want to prevent customers or 
competitors from replicating their systems, one effective way to protect application code with CompactRIO is by 
locking your code to specific pieces of hardware in your system. This ensures that customers cannot take the code 
off of a system they have purchased from you and run the application on a different set of CompactRIO hardware. 
You can lock the application code to a variety of hardware components in a CompactRIO system including: 

 ■ The MAC address of a real-time controller 

 ■ The serial number of a real-time controller 

 ■ The serial number of the CompactRIO backplane 

 ■ The serial number of individual modules 

 ■ Third-party serial dongle 

The following steps can be used as guidelines to programmatically lock any application to any of the above 
mentioned hardware parameters and thus prevent users from replicating application code: 

1. Obtain the hardware information for the device. Refer to the procedures below for more information on 
programmatically obtaining this information. 

2. Compare the values obtained to a predetermined set of values that the application code is designed for using 
the Equal? function from the Comparison palette. 

3. Wire the results of the comparison to the selector input of a Case Structure. 

4. Place the application code in the true case and leave the false case blank. 

Performing these steps ensures that the application is not replicated or usable on any other piece of CompactRIO hardware.
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License Key
When deploying many systems hard coding the hardware identification may not be ideal as it requires a manual 
change to the source code and recompile for each system deployed. This problem can be addressed by using a 
license key file which is stored separate from the application code on the CompactRIO controller. The license key file 
can be easily updated for each system without needing to change the application. In addition to reading the MAC or 
serial number the VI can open the license file and verify that the license is valid. For security, the license file should 
be specific for each deployed system and your code should perform a mathematical operation between the license 
key and hardware specific features such as the MAC address. Because you can find the MAC and serial numbers 
programmatically on Windows and real-time OSs, you can develop a LabVIEW application for system deployment 
that automatically queries the CompactRIO system and generates and deploys the appropriate license key file. 

Acquire the MAC Address of Your CompactRIO System

 LabVIEW Example Code
is provided for this section

You can acquire the MAC address of real-time controllers manually from MAX on the network settings tab of the 
controller or from the Windows command line. You can also find the MAC address programmatically. 

Acquiring the MAC Address from Windows
To programmatically find the MAC address of a real-time system from Windows, perform the following steps: 

1. Run the RT Ping Controllers VI found in the Real-Time»Real-Time Utilities palette. This VI returns the network 
information of all real-time controllers on the subnet.

Figure 8.31. Obtain MAC address of networked real-time targets from Windows.

2. Search in the data that the RT Ping Controllers VI returned to find the appropriate real-time controller by using 
either the IP Address or Hostname. 

3. This cluster returns the controllers’ MAC addresses. The MAC addresses returned by the RT Ping Controllers VI 
are an array of strings in hexadecimal format. 

Acquiring the MAC Address from the Real-Time Target
To find the MAC address programmatically from a real-time controller, perform the following steps: 

1. Run the RT Ping Controllers VI found in the Real-Time»Real-Time Utilities palette while targeted to a real-
time controller. Wire into the system location input a constant cluster with False and local host entries. This 
returns the information for the real-time controller where the code is executing. 

ftp://ftp.ni.com/evaluation/crio/compactrio_developers_guide/compactrio_information_retrieval_tools.zip
ftp://ftp.ni.com/evaluation/crio/compactrio_developers_guide/compactrio_information_retrieval_tools.zip
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Figure 8.32. Obtain the MAC address on a real-time target.

2. Search in the data that the RT Ping Controllers VI returned for the controllers’ MAC addresses. The MAC 
addresses returned by the RT Ping Controllers VI are an array of strings returned in a hexadecimal format. 

CompactRIO Information Retrieval Tools
You can also get other information about CompactRIO system such as serial numbers using the CompactRIO 
Information Retrieval Tools. These free VIs can be run under Window or on the real-time controller to retrieve 
information about a local or remote CompactRIO controller, backplane, and modules including the type and serial 
number of each of these system components.

Figure 8.33. The CompactRIO Information Retrieval Tools return information such as serial numbers.

If you are using the LabVIEW Real-Time System Replication Tools, these also programmatically retrieve the real-time 
target’s serial number. 

Figure 8.34. Obtain Serial Number Using Real-Time System Replication Tools
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Porting to Other Platforms
This document has focused on architectures for building embedded control systems using CompactRIO systems. The 
same basic techniques and structures also work on other National Instruments control platforms including PXI and NI 
Single-Board RIO. Because of this, you can reuse your algorithms and your architecture for other projects that require 
different hardware or easily move your application between platforms. However, CompactRIO has several features to 
ease learning and speed development that are not available on all targets. This section covers the topics you need to 
consider when moving between platforms and shows you how to port an application to NI Single-Board RIO. 

Figure 8.35. Using LabVIEW, you can use the same architecture for applications ranging  
from CompactRIO to high-performance PXI to board-level NI Single-Board RIO.

LabVIEW Code Portability
LabVIEW is a cross-platform programming language capable of compiling for multiple processor architectures and 
operating systems. In most cases, algorithms written in LabVIEW are portable between all LabVIEW targets. In fact 
you can even take LabVIEW code and compile it for any arbitrary 32 bit processor allowing you to port your LabVIEW 
code to custom hardware. When porting code between platforms, the most commonly needed changes are related 
to the physical I/O changes of the hardware. 

When porting code between CompactRIO targets, all I/O is directly compatible because C Series modules are 
supported on all CompactRIO targets. If you need to port an application to NI Single-Board RIO, all C Series modules 
are supported, but depending on your application, you may need to adjust the software I/O interface. 

NI Single-Board RIO
The NI Single-Board RIO is a board-only version of CompactRIO designed for applications where a bare board form 
factor is required. While it is physically a different design, it uses the processor and FPGA and accepts up to three C 
Series modules. NI Single-Board RIO differs from CompactRIO because it includes I/O built directly onto the board. 
NI Single-Board RIO features 110 3.3 V bidirectional digital I/O lines, and up to 32 analog inputs, 4 analog outputs, and 
32 24 V digital input and output lines, depending on the model used. 

