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(57) ABSTRACT 

A temperature sensor, such as a thermistor, senses the tem­
perature inside a power source connector, or other portion, of 
a power supply. This sensed temperature may then be used to 
determine if the output power should be reduced or switched 
off in order to avoid overheating of the connector, or other 
portion of the power supply. Overheating of the power supply 
may occur, for example, if contact between the connector and 
a cigarette lighter power receptacle is incomplete. A micro­
controller may be used to monitor the temperature sensed by 
the temperature sensor and reduce or disable the power sup­
ply if the temperature is above a threshold temperate. Accord­
ingly, heat damage to the plastic components of the power 
supply, the cigarette lighter receptacle, may be reduced. 

20 Claims, 3 Drawing Sheets 
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TEMPERATURE SENSOR FOR POWER 
SUPPLY 

RELATED APPLICATIONS 

2 
receptacle, there is a possibility for heat generation in the 
vehicle connector and melting or other damaging of compo­
nents in the connector. 

Accordingly, systems and methods for monitoring a tem-

This application is related to, and hereby incorporates by 
reference the entire disclosure of each of the following com­
monly owned U.S. patent applications, each filed on even date 
herewith: (1) U.S. patent application Ser. No. 10/984,552, 
titled "Microcontroller Controlled Power Supply," (2) U.S. 
patent application Ser. No. 10/984,695, titled "Power Supply 
Configured to Detect a Power Source," and (3) U.S. patent 
application Ser. No. 10/984,550, titled "Power Supply Con­
nector." 

5 perature of various portions of a power supply, such as the 
vehicle connector, are desired. In addition, systems and meth­
ods for reducing damage to a power supply when an over­
heating situation is detected, such as may be caused by an 

10 
incomplete or improper connection between a power supply 
connector and a vehicle receptacle, are desired. 

15 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

1. Field of the Invention 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

A temperature sensor, such as a thermistor, senses the 
temperature of a power supply connector, or other portion of 
the power supply, such as an electrical cable. This sensed 
temperature may then be used to determine, such as by a 
microcontroller or other power control module, if the output 

This invention relates to power supplies and, more specifi­
cally, to power supplies configured to monitor temperature of 
components external to a power supply housing. 

2. Description of the Related Art 

20 power should be reduced or switched off in order to avoid 
overheating of a cigarette lighter. This may prevent damage to 
the plastic components of the power supply, the cigarette 
lighter receptacle, and the electronic device coupled to the 

In order to power many electronic devices, such as house­
hold appliances, stereo components, and computing devices, 
for example, those devices typically include a power supply 
configured for coupling with an external power source. Exter­
nal power sources may include wall outlets, cigarette lighters 

25 
power supply. 

in automobiles or other vehicles, and in seat power delivery 
30 

systems in aircraft. 

Power supplies typically include at least two connecting 
cables, one for coupling with a power source and another for 
coupling with an electronic device. Each of these cables 
includes respective connectors for coupling with the power 35 
source and electronic device. In the event that short circuits or 
other faults occur in one or more of the electrical cables, the 
heat generated by the short circuit may melt the plastic cable 
housing, potentially causing further damage to the cable, the 
power, supply, the power source, the electronic device, and 40 
the user of the power supply. However, current power sup­
plies do not monitor the temperature of anything outside the 
main power supply housing and such an overheating condi­
tion may not be recognized. Accordingly, systems and meth­
ods for monitoring the temperature of components outside of 45 
the power supply housing portion of the power supply, such as 
cables and connectors, are desired. 

