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The 3D Sonic Max slide from Qualcomm’s presentation.
Qualcomm’s new fingerprint sensor is 30mm×20mm. Look at
how big it is compared to a small phone.
For the record, here was the size of the old Qualcomm
sensor: 9mm×4mm. Much smaller than a fingerprint.
Ron Amadeo
The new sensor and ribbon cable.
The sensor area.

In-screen  fingerprint  readers  were  the  standard  form  of
Android biometrics on 2019 flagships, and in 2020 we’ll start
seeing  the  second-generation  versions  of  this  technology.
Qualcomm is hosting its big tech show this week, and one of
the first announcements is the new version of its “3D Sonic
Max” ultrasonic in-screen fingerprint sensor. The second-gen
sensor is absolutely huge. Qualcomm says it’s 17 times larger
than the previous version.

In-screen  fingerprint  readers  offer  the  benefit  of  being
invisible and under the screen, and they can go on the front
of  the  device  while  still  allowing  for  an  all-screen
smartphone design. Being on the front lets you activate the
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fingerprint  reader  while  the  phone  is  on  a  desk,  without
picking  it  up.  The  downside  is  that  there’s  not  tactile
guidance for where your finger should go. There’s just a big,
smooth pane of glass, and if you miss the fingerprint sensor,
you’re  going  to  fail  to  unlock  your  phone.  For  in-screen
fingerprint readers, bigger is better, since a wider target
area means less of a chance you miss the invisible reader.

Qualcomm’s first in-screen fingerprint reader, available on
the Samsung Galaxy S10, was basically as small as it could
possibly be: 9mm×4mm. This is much smaller than a fingertip,
which is somewhere around 14mm×14mm—you were only scanning a
tiny sliver of your fingertip. Qualcomm’s second-gen reader is
huge: 30mm×20mm. Qualcomm says this is big enough to scan two
fingers at once, and—while I’m not sure why you would ever
want to do this—”simultaneous two-finger sensing” is actually
supported. You can be extra-secure at the cost of one-handed
usage.

Qualcomm  is  also  promising  better  security  for  the  new
fingerprint reader. The company says the second-gen sensor has
1 in 1 million accuracy, compared to the 1 in 50,000 accuracy
of the old version. This is good, since the old version has
had a number of security concerns stemming from 3D printers
and  clear  cases.  Most  smartphone  biometrics  are  hackable,
though. They provide “good enough” security for most people
and deter basic thieves or spying acquaintances.

The bigger size sounds like it will be a huge benefit for
usability. This will be a giant, unmissable target for your
finger, and it will cover a big chunk of the bottom portion of
the phone. Having a fingerprint reader that is bigger than any
other touch target on your phone means you will never miss the
fingerprint reader again, allowing you to more quickly and
consistently unlock the phone. There’s no word on when this
new  fingerprint  reader  will  be  integrated  into  shipping
devices, but most other things at the show are expected out
sometime in 2020.
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