LabVIEW FPGA Programming
NI Single-Board RIO does not currently support scan mode. Instead of using the scan mode to read I/O you need to 
write a LabVIEW program to read the I/O from the FPGA and insert it into a memory table. This section examines an 
effective FPGA architecture for single-point I/O communication similar to scan mode later in this section and shows 
how to covert an application using scan mode. 
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Built-In I/O and I/O Modules
Depending on the I/O requirements of your application, you may be able to create your entire application to use only 
the NI Single-Board RIO onboard I/O, or you may need to add modules. When possible, design your application to 
use the I/O modules available onboard NI Single-Board RIO. The I/O available on NI Single-Board RIO and the module 
equivalents are listed below:

 ■ 110 general purpose, 3.3 V (5 V tolerant, TTL compatible) digital I/O (no module equivalent)

 ■ 32 single-ended/16 differential channels, 16-bit analog input, 250 kS/s aggregate (NI 9205)

 ■ 4-channel, 16-bit analog output, 100 kS/s simultaneous (NI 9263)

 ■ 32-channel, 24 V sinking digital input (NI 9425)

 ■ 32 channel, 24 V sourcing digital output (NI 9476)

NI Single-Board RIO accepts up to three additional C Series modules. Applications that need more than three 
additional I/O modules are not good candidates for NI Single-Board RIO, and you should consider CompactRIO 
integrated systems as a deployment target. 

FPGA Size 
The largest FPGA available on NI Single-Board RIO is the Xilinx 2M system gate Spartan-3 FPGA. CompactRIO 
targets offer versions using both the Spartan-3 FPGAs and larger, faster Virtex-5 FPGAs. To test if code fits on 
hardware you do not own, you can add a target to your LabVIEW project and, as you develop your FPGA application, 
you can periodically benchmark the application by compiling the FPGA code for a simulated RIO target. This gives 
you a good understanding of how much of your FPGA application will fit on the Spartan-3 FPGA. 

Port CompactRIO Applications to NI Single-Board RIO or R Series Devices
There are four main steps to port a CompactRIO application to NI Single-Board RIO or PXI/PCI R Series FPGA I/O devices.

1. Build an NI Single-Board RIO or R Series project with equivalent I/O channels

2. If using CompactRIO Scan Mode, build a LabVIEW FPGA-based scan API 
  a. Build LabVIEW FPGA I/O scan (analog in, analog out, digital I/O, specialty digital I/O) 
  b. Convert I/O variable aliases to single-process shared variables with real-time FIFO enabled 
  c. Build a real-time I/O scan with scaling and shared variable-based current value table

3. Compile LabVIEW FPGA VI for new target

4. Test and validate updated real-time and FPGA code

The first step in porting an application from CompactRIO to NI Single-Board RIO or R Series FPGA device is finding 
the equivalent I/O types on your target platform. For I/O that cannot be ported to the onboard I/O built into NI Single-
Board RIO or R Series targets, you can add C Series modules. All C Series modules for CompactRIO are compatible 
with both NI Single-Board RIO and R Series. You must use the NI 9151 R Series expansion chassis to add C Series 
I/O to an R Series data acquisition (DAQ) device.

Step 2 is necessary only if the application being ported was originally written using scan mode. If you need to 
replace the scan mode portion of an application with an I/O method supported on NI Single-Board RIO and R Series, 
an example is included below to guide you through the process.

If the application you are migrating to NI Single-Board RIO did not use scan mode, the porting process is nearly 
complete. Skip step 2 and add your real-time and FPGA source code to your new NI Single-Board RIO project, 
recompile the FPGA VI, and you are now ready to run and verify application functionality. Because CompactRIO and 
NI Single-Board RIO are both based upon the RIO architecture and reusable modular C Series I/O modules, porting 
applications between these two targets is very simple.
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Figure 8.36. The first step in porting an application from CompactRIO  
to an alternate target is finding replacement I/O on the future target.

Example of Porting a CompactRIO Scan Mode-Based Application to NI Single-Board RIO

 LabVIEW Example Code
is provided for this section

If you used scan mode in your original application, you need to create a simplified FPGA version of the scan mode 
because NI Single-Board RIO and R Series DAQ devices do not support scan mode. Building a scan engine in FPGA 
is very similar to the method for inserting single-point data from FPGA into the real-time scan discussed in the 
“Programming with LabVIEW FPGA” section. There are three steps to replace scan mode with a similar FPGA-based 
scan engine and current value table: 

1. Build a LabVIEW FPGA I/O scan engine

2. Replace IOVs with single-process shared variables

3. Insert FPGA data into the shared variable based current value table in LabVIEW Real-Time

First, create a LabVIEW FPGA VI that samples and updates all analog input and output channels at the rate specified 
in your scan engine configuration. You can use IP blocks to recreate specialty digital functionality such as counters, 
PWM, and quadrature encoder.

ftp://ftp.ni.com/evaluation/crio/compactrio_developers_guide/ch8_porting_between_targets_example_crioandsbrio.zip
ftp://ftp.ni.com/evaluation/crio/compactrio_developers_guide/ch8_porting_between_targets_example_crioandsbrio.zip
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Figure 8.37. Develop a simple FPGA application to act as an FPGA scan engine.

After you have implemented a simple scan engine in the FPGA, it is time to port the real-time portion of the 
application to communicate with the custom FPGA scan rather than the current value table built into scan mode. To 
accomplish this, you need to first convert all I/O variable aliases to single-process shared variables with the real-time 
FIFO enabled. The main difference between the two variables is while I/O variables are automatically updated by a 
driver to reflect the state of the input or output channel, a single-process shared variables are not updated by a 
driver. You can change the type by going to the properties page for each IOV Alias and changing to single-process. 

Tip: If you have numerous variables to convert, by exporting to a text editor and changing the properties you can easily 
convert a library of IOV aliases to shared variables. To make sure you get the properties correct it is easiest if you first 
create one “dummy” single-process shared variable with single element real-time FIFO enabled in the library then 
export the library to a spreadsheet editor. While in the spreadsheet editor, delete the columns exclusive to IOVs and 
copy the data exclusive to the share variables to the IOV rows. Then import the modified library into your new project. 
The IOV Aliases are imported as single-process shared variables. Because LabVIEW references shared variables and 
IOV Aliases by the name of the library and the name of the variable, all instances of IOV Aliases in your VI are 
automatically updated. Finally, delete the dummy shared variable that was created before the migration process.
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Figure 8.38. You can easily convert an IOV Alias Library to shared variables by exporting the variables to a spreadsheet,  
modifying the parameters, and importing into your new target.

The final step for implementing an FPGA based scan engine and shared variable current value table is building the 
real-time task to read data from the FPGA and constantly update the current value table. The FPGA I/O you are 
adding to the current value table is deterministic, so you again use the method described in the “Programming with 
LabVIEW FPGA” section, except for now you create the real-time portion of that code.

To read data from the FPGA based scan engine, create a timed loop task set to the desired scan rate in your top-level 
RT VI. This timed loop is the deterministic I/O loop, so it should be set to the highest priority. To match the control 
loop speed of your previous scan mode application, set the period of this loop to match the period previously set for 
scan mode. Any other task loops in your application that were previously synchronized to the scan also need to 
change their timing source to the 1 kHz clock and set to the same rate as the I/O loop. 