For many types of power sources, the mechanical -configu­
ration of a connection portion of the power source is stan­
dardized. Thus, power supply manufacturers may develop 50 

power supplies according to the applicable standard for a 
particular type of power source and have a reasonable assur­
ance that the power supply will be compatible with that type 
of power source. For example, the receptacle of a vehicle 
cigarette lighter located in an automobile, water vehicle, or 55 

other recreational vehicle (referred to herein generally as a 
"vehicle receptacle") is standardized so that manufacturers 
may produce power supplies for various electronic devices 
that may be powered via the vehicle receptacle. However, 
some automobiles are not in compliance with the standard- 60 

ized vehicle receptacle specifications. Thus, power supplies 
having standardized vehicle connectors may not properly 
engage with these out of specification vehicle receptacles. In 
addition, even a vehicle receptacle designed in compliance 
with standardized vehicle receptacle specification may have 65 

an incomplete connection with a power supply connector. If a 
vehicle connector is incompletely contacting the vehicle 

In one embodiment, a power supply configured to receive 
electrical power from a cigarette lighter receptacle in a 
vehicle comprises a power supply housing configured to 
house a power module, a microcontroller electronically 
coupled to the power module and configured to control a 
power signal transmitted from the power module, and a tem­
perature sensor disposed outside of the power supply housing 
and configured to sense a temperature of a portion of the 
power supply and transmit an indication of the sensed tem­
perature to the microcontroller. 

In another embodiment, a method of reducing overheating 
of a power supply configured to receive a power signal from 
a vehicle through a cigarette lighter receptacle comprises 
sensing a temperature of at least a portion of the power supply, 
determining if the sensed temperature is greater than a pre­
determined threshold; and reducing a power level of the 
power supply in response to determining that the sensed 
temperature is greater than a predetermined threshold tem­
perature. 

In another embodiment, a power supply comprises a power 
module configured to convert a power signal received from a 
power source, a connector configured to couple the power 
module with the power source, a first temperature sensor 
disposed proximate the power module and configured to 
sense a temperature of the power module, and a second tem­
perature sensor disposed in the connector and configured to 
sense a temperature of the connector, and a power control 
module configured to reduce a power level of a power signal 
transmitted from the power supply in response to determining 
that the temperature of the connector is greater than a prede­
termined threshold temperature. 

In another embodiment, a system for reducing overheating 
of a power supply configured to receive a power signal from 
a cigarette lighter receptacle in a vehicle comprises means for 
sensing a temperature of at least a portion of the power supply, 
means for determining if the sensed temperature is greater 
than a predetermined threshold, and means for reducing a 
power level of the power supply in response to determining 
that the sensed temperature is greater than a predetermined 
threshold temperature. 
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BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 
4 

side of the power supply housing 112, such as in the connector 
116 and the power supply connecting lines 113. Thus, by 
placing one or more temperature sensors in locations that are 
susceptible to shorting, incomplete connections, or other 

These and other objects and features of the invention will 
become more apparent from the following description and 
appended claims taken in conjunction with the following 
drawings, wherein like reference numbers indicate identical 
or functionally similar elements. 

FIG. 1 is an illustration of a power supply, including con­
nectors for connecting with a power source and an electronic 
device. 

5 faults that may cause heating, the temperature of these loca­
tions may be monitor and controlled, as explained below. The 
description below refers to the temperature sensor 106 dis­
posed in the power supply connector 116 for ease of descrip­
tion and is not intended to limit the placement of temperature 

10 sensor 106 in other locations. 
FIG. 2 is a block diagram of a power supply coupled to an 

electronic device. 
FIG. 3 is a cutaway side perspective view of the exemplary 

power supply plug. 

In one embodiment, the temperature sensor 106 is used in 
addition to a temperature sensor that is located proximate to 
the power module 102, such as in the power supply housing 
112. The temperature sensor in the power supply housing 112 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED 
EMBODIMENT 

The following is a detailed description of embodiments of 
the invention. However, the invention can be embodied in a 
multitude of different ways as defined by the claims. The 
invention is more general than the embodiments that are 
explicitly described, and accordingly, is not limited by the 
specific embodiments. 

15 may be configured to monitor the temperature of the power 
module 102 or other portions of the power supply housing 
112, such as a temperature of the plastic components com­
prising the power supply housing 112. This temperature sen­
sor may also be coupled to the microcontroller 104, wherein 

20 the microcontroller 104 is configured to disable or limit a 
power output of the power supply 200 based on a temperature 
level of the temperature sensor. In another embodiment, the 
temperature sensor in the power supply housing 112 is 
coupled directly to the power module 102 so that when a 

25 predetermined temperature is reached, the power module 102 
is disabled. 

