RISC-y business: Could open chip
standard RISC-V gain traction
against dominant incumbents?

The open-source chip architecture offers lower costs and greater
access, but its future in the marketplace is anything but certain
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FIGURE 1

RISC-V revenue is on track for exponential growth
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RISC-V is making headway—
and facing headwinds
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the same. Even by 2025, sales of chips from Intel
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THE BOTTOM LINE
For now, large traditional chipmakers likely have little reason to worry that RISC-V will eat into their
business. The cost of licensing an ISA from Arm may be rising,13 but it is usually “only” a few million
dollars at most. And though the cost of a license to Intel’s x86 is unknown, largely because Intel
has historically not licensed its chips except to AMD and Via, it is probably also in the single-digit
millions as well.14
Millions of dollars may seem like a lot, but in the context of a new chip design for a popular
smartphone or other application where chip volumes are measured in the millions, reducing the
ISA license cost alone is unlikely to be a material consideration. Chipmaking entails multiple costs:
design, verification, validation, software, manufacture, having to respin if the first design contains
a mistake, and so on. All in, making a new chip of a relatively leading-edge design will likely cost
more than US$500 million in 2022,15 and a few million dollars out of that for licensing fees is just a
drop in the bucket.
In the future, it will be interesting to see if RISC-V will take hold in an industry dominated by two
large incumbents. It’s worth remembering that there have been nearly 50 different ISAs over the
years16 … and Arm and Intel accounted for nearly 100% of the market in 2020. A few, such as MIPS,
ARC, and Tensilica, still have niche roles, but the rest of Arm and Intel’s competitors are just plain
gone. Not because their chips were bad, or expensive, or didn’t work; instead, there seems to be a
technology industry imperative toward ISAs consolidation, as there is in other technology spaces.
Two major players seem likely for the next decade; for those following RISC-V, the hope is that
there’s room for a third too.
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