The I/O scan loop pushes new data to the FPGA and then pulls updated input values. The specific write and read VIs 
are also responsible for scaling and calibration of analog and specialty digital I/O.

Figure 8.39. The FPGA I/O Scan Loop mimics the CompactRIO Scan Mode feature by deterministically communicating the most recent  
input and output values to and from the FPGA I/O and inserting the data into a memory table.



192

Figure 2. The RT Write FPGA Scan IO VI pulls data from the memory table using a real-time FIFO single-process shared variable, scales values with 
appropriate conversion for the FPGA Scan VI, and pushes values to the FPGA VI.

Figure 8.41. The RT Read FPGA Scan IO VI pulls all updates from the FPGA scan, performs applicable conversions and scaling, and publishes data to 
the memory table using a real-time FIFO single-process shared variable.

After building the host interface portion of a custom FPGA I/O scan to replace scan mode, you are ready to test and 
validate your ported application on the new target. Ensure the FPGA VI is compiled and the real-time and FPGA 
targets in the project are configured correctly with a valid IP address and RIO resource name. After the FPGA VI is 
compiled, connect to the real-time target and run the application. 

Because the RIO architecture is common across NI Single-Board RIO, CompactRIO, and R Series FPGA I/O devices, 
LabVIEW code written on each of these targets is easily portable to the others. As demonstrated in this section, with 
proper planning, you can migrate applications between all targets with no code changes at all. When you use 
specialized features of one platform, such as the CompactRIO Scan Mode, the porting process is more involved, but, 
in that case, only the I/O portions of the code require change for migration. In both situations, all the LabVIEW 
processing and control algorithms are completely portable and reusable across RIO hardware platforms.



193

APPENDIX A
Getting Started with CompactRIO 

Getting Started with CompactRIO Tutorial
This tutorial shows you how to get your CompactRIO system out of the box and create your first project. It explains 
the hardware configuration, necessary software component installation, and development of a simple project to 
deploy to the CompactRIO system. 

CompactRIO and Its Components
A CompactRIO system consists of the following five main components:

1. Chassis

2. Controller (may be integrated with the controller in devices such as cRIO-907x)

3. Modules 

4. System accessories 

5. Software

Figure 9.1. Components of a Complete CompactRIO System 

Assembling and Configuring the Hardware
After removing the CompactRIO system components from the box, follow these steps to prepare your system for 
software installation and programming.

Connect the Controller, Chassis, and Modules
If you have a modular controller, attach it to the reconfigurable FPGA chassis. The cRIO-907x series consists of an 
integrated chassis and controller so no assembly is necessary. To connect the controller to the chassis, follow these steps:

 ■ Make sure there is no power connected to the controller and align it with the chassis. 
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 ■ Slide the controller over the controller slot in the chassis, as shown in Figure 9.2, and press firmly to make sure 
they are connected. Use a No. 2 Philips screwdriver to tighten the two captive screws in front of the controller.

Figure 9.2. Connecting the Controller to the Chassis

Connect Power to the Controller
To connect power, connect an appropriate DC power supply, such as a 24 V supply, to the system. Connect the 
positive lead of the power supply to the V1 terminal and the negative lead to either of the C terminals. Some 
controller feature redundant power supply inputs where you can connect a second supply to the V2 terminal.

Figure 9.3. Connecting CompactRIO to the Power Supply

Configure Dip Switches
The CompactRIO controller has five dip switches − Safe Mode, Console Out, IP Reset, No App, and User1. All of 
these switches are set to OFF when National Instruments ships the controller. The switches should remain in the 
OFF position while configuring the controller.

Figure 9.4. Keep the switches in the OFF position while configuring your CompactRIO controller.

The individual dip switches and their uses are discussed in the CompactRIO operating instructions and specifications manuals. 

http://sine.ni.com/manuals/main/p/sn/n23:1.4796.4802
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Connect the CompactRIO System to Your PC
You have two ways to connect the CompactRIO controller to your PC:

1. Place it in the same subnet as your PC by connecting it to a router or hub

2. Connect the CompactRIO system directly to your PC using a crossover cable

Configuring Your CompactRIO System in MAX
Once you have connected all the hardware, you can configure your CompactRIO system with Measurement & 
Automation Explorer (Start»Programs»National Instruments»Measurement & Automation Explorer) software so 
it can be targeted and programmed with LabVIEW software. Before configuring CompactRIO in MAX, you need to 
install the LabVIEW Real-Time Module and NI-VISA and NI-RIO software on your host computer. Make sure that you 
install NI-RIO last.

When you power on your CompactRIO system, you can expand Remote Systems in MAX so that the CompactRIO 
system initially appears with the cRIO-[controller number] default name. You can change this name in the 
Identification settings. Once you select your system in the navigation tree, the details pane shows the IP settings for 
your CompactRIO system. IP settings default to 0.0.0.0.

Figure 9.5. IP settings default to 0.0.0.0.

If you are connecting to your CompactRIO system using a network router that supports DHCP, you can set your 
system to obtain an IP address automatically. When using a crossover cable, however, you must set up the host 
computer with a static IP. The Internet Assigned Numbers Authority (IANA) has reserved the following three blocks of 
IP address space for private internets:

 ■ 10.0.0.0 - 10.255.255.255

 ■ 172.16.0.0 - 172.31.255.255

 ■ 192.168.0.0 - 192.168.255.255

 ■ 169.254.0.0 - 169.254.255.255 (link-local addresses for use with crossover cables)

You must assign a unique IP number to each machine on the private network. For example, you can assign 
192.168.0.1 to the host machine and 192.168.0.3 to the remote system. You must initially place the host and 
CompactRIO systems on the same subnet until you configure them with the subnet mask. Find the subnet mask for 
your host machine by typing “ipconfig” in a command prompt: Start»Run»cmd. 
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To configure TCP/IP settings for the host system, complete the following steps: 

1. Open the network connections (accessible through the control panel).

2. Right-click the appropriate Local Area Connection and select Properties. On the General tab, under This 
connection uses the following items, click Internet Protocol (TCP/IP) and then click Properties.

3. To specify an IP address, click Use the following IP address and enter the IP address and subnet mask.

Figure 9.6. Configuring TCP/IP Settings for the Host System

Configuration Steps in MAX
Follow these steps in MAX to complete the configuration of your CompactRIO system:

1. In the IP Settings window set the IP address:

 ■ If you are connected using a router that supports DHCP, select Obtain an IP Address automatically.

 ■ If you are using a crossover cable, select Use the following IP Address and assign an IP address to the 
CompactRIO system with the same subnet and IP settings as those for your PC.