FIG. 1 is an illustration of a power supply 100, including a 
power supply housing 112, a power source connector 116, an 
electronic device connector 114, and electrical connection 
lines 113 and 115 coupling the power source and the elec­
tronic device, respectively, to the power supply 112. In opera­
tion, the power source connector 116 is coupled to a power 30 

source through a connector, such as a cigarette lighter recep­
tacle in a vehicle (referred to herein as a "vehicle receptacle") 
or an in-seat power receptacle in an aircraft (referred to herein 
as an "air receptacle"). The power is delivered to the power 
supply housing 112, which includes power conversion and/or 35 

transformation circuitry, via the power source connection 
lines 113, which typically include multiple electrical wires 
surrounded by an insulative material, such as plastic. An 
output power signal is then transmitted from the power supply 
housing 112 to the electronic device connector 114 via the 40 

electrical connection lines 115, which typically include mul­
tiple electrical wires surrounded by an insulative material, 
such as plastic. 

FIG. 2 is a block diagram of the power supply 200 coupled 
to an electronic device 120. The exemplary power supply 200 45 

comprises a power module 102 including power delivery 
components that are configured to transform and/or convert 
power from a power source and delivers this power to the 
electronic device 120. In one embodiment, the power supply 
200 also includes a microcontroller 104 coupled to the power 50 

module 102 and configured to control the output voltage level 
from the power module 102. In one embodiment, the coupling 
of the microcontroller 104 to the power module 102 is via one 
or more amplifiers, diodes, and other electronic components. 
Co-pending U.S. patent application Ser. No. 10/984,552, 55 

titled "Microprocessor Controlled Power Supply," filed con­
currently herewith, which is hereby incorporated by reference 
for all purposes, describes exemplary systems and methods of 
controlling a power supply output with a microprocessor. 

In the embodiment of FIG. 2, a temperature sensor 106 is 60 

disposed in the power source connector 116. However, as 
discussed above, the temperature sensor may be located in 
any other portion of the power supply 200 outside of the 
power supply housing 112. For example, the temperature 
sensor 106 may be located in, the connecting lines 113 or 115. 65 

In another embodiment, the temperature sensor 106 may 
include multiple temperature sensors located in locations out-

In an advantageous embodiment, the temperature sensor 
106 is in data communication with the microcontroller 104, 
such as by a data line included in the connection lines 113. 
The temperature sensor 106 outputs an indication of the tem­
perature of at least a portion of the power supply in which the 
temperature sensor 106 is located, such as the connector 116, 
to the microcontroller 104. The microcontroller 104 may then 
determine if the current output power should be adjusted 
based on the temperature results. In one embodiment, if the 
temperature has exceeded a predetermined threshold tem­
perature, the microcontroller 104 reduces the output power 
level of the power supply 100, thus reducing risk of mechani­
cal damage to the power supply 200, such as melting of the 
connector 116. In another embodiment, if the temperature of 
the connector exceeds a predetermined threshold tempera­
ture, the power supply 200 is disabled. 

In one embodiment, the microcontroller 104 reduces the 
output power level to a determined level in response to receiv­
ing a temperature indication from the temperature sensor 106 
that exceeds a predetermined threshold. For example, if the 
temperature sensor indicates that a temperature of the power 
supply plug exceeds a temperature of 100° Celcius, the 
microcontroller may be configured to reduce the output 
power to 75 Watts. Those of skill in the art will recognize that 
the temperature threshold may be set to any level, and the 
corresponding output power signal may also be set to any 
power level which the power supply 100 is capable of deliv­
ering. 

FIG. 3 is a cutaway side perspective view of one exemplary 
power supply connector 116. In the embodiment of FIG. 3, 
the temperature sensor 106 is located in the connector 116 so 
that the temperature of the connector 116 may be constantly, 
or periodically, monitored. In the event that there is incom­
plete contact between electrical leads of the connector 116 
and a vehicle receptacle, for example, the connector 116 may 
emit excessive heat. The temperature sensor 206 will sense 
the temperature of the connector and transmit an indication of 
the temperature to the microcontroller 104, which may be 
configured to monitor the temperature of the connector and 
compare the temperature to one or more predetermined tem­
perature thresholds. 
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In one embodiment, the temperature sensor 106 comprises 
a negative temperature coefficient ("NTC") or positive tem­
perate coefficient ("PTC") resistor that changes resistance as 
the temperature changes. In the case of a NTC resistor, as the 
temperature increases, the resistance of the NTC resistor 5 

decreases. If the temperature sensor 106 comprises an NTC 
resistor, for example, the temperature sensor 106 may also 
include a sensor for measuring the resistance of the NTC 
resistor, such as an ohmmeter, that is configured to output an 
indication of the resistance level to the microcontroller 104. 10 

In another embodiment, the terminals of the NTC resistor are 
coupled directly to the microcontroller 104, via the connec­
tion lines 113, for example, and the microcontroller 104 is 
configured to determine a resistance level of the NTC resistor 
and a temperature corresponding to the determined resistance 15 

level. 
In another embodiment, the temperature sensor 106 com­

prises an integrated circuit that ouputs a data signal to the 
microprocessor indicating a temperature and/or indicating 
whether the a power level of the output power signal should be 20 

adjusted. For example, the temperature sensor 106 may 
include an integrated circuit having a temperature sensor and 
circuitry configured to convert a reading from the temperature 
sensor to a digital representation of the temperature. In this 
embodiment, the integrated circuit communicates this digital 25 

representation to the microcontroller 104. 
Those of skill in the art will recognize that various other 

components may be used to determine a temperature in the 
temperature sensor 106. The systems and methods described 
herein are not specific to any type of temperature sensor and, 30 

to the contrary, expressly anticipate use of various types of 
temperature sensor placed in various locations of the power 
supply 200. 

As discussed above, the microcontroller 104 receives a 
temperature indication from the temperature and may then 35 

adjust the output power level of the power supply 200 accord­
ing to a preset default. In one embodiment, if the temperature 
measured by the temperature sensor 206 exceeds a first 
threshold, the microcontroller 104 reduces the power level of 
the output power signal to a first predetermined level. If the 40 

temperature measured by the sensor 206 is above a second 
threshold, the microcontroller 104 may be configured to dis­
able the power module 102 and cease power output. By reduc­
ing the power output in the above discussed manner, the 
plastic components of the connector 116, or other portion of 45 

the power supply 200, are prevented from melting and other 
components are prevented from enduring excessive heat that 
may damage these components. Because connectors, cables, 
and other power supply components may comprise various 
materials with various heat dissipation capabilities, the 50 

threshold temperatures may be different for each connector 
and/or power supply. 

In one embodiment, the power supply 200 may include an 
indicator providing a visual indication of when output power 
level has been reduced. For example, the power supply 100 55 

may include a LED that is activated when the output power 
level is reduced to a predetermined threshold. In one embodi­
ment, the visual indicator is located on the connector 116, but 
may be located in other locations on the power supply 200. 

Specific parts, shapes, materials, functions and modules 60 

have been set forth, herein. However, a skilled technologist 
will realize that there are many ways to fabricate the system of 
the present invention, and that there are many parts, compo­
nents, modules or functions that may be substituted for those 
listed above. While the above detailed description has shown, 65 

described, and pointed out the fundamental novel features of 
the invention as applied to various embodiments, it will be 

6 
understood that various omissions, substitutions, and changes 
in the form and details of the components illustrated may be 
made by those skilled in the art, without departing from the 
spirit or essential characteristics of the invention. 

What is claimed is: 
1. A power supply configured to receive electrical power 

from a cigarette lighter receptacle in a vehicle, the power 
supply comprising: 

a power supply housing configured to house a power mod­
ule, 

a microcontroller electronically coupled to the power mod­
ule and configured to control a power signal transmitted 
from the power module; 

a connector configured to engage a cigarette lighter recep­
tacle, the connector being coupled to the power supply 
housing via an elongated cable housing one or more 
electrical wires; and 

a temperature sensor disposed in the connector and config­
ured to sense a temperature of the connector and trans­
mit an indication of the sensed temperature to the micro­
controller. 