2. Enter a new name in the Name field of the Identification window to change the CompactRIO name, if desired. 
Click Apply to apply the changes. You may receive a warning stating that the CompactRIO system and the 
gateway are on different subnets if you did not enter an IP address in the Gateway field. Click Yes to safely 
ignore this warning. If you entered an address in the Gateway field, make sure that it corresponds to a valid 
Default Gateway value and is not 0.0.0.0. The latter results in a loss of communication with MAX. To find the 
Default Gateway for your network, type ipconfig/all in the command prompt.

3. Install software on the CompactRIO system. Expanding the CompactRIO under Remote Systems brings up 
Devices and Interfaces as well as Software. Right-click on Software and select Add/Remove Software. 
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Figure 9.7. Installing Software on the CompactRIO System

4. You then see a wizard with the recommended set of software. Click Next and follow the directions to install 
the software. The CompactRIO system needs the same software as your host computer along with a few 
additional components. The version of software on both the host computer and the CompactRIO system has 
to be the same. The CompactRIO reboots automatically after it has installed the software.

You are now ready to add your CompactRIO system to a LabVIEW Project. 

Adding a CompactRIO System to the LabVIEW Project
Follow these steps to create a LabVIEW Project using the RIO Scan Interface.

1. Open an empty project from the LabVIEW Getting Started window.

Figure 9.8. Opening an Empty Project from the LabVIEW Getting Started Window

2. Name the project and save it in a folder. Now right-click on the project name and select New »Targets and 
Devices. You see a pop-up window, where you can expand Real-Time CompactRIO to select your remote 
target and add it to the project. If you do not have the hardware yet you can choose “New target or device” 
radio button and manually select the type of hardware. 
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Figure 9.9. Selecting Your Remote Target and Adding It to Your Project

3. If your CompactRIO controller contains modules, you see a dialog box with a prompt asking whether you want 
to add the modules using the CompactRIO Scan Mode or the FPGA Interface. If you choose Scan Mode, the 
chassis and modules are automatically added to your project.

You are now ready to program your real-time control application or you can open an example program to get started. 

Modifying an Existing LabVIEW Project 
If you choose to customize an example program to work with your remote target you can right-click on the real-time 
target in the examples LabVIEW Project Explorer and select Properties. In the General tab, change the IP address in 
the IP Address/DNS Name to match that of your CompactRIO. Always save a copy of the example by selecting 
File »Save As»Duplicate.lvproj file and contents and saving all the project contents in a separate folder. 
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APPENDIX B
LabVIEW Debugging Tools

Debugging LabVIEW Applications during Development 
LabVIEW has numerous tools to help understand the execution of user code while editing and developing the code. 
These tools are designed to guide you through the execution and may affect the determinism of the application 
during debugging. The following tools can be found in the toolbar section of your block diagram and are a good 
starting place when debugging applications. 

 
Figure 10.1. LabVIEW has multiple debugging tools.

Execution Highlighting  
Execution highlighting animates the diagram and traces the flow of data, allowing you to view intermediate values. To 
view an animation of the execution of  the block diagram clicking the Highlight Execution button on the toolbar. 
Next, when clicking the white run arrow, Execution highlighting shows the movement of data on the block diagram 
from one node to another using bubble that move along the wires. You can use execution highlighting in conjunction 
with single-stepping to see how data values move from node to node through a VI.

Single-Stepping  
Single-step through a VI to view each action of the VI on the block diagram as the VI runs. The single-stepping buttons 
affect execution only in a VI or subVI in single-step mode. 

Enter single-step mode by clicking the Step Into or Step Over button on the block diagram toolbar. Move the cursor 
over the Step Into, Step Over, or Step Out button to view a tip strip that describes the next step if you click that 
button. You can single-step through subVIs or run them normally.

When you single-step through a VI, nodes blink to indicate they are ready to execute. If you single-step through a VI 
with execution highlighting on, an execution glyph, shown as follows, appears on the icons of the subVIs that are 
currently running. 
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Breakpoints  
Use the Breakpoint tool, to place a breakpoint on a VI, node, wire, and pause execution at that location. When you 
set a breakpoint on a wire, execution pauses after data passes through the wire and the Pause button appears red. 
Place a breakpoint on the block diagram to pause execution after all nodes on the block diagram execute. The block 
diagram border appears red and flashes to reflect the placement of a breakpoint.

When a VI pauses at a breakpoint, LabVIEW brings the block diagram to the front and highlights the node, wire, or 
line of script that contains the breakpoint. When you move the cursor over an existing breakpoint, the black area of 
the Breakpoint tool cursor appears white.

When you reach a breakpoint during execution, the VI pauses and the Pause button appears red. Also, the VI 
background and border begin flashing. You can take the following actions:

 ■ Single-step through execution using the single-stepping buttons. 

 ■ Check intermediate values on probes that you placed on wires prior to running the VI. 

 ■ Check intermediate values on probes that you place after running the VI if you have enabled the Retain Wire 
Values option. 

 ■ Change values of front panel controls. 

 ■ Click the Pause button to continue running to the next breakpoint or until the VI finishes running. 

You can use the Breakpoint Manager window to disable, enable, clear, or locate existing breakpoints. Open the 
Breakpoint Manager window by selecting View»Breakpoint Manager or by right-clicking an object on the block 
diagram and selecting Breakpoint»Breakpoint Manager from the shortcut menu. You can remove breakpoints 
individually or throughout the entire VI hierarchy. 

Probe Tool  
Use the Probe tool, to check intermediate values on a wire as a VI runs. Use the Probe tool if you have a complicated 
block diagram with a series of operations, any one of which might return incorrect data. Use the Probe tool with 
execution highlighting, single-stepping, and breakpoints to determine if and where data is incorrect. If data is 
available, the probe immediately updates and displays the data during execution highlighting, single-stepping, or 
when you pause at a breakpoint. When execution pauses at a node because of single-stepping or a breakpoint, you 
also can probe the wire that just executed to see the value that flowed through that wire. 

Disabling Code
Developers can also disable entire sections of graphical code in a method analogous to commenting out code in a 
text-based programming language. Disabling parts of the code without rendering the entire program inoperative is a 
valuable troubleshooting technique for dealing with nonfunctional or faulty code. LabVIEW provides this functionality 
through the Diagram Disable Structure (Figure 10.2). Each Diagram Disable Structure contains two or more frames – 
at least one frame contains disabled code, which is wholly ignored by the LabVIEW compiler and not executed when 
the VI runs. A single frame can hold code that executes when the VI runs.
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Figure 10.2. LabVIEW Diagram Disable Structure



202

Debugging Deployed Applications 
Debug Application Dialog
With LabVIEW you can also debug applications that are deployed and running embedded. For this you can use the 
Debug Application or Shared Library dialog box to debug stand-alone real-time applications running on a real-time 
target. With the Debug Application dialog box, you also can view the block diagram of the application, run the 
application in “highlight execution” mode, probe inputs and outputs, and allow the use of other debugging tools. You 
can get to the Debug Application or shared library from the Project Explorer window by selecting Operate»Debug 
Application or Shared Library to display the Debug Application or Shared Library dialog box.

Figure 10.3. Debug Application or Shared Library Dialog

To enable an application for debugging, you must modify the build specification inside the LabVIEW Application 
Builder. Complete the following steps to debug a stand-alone real-time application.

1. Enable debugging in the build specification for the stand-alone real-time application by placing a checkmark in 
the Enable debugging checkbox on the Advanced page of the Real-Time Application Properties dialog box.

2. Right-click the build specification for the stand-alone real-time application and select Build from the shortcut 
menu to build the application.

3. Reboot the real-time target to run the stand-alone real-time application.

4. From the Project Explorer window, select Operate»Debug Application or Shared Library to display the 
Debug Application or Shared Library dialog box.

5. Enter the IP address of the real-time target in the Machine name or IP address text box. Click the Refresh 
button to view the list of stand-alone real-time applications that you can debug on the real-time target.

6. Select the stand-alone real-time application you want to debug.

7. Click the Connect button to open the front panel of the startup VI for debugging. Use the block diagram of the 
startup VI to debug the application using probes, breakpoints, and other debugging techniques.

8. After you finish debugging, close the startup VI, which also closes the stand-alone real-time application on the 
real-time target and then reboot the real-time target to restart the stand-alone real-time application. If you want 
to disconnect without closing the startup VI, right-click the front panel of the startup VI and select Remote 
Debugging»Quit Debug Session from the shortcut menu.

http://zone.ni.com/reference/en-XX/help/371361E-01/lvdialog/debug_app_dll_db/
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NI Distributed System Manager
The NI Distributed System Manager provides a central location for monitoring systems on the network, viewing and 
clearing faults, and managing published data. The NI Distributed System Manager is a stand-alone tool and does not 
require LabVIEW to be installed on the same computer. You can open the NI Distributed System Manager from the 
Windows Start menu or by right-clicking on the real-time target in the Project Explorer Window and selecting 
Tools»Distributed System Manager.

Figure 10.4. The NI Distributed System Manager provides network viewing of I/O and controller states.

The system manager offers test panels for CompactRIO modules running in scan mode. As soon as your system is 
available on the network, you have access to real-time and historical-trend I/O values, so you can quickly verify your 
connections and signal integrity. In addition to test panels, the system manager also gives visibility into memory 
usage and processor load for CompactRIO controllers. You can also use the NI Distributed System Manager to 
monitor and manage scan engine faults and modes.

User-Controlled LEDs
Most real-time controllers have one or more LEDs that can be controlled from a user application. A designer can use 
these LEDs to indicate the state of a running application. A common practice is to blink an LED at different rates to 
indicate the application is running and at what state or function the application is currently in or performing. LabVIEW 
Real-Time provides an RT LEDs VI for communicating with user LEDs on a Real-Time target.

Figure 10.5. LEDS can provide a simple view of program status.

A user can change the state of an LED by executing the RT LEDs VI on a block diagram and setting the state input to 
the following values:

0 Turns on the LED

1 Sets the LED to default color1

2 Sets the LED to default color2

3 Toggles between off and default color1

Table 10.1. LED State Inputs
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Additionally, some real-time controllers provide access to LEDs from the FPGA application. In this case, the LabVIEW 
FPGA application can be written to using a LabVIEW FPGA I/O node that is by default named FPGA LED which when 
written can change the state of the LED from off based on the Boolean control value.

Figure 10.6. You also can access LEDs from the FPGA.

CompactRIO Console Out Switch
CompactRIO controllers also provide a Console Out switch provides useful diagnostic information from the 
controller’s COM1 port when it is connected to a computer using serial port. This functionality is particularly useful 
for troubleshooting systems in the following scenarios: 

 ■ Displaying printf style information to a text console from the controller.

 ■ Displaying the controller’s current firmware version and IP address.

 ■ Diagnosing an unresponsive controller or a controller with errors indicated by the LEDs.

 ■ Troubleshooting a controller that is not showing up in MAX. 

 ■ Assisting an NI Applications Engineer with troubleshooting the controller.

To view the output from the Console Out on a CompactRIO controller, follow the following procedure: 

1. Shut down the controller in question.

2. Connect the controller to a PC using a null modem cable (NI controllers are DTE devices). 

3. Apply the following serial port settings on the PC: 
 a.  Bits per second: 9600 
 b.  Data bits: 8 
 c.  Parity: None 
 d.  Stop bits: 1 
 e.  Flow control: None

4. On the controller, set the Console Out DIP switch to the ON position. 

5. Power on the controller, and observe the output on the PC’s terminal window from the controller. 

Figure 10.7. Console Out provides a simple serial interface to the controller.

6. Set the Console Out switch back to OFF when done troubleshooting.
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To send your own debugging information through the console out, LabVIEW Real-Time provides an RT Debug String 
VI for communicating textual information from the controller to the terminal window on a host PC.

Figure 10.8. You can customize your application to send additional data to the PC via the Console Out feature.

Error Logging 
Since CompactRIO applications often do not have a user interface there may not be an indication of when an error 
occurs. Therefore, it is important to store these errors in a log file on the controller that can later be retrieved. You can 
use error log files to store information about LabVIEW errors and/or unexpected data. You can set-up a separate 
lower priority loop that logs errors or log errors as part of the shut-down routine. A simple error logging 
implementation is shown below.

Figure 10.9. Simple Error-Logging Implementation

In addition, real-time controllers automatically generate an error log if the controller crashes. You can access this error 
log by right-clicking on the controller in MAX under Remote Systems and selecting View Error Log. The error log is 
stored in the following directory on the controller: /ni-rt/system/errlog.txt. 
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LabVIEW Analysis Tools
When building your application it is recommended you analyze your VIs to calculate execution time and to check for 
unwanted behavior such as memory allocation or thread switching. 

Analyzing VIs and Sections of Code

Real-Time Benchmarking VIs
Benchmarking an operation involves measuring the time at the start of the operation, performing the operation, and 
measuring the time at the end of the operation. Since timing is crucial in a deterministic application, LabVIEW Real-
Time ships with a Real-Time Benchmarking VI to help verify correct timing behavior. 

Figure 10.10. The Real-Time Benchmark VI can help you understand execution time for subVIs.