2. The power supply of claim 1, wherein the microcontrol­
ler is further configured to reduce a level of the power signal 
in response to determining that the sensed temperature is 
above a predetermined threshold temperature. 

3. The power supply of claim 1, wherein the power signal 
comprises a voltage level and a current level. 

4. The power supply of claim 1, wherein the predetermined 
threshold temperature is selected from the group comprising: 
about 80, 90, 100, 110, 120, 130, 140, and 150 degrees cen­
tigrade. 

5. The power supply of claim 1, wherein the microcontrol­
ler is further configured to disable the power module in 
response to determining that the sensed temperature is above 
a predetermined threshold temperature. 

6. The power supply of claim 1, wherein the temperature 
sensor transmits the indication of the sensed temperature to 
the microcontroller via one or more electrical connection 
lines coupling the connector and the power supply housing. 

7. The power supply of claim 1, wherein the temperature 
sensor comprises a negative temperature coefficient resistor. 

8. The power supply of claim 1, wherein the temperature 
sensor comprises an integrated circuit. 

9. A method of reducing overheating of a power supply 
configured to receive a power signal from a vehicle through a 
cigarette lighter receptacle, the method comprising: 

sensing a temperature of a connector of the power supply, 
the connector being configured to engage a cigarette 
lighter receptacle; 

determining if the sensed temperature is greater than a 
predetermined threshold; and 

reducing a power level of the power supply in response to 
determining that the sensed temperature is greater than a 
predetermined threshold temperature. 

10. The method of claim 9, wherein the at least a portion of 
the power supply comprises a connector configured to engage 
with the cigarette lighter receptacle. 

11. The method of claim 9, wherein the at least a portion of 
the power supply comprises an electrical cable connecting the 
power supply to a power source connector. 

12. The method of claim 9, wherein the at least a portion of 
the power supply comprises an electrical cable connecting the 
power supply to an electronic device connector. 

13. The method of claim 9, wherein the predetermined 
threshold temperature is selected from the group comprising: 
about 80, 90, 100, 110, 120, 130, 140, and 150 degrees cen­
tigrade. 
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14. A power supply comprising: 
a power module configured to convert a power signal 

received from a power source, 

8 
power signal from the power supply in response to determin­
ing that the temperature of the power module is greater than 
another predetermined threshold temperature. 

a connector configured to couple the power module with 
the power source; 

a first temperature sensor disposed proximate the power 
module and configured to sense a temperature of the 
power module; 

18. The power supply of claim 14, wherein the power 
5 supply is coupled to the power source via a cigarette lighter 

receptacle. 

a second temperature sensor disposed in the connector and 
configured to sense a temperature of the connector; and 10 

a power control module configured to reduce a power level 
of a power signal transmitted from the power supply in 
response to determining that the temperature of the con­
nector is greater than a predetermined threshold tem­
perature. 

15. The power supply of claim 14, wherein the power level 
of the power signal transmitted from the power supply is 
reduced to about zero watts. 

15 

16. The power supply of claim 14, wherein the power 
control module comprises a microcontroller in data commu- 20 

nication with the second sensor. 
17. The power supply of claim 14, wherein the power 

control module is further configured to disable output of the 

19. The power supply of claim 14, wherein the power 
supply is coupled to the power source via an in-seat power 
delivery receptacle. 

20. A system for reducing overheating of a power supply 
configured to receive a power signal from a receptacle in a 
vehicle or in an aircraft, the system comprising: 

means for sensing a temperature of at least a portion of the 
power supply, the sensing means being positioned 
within a connector that is configured to mechanically 
engage the receptacle; 

means for determining if the sensed temperature is greater 
than a predetermined threshold; and 

means for reducing a power level of the power supply in 
response to determining that the sensed temperature is 
greater than a predetermined threshold temperature. 

* * * * * 
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