The Benchmark Project VI uses the RT Get Timestamp VI and the RT Timestamp Analysis VI to benchmark the 
performance of VIs and sections of VIs running on a real-time target. You can use the benchmark information to 
optimize the design of real-time target VIs. See the NI Example Finder to locate the Real-Time Benchmarking VIs.

Profile Performance and Memory Window
The Profile Performance and Memory window is a tool for statistically analyzing how an application uses execution 
time and memory. You can use the Profile Performance and Memory window to display performance information for 
all VIs and subVIs in memory. This information can help you optimize the performance of your VIs by identifying 
potential bottlenecks. For example, if you notice that a particular subVI takes a long time to execute, you can improve 
the performance of that VI. 

Figure 10.11. The Profile Performance and Memory Window provides timing and memory details for applications and subVIs.

To launch the Profile Performance and Memory application, select Tools»Profile»Performance and Memory. 
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Monitoring Target Resources in Real Time 

NI Distributed System Manager and Real-Time System Manager
It is helpful to view the memory and CPU resources on a controller executing deployed code. In some cases, 
application timing failures are caused by insufficient memory or CPU resources on the real-time target. By 
monitoring the target resources, you can determine if a memory leak is occurring over time (normally caused by 
performing memory allocations in a loop) or how much CPU time different loops are using. The NI Distributed 
System Manager displays controller CPU and memory usage as shown in Figure 10.12.

Figure 10.12. The NI Distributed System Manager exposes CPU  
and memory usage for controllers on the network.

You can also use a tool called the NI Real-Time System Manager to view CPU and memory usage. 

Figure 10.13. The NI Real-Time System Manager also shows CPU and memory usage.

You can launch the NI Real-Time System Manager (RTSM) from the Tools»Real-Time Module menu. To configure the 
RTSM for use, you must first configure the VI Server on the target. To configure the VI Server on the target, first right-click 
on the real-time target and select properties to bring up the Real-Time Properties page. Highlight the VI Server: 
Configuration page and ensure the TCP/IP checkbox is checked and the checkboxes in the Accessible Server Resources 
are checked. On the VI Server Machine Access category, ensure that the IP address of your host PC or an * is present.
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Real-Time Execution Trace Toolkit 
One of the best tools is the Execution Trace Tool. This is a real-time event and execution tracing tool that you can use 
to capture and display the timing and event data of VI and thread events for LabVIEW Real-Time applications. You can 
use the Execution Trace Tool VIs to capture the timing and execution data of VI and thread events for applications 
running on a real-time target. 

With minimal modifications to your embedded code, these tools graphically display multithreaded code executions 
while highlighting thread swaps, mutexes, and memory allocation. Using this information, you can optimize your real-
time code for faster control loops and more deterministic performance.

To use the tool, place Execution Trace Tool VIs in the application running on the real-time target. Once a trace has completed, 
the VIs send information back to the Execution Trace Tool user interface that is running on the host or can save the 
information to disk for later view. Below is an example of a trace where the Trace Tool Start Trace VI is placed before the 
code of interest and the Trace Tool Stop Trace and Send VI sends information to the host after the code is complete. 

Figure 10.14. By modifying the program to start the trace log and send it to the PC,  
you can view low-level details of program execution.

Once the Execution Trace Tool user interface receives the information, you see two simultaneous views of the trace 
session. The thread view shows when each thread is active. The VI view lists each VI in memory and shows exactly 
when it executed.

The thread view shows all the threads that are running in the system. This includes threads outside LabVIEW, such 
as real-time timing and communication threads. The LabVIEW threads are listed as LabVIEW threads, are color-coded 
to match VI priorities in the VI view, and are labeled according to the LabVIEW execution system in which they 
reside. The thread view may also show OS, timed loop, and user flags you may have configured.

As mentioned before, the VI view lists each VI in memory and shows exactly when it executed. However, two VIs 
can overlap in the VI view but cannot execute at exactly the same time because on VI preempts the other. One VI 
has a higher priority, so its stops the lower priority VI so that it can instantly use the processor. This switch happens 
so quickly that the lower priority VI cannot log that it is stopping. You can examine the thread view to determine 
which thread is active, and hence which VI is active.
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Figure 10.15. The Execution Trace Tool provides low-level detail into application execution,  

showing thread execution, and preemption and memory allocation.

Often you want to view other events besides when a VI starts and stops. These events may include accessing the 
memory manager, sleep, iterations of a timed loop, etc. For this, you can use the Real-Time Execution Trace Toolkit to 
configure and event flag where you can configure flags based on the type of event by going to View»Configure Flags 
in the Execution Trace Tool. Refer to the LabVIEW help for more detailed information.
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Debugging LabVIEW FPGA
Development with LabVIEW FPGA is very similar to development with LabVIEW Real-Time. The same graphical 
programming constructs apply to all platforms and the LabVIEW FPGA functions are for the most part a subset of 
the functions found in Real-Time. However, to optimize your LabVIEW FPGA application you can employ different 
techniques leveraging hardware concepts like registers, pipelining, clock cycles, and communication between 
asynchronous modules. 

How FPGA Development Is Different from LabVIEW Real-Time
There are three main reasons that make the development techniques different between FPGA hardware and 
computer software.

Compilation Time
Creating the executable code for an FPGA requires a complex compilation that performs optimization top fit all the 
logic on the chip. Depending on the sophistication of the application, the compilation takes varying amounts of time. 

Absence of Typical LabVIEW Debugging Features in Hardware
Once the code is running in hardware, traditional software debugging features such as the ability to probe, single-
step, process highlight, set breakpoints, are no longer available. You can use simulation techniques to more easily 
debug and develop code for your FPGA application.

FPGAs Execute Fast and Deterministically
FPGAs are chosen for applications requiring high speed and determinism. Subsequently, designers are often 
concerned with exactly what is happening at every clock cycle of the FPGA, either for pure performance reasons or 
to characterize synchronization between parallel tasks. 

Because it can take anywhere from five minutes to multiple hours for a program to be compiled and run, it is 
impractical to employ a “code and fix” method of programming. To become a more proficient FPGA programmer it is 
important to understand how to increase your development efficiency. The sections below examine how to use 
behavioral simulation techniques as well as post-compile debugging to create a better-tested and quicker FPGA system.

LabVIEW FPGA Post-Compile Debugging Techniques

Use Controls/Indicators for Debugging
Controls and indicators provide a good mechanism for debugging code while the program is running in the FPGA. Since 
you cannot use LabVIEW probes, use an indicator to get the instantaneous value of a wire of interest. Additionally, use 
a control instead of a constant during this process because changing a constant value requires a recompile. Use a control, 
find the right value, and change to a constant when you are sure it is correct. However, controls and indicator take a 
sizable amount of resources on the FPGA, because they create a communication interface with the host VI. Stripping 
away unnecessary controls and indicators is the first step in resource optimization. Use the additional controls and 
indicators while debugging, but plan to remove them as you verify your design. 
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Latch Error Conditions
Many times there are error conditions that only happen for a short time. The worst case is that the error occurs in 
only one cycle of the clock. While debugging, these error conditions happen much too quickly to catch them through 
the communication interface. The best way to catch the error is to latch the condition when it happen and then allow 
a reset if needed. After you get things working correctly you might be able to take out the debugging latch and 
handle the error in a different manor for the deployed system. The classic example of this is debugging a periodic 
timeout from a FIFO. 

Figure 10.16. This VI shows latching a timeout condition  
with and without reset.

Data Log a Test Point with DMA
Sometimes you want to probe something in the FPGA but the instantaneous value from a control is not enough to 
debug. In this case, you can use a DMA channel for debugging purposes to actually capture the entire waveform of 
data from a test point. 

Route a Test Point to an I/O
Whether it is an analog or digital test point, you can always route the LabVIEW wire to an I/O node. Once the signal 
is routed from the FPGA, you can debug the signal from any other NI test hardware such as a scope, digital card, 
DAQ board, or even another FPGA programmed for testing. 

Test Multiple Candidate Implementations with a Case Structure
In some cases, you want to test a couple of ways to implement a task in the FPGA. You can compile each of them to 
see which one performs better. However, in order to avoid the extra compiles, put the test implementations into 
cases of a case structure and select between them on the fly. You can get instant feedback on the comparison 
between the cases and avoid extra compilation time. 

Figure 10.17. Place a case structure with the different code  
you want to try out on the FPGA.
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FPGA Behavioral Simulation on the Development Computer
Because you are just using LabVIEW code when making FPGA logic, it is always possible to execute your VIs on the 
host computer. This means you can use all the debugging features of LabVIEW and you do not have to wait for it to 
compile every time you need to test some logic. Additionally, you can create a Testbench VI to assert the inputs that 
normally are connected to the outside world with custom user-defined I/O and capture the outputs for analysis and 
verification. Finally, you can run the host program simultaneously with the FPGA code including simulated registers 
and DMA FIFO memory buffers.

Figure 10.18. Conceptual Diagram of the Simulation System with a Testbench VI to Supply Custom Input  
and Capture Outputs with the Host Interface Running at the Same Time

To set the FPGA to run on the development computer, right-click the FPGA in the project and select “Properties…” 
In the debugging section, you have three possible options.

1. Execute VI on FPGA target – Leaving this option selected begins the compile process when you press the 
“Run” arrow for an FPGA VI.

2. Execute VI on the development computer with simulated I/O – This option sets the FPGA VI to execute 
on the PC when you press the run arrow. In the drop-down menu, you can select to use either random data 
(which was the main behavior in LabVIEW 8.5 and earlier) or custom I/O, so you can write a Testbench VI to 
assert the inputs and capture outputs.

3. Execute VI on the development computer with real I/O – At this time, this feature is available for only R 
Series plug-in devices. This option runs the VI on the PC and downloads a fixed personality to the R Series 
device to sample the I/O when the program executes the I/O Node. This is useful for early testing and 
prototyping, but keep in mind that the I/O is software-timed sampling and most likely does not represent the 
timing you really want your VI to use.

Figure 10.19. Properties Windows for the FPGA Showing the Three Options  
for Running the FPGA Code and I/O Type
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APPENDIX C 
Large Application Development  
Best Practices

Large Application Development Guidelines
Proper software engineering practices are critical to the successful development of a CompactRIO control 
application. Any project should start with clearly defined and documented requirements. These requirements lead to 
an architectural selection and then to development. The code is then validated against the requirements and finally 
deployed and maintained. 

Figure 11.1. Proper software engineering practices are critical to successful project completion.  
National Instruments has toolkits that can help at each step.

Because creating applications in LabVIEW is so easy, many people focus on just the development step and begin to 
develop VIs immediately with relatively little planning. For simple applications, such as quick lab tests or monitoring 
applications, this approach can be appropriate. However, for larger development projects, good project planning is 
vital. This section presents fundamental techniques for successful software development in LabVIEW. For more 
detailed information, read the LabVIEW Development Guidelines Manual.

Applying a Structured Software Engineering Approach
Programmers creating mission-critical applications – embedded control applications, industrial monitoring 
applications, and high-performance test systems – cannot afford to introduce errors or uncertainty into their systems. 
For these kinds of applications, engineers must follow a very structured, and sometimes externally certified, 
programming process to ensure code quality and repeatability. Generally speaking, the situations when engineers 
need a structured programming process include the following:

 ■ Building an especially large application

 ■ Working as a team on the code, requiring a structured approach to ensure team members can safely and 
efficiently work on different areas of the project without conflicts 

 ■ Working in an industry or application area that requires coding processes to be certified by a government 
agency (FDA, FAA, and so on) or by a customer (automotive manufacturer working with suppliers) 

Many engineers may think that these situations require a traditional, text-based programming language to develop 
code. In reality, a structured process for developing code – in any language – is independent of the language or tool 

http://www.ni.com/pdf/manuals/321393d.pdf#labview_style_guide
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used. This section outlines common practices, built-in tools, and integration with external products that show how 
engineers can build large-scale or mission-critical systems requiring structured programming approaches.

Requirements Collection and Management
A key step in developing any large system is capturing the system requirements up front, before any serious 
development begins. System developers use many different approaches for capturing and documenting system 
requirements, from simple Microsoft Word or Excel documents to dedicated requirements management tools such 
as Telelogic DOORS or IBM Rational RequisitePro. The key to managing requirements is to clearly document what 
they are and associate them with the actual code that implements each.

To help with this process National Instruments created a product, the NI Requirements Gateway, where engineers 
can associate their requirements with specific LabVIEW VIs to track their implementation. With the gateway, 
engineers can do the following:

 ■ Document requirements using text files; Microsoft Word, Excel, or Project; Telelogic DOORS; IBM 
RequisitePro; and other tools. Engineers also can use the out-of-the-box requirements manager that comes 
with the toolkit. 

 ■ Link each requirement to specific LabVIEW VIs or sections of code to easily track how each requirement is 
being implemented or tested. 

 ■ Trace requirements as they change. With NI Requirements Gateway, engineers can quickly see when a 
requirement changes and be alerted as to which VIs are associated with that requirement and must be verified 
to make sure they still meet the requirement. 

Figure 11.2. NI Requirements Gateway

Architecture Planning and Design 
This document presents a scalable architecture that is appropriate for many control applications. However to 
successfully implement the architecture you must plan your software framework to meet your specified 
requirements. Your plan should define the system components and the interaction of those components. You should 
spend adequate time planning how to optimally convert your system requirements into code.

Designing large applications in LabVIEW, which is no different than software design in any other language, entails 
dividing an application into logical pieces of manageable size. LabVIEW graphical programming can make top-down 
design of an application straightforward and intuitive. In addition to graphical programming, LabVIEW provides 
methods you can use to create solutions. These include:

 ■ Statecharts 

 ■ Simulation diagrams 
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Development 

Organizing Files on Disk
File organization on disk should not be an afterthought. Poor planning for large applications leads to additional time 
spent moving and renaming files during development. Because LabVIEW VIs are linked by their name and path, 
when you move or rename subVIs you can break the links which then must be manually reestablished. Proper 
management of files on disk mitigates the risk of moving large sets of files at a later date and can help developers 
easily find files and determine where to save new files.

Many software developers already have practices and systems in place to determine where files should be stored. 
There are many legitimate practices and structures, but the following are established common practices that have 
proven to scale well for large applications. 

 ■ Store all project files within a single directory

 ■ Create folders within that directory for logical groupings of files

 ■ Group or “bucket” files according to predetermined criteria

 ■ Divide your application into logical pieces of manageable size

 ■ Use logical and descriptive naming conventions

 ■ Separate the top-level VIs from other source code

Folders on the hard drive are commonly used to group or categorize files and thereby separate subVIs from callers. The criteria 
typically used for grouping these files are a combination of the file functionality, type, and hierarchical layer in the application. In 
fact, organization on disk should be a physical manifestation of the relationship of files and code in the application.

Using the LabVIEW Project to Manage Files
The LabVIEW Project offers tools to help developers manage their files. As an application grows larger, developers 
need to manage numerous files associated with the application, such as VIs, documentation, third-party libraries, data 
files, and hardware configuration settings. Engineers can use the LabVIEW Project Explorer to manage such files.

Figure 11.3. The LabVIEW Project

Within a LabVIEW Project, developers can use folders to organize all the files that compose their applications. Project folders 
are virtual by default, but developers can synchronize them with physical directories in the file system. Once developers add 
a folder to a LabVIEW Project, they can change it from virtual to autopopulating (or vice versa) to maximize their file 
management and organization flexibility. Autopopulating folders are synchronized to a physical folder, which means that they 
always display any changes or modifications made to this location outside of the LabVIEW development environment. 
Autopopulating folders enforce a linkage between your organization of the files on disk and the logical grouping in the Project. 
Use autopopulating folders whenever possible to preserve the disk hierarchy within the LabVIEW Project Explorer. 



216

Team-Based Development
1. Often multiple developers use LabVIEW when working together on the same project. In these cases, it is 

important to clearly define the interfaces to the code and identify coding standards to ensure the different 
components are easily understood and work well together. Developers can achieve this by:Making code 
modular and providing standard interfaces 

2. Storing master copies of the project files, including VIs, on a single server and instituting a source code control policy 

3. Implementing coding standards within a group or company 

Code Modularity in LabVIEW
Large LabVIEW applications require a modular development approach in which the overall system is divided into logical 
components. Multiple developers working together on a project need this modular approach and clearly defined 
programming responsibilities. LabVIEW is, by definition, a modular programming language. Each LabVIEW VI (or unit of 
code) can be run as a stand-alone application or be called by another VI as a subVI. A subVI corresponds to a subroutine call in 
text-based programming languages or function/function block in 1131 programming. Using modular subVIs as part of a larger 
application simplifies the high-level VI block diagram and helps in the management of changes and system debugging.

Sharing Code with Source Code Control Software
At the beginning of a software development project, engineers must implement a process to deal with changes and 
share work. This process is critical for projects with multiple developers working collaboratively. Source code control 
tools are the best solution to the problem of sharing code and controlling access to avoid accidental loss of data. 
Source code control software tracks changes to code modules and facilitates file sharing among multiple users and 
software projects. In addition to maintaining source code like VIs, the source code control software can manage 
other aspects of a software project such as feature specifications and other documents.

LabVIEW provides integration with many industry-standard source code control providers such as Microsoft Visual 
SourceSafe, Perforce, IBM Rational ClearCase, PVCS Version Manager, MKS Source Integrity, and free, open-source 
software such as CVS. Through this integration, developers can check files in and out of source code control from 
within the LabVIEW environment, as well as obtain the revision history of the files. To check a VI in or out in LabVIEW 
once the source code control provider has been configured, a developer simply right-clicks on the file in the LabVIEW 
Project Explorer and selects the appropriate action from the right-click menu.

Figure 11.4. Source Code Control Options in the LabVIEW Project
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Debugging
Debugging capabilities are key to a development environment, and LabVIEW has numerous debugging tools including:

 ■ Execution highlight, which shows the movement of data on the block diagram from one node to another using 
bubbles that move along the wires

 ■ Single-stepping, which steps through a VI and shows each action of the VI on the block diagram as the VI runs 

 ■ Breakpoints, which can be placed on a VI, node, or wire on the block diagram to pause execution at that location 

 ■ Probes, which display intermediate values on a wire as a VI runs 

A separate section of this document goes into more detail on tools and techniques for LabVIEW Real-Time and 
FPGA application debugging. 

Validation and Reviewing Code
Developers using LabVIEW to create large applications are encouraged to submit their code to peer reviews. When a 
developer sits down for a code review, the developer walks the reviewer through the main path of the code and 
answers any questions. Some of the possible discussion topics include how easy the code architecture makes adding a 
new feature or implementing a change, how errors are reported and handled, and whether the code is modular enough.

To prepare for a code review, developers need to take advantage of tools that can help automate code inspection and 
identify improvements. One example is the LabVIEW VI Analyzer which analyzes LabVIEW code and steps the user 
through the test failures. The VI Analyzer contains more than 60 tests that address a wide range of performance and 
style issues. With the VI Analyzer, developers can enhance VI performance, usability, and maintainability. The VI Analyzer 
also generates reports so that developers can track code improvements over time.

Figure 11.5. LabVIEW VI Analyzer
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Deployment
The final step in a control application is deploying the application to an embedded system and setting it to start 
automatically. To set a LabVIEW VI to run automatically on startup, create an exe for the real-time target. You do this 
in the LabVIEW Project by creating a build specification. This includes all the information on the executable as well as 
any supporting files you want to export. The build specification makes it easy to recreate or customize a build. 
LabVIEW also has tools for system replication that you can use to copy the embedded code on a controller and 
replicate the code on another system. 
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