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The thresholds for the electron multiplication in both multipactor and the so-called collisional multipactor
microwave discharges are calculated by means of an individual particle model. The simulations are restricted
to low and intermediate gas pressures, where the collisional mean-free path of electrons is of the same order or
larger than the characteristic dimension of the system. Thus, the charge multiplication is caused by both the
electron impact ionization of the neutral gas and the secondary electron emission by electron collisions at the
surfaces. The charge avalanche is simulated by the numerical integration of the trajectories of electrons up to
the characteristic time for the space-charge buildup. The electron dynamics is described by the stochastic
Langevin equations where the collisional scatter of electrons is incorporated by means of a random force, while
the microwave electric field and the friction are deterministic forces. The physical properties of materials at the
walls are considered by means of realistic models deduced from experimental data fitting, while the constant
collision frequency model is used for elastic and inelastic electron collisions with neutral atoms. Previous
results for low pressure electron multipactor are recovered, and for pressures corresponding to collisional
multipactor the predictions of this simple model are in agreement with both the experimental results and
particle in cell and Monte Carlo simulations. Finally, physical conditions under which the charge multiplication
develops and the limitations for higher pressures of the proposed model are also discussed.
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I. INTRODUCTION

The prediction of the radio frequency �rf� electric break-
down thresholds is of paramount importance for the design
of microwave systems �1�, particle accelerators �2�, or in
semiconductor processing �3�. The charge avalanche dissi-
pates an important fraction of the rf input power and may
eventually lead to the catastrophic failure of the system. The
numerical simulations of the rf discharge buildup save ex-
pensive laboratory testing and also make it possible to pre-
dict their material-dependent performances.

Two different charge production processes contribute to
the rf breakdown. First, the electron impact ionization of the
neutral gas in the open spaces of the microwave devices by
free electrons accelerated by the rf electric field. In second
place, the collision of these energized electrons with the
walls of the equipment may also produce additional charges
by secondary electron emission. The weight of each charge
production mechanism depends on the local neutral pressure
pa, the magnitude of the rf electric field and the properties of
the materials used for the microwave components.

For very low pressures, roughly below 10−4 mbars, the
contribution of collisional ionization is negligible. The mean-
free path for elastic collisions between electrons and neutral
atoms �ea is much larger than the characteristic dimension D
of waveguides, which is on the order of a few centimeters.
Furthermore, the electrons that collide against the walls may
be absorbed, reflected back, or give rise to the release of
additional secondary electrons.

The low pressure electron avalanche essentially depends
on the secondary electron emission coefficient of the sur-
faces. This material-dependent rf breakdown is the denomi-

nated multipactor �MP� and has been thoroughly studied for
different geometries with both metallic �4–7� and dielectric
surfaces �4,8–11�.

The thresholds for multipactor are predicted by means of
a resonance condition between the electron time of flight and
the rf electric field cycle that produces a new secondary elec-
tron at each electron impact at the walls �4–6�. The thresh-
olds for multipactor between two parallel walls �4–7� and
also along a single surface �4,10,11� have been successfully
calculated by these resonant electron models. In addition, the
buildup and the time evolution of this electron discharge
have been studied using particle in cell �PIC� and Monte
Carlo �MC� schemes �10,11� and more recently by single-
electron tracking simulations �12�.

At the opposite high pressure limit �roughly over
10−1 mbar�, where D��ea, the charge transport toward the
walls is hindered by collisions with neutral gas atoms. The
gas pressure pa is proportional to the electron collision fre-
quency for momentum transfer with neutrals pa��m over the
involved microwave frequencies fw��m. This restricted
electron motion leads to a negligible rate of secondary elec-
tron production at the walls and the collisional ionization
becomes the relevant charge production process. The classi-
cal Paschen curves predict the thresholds for these charge
avalanches, which produce plasmas of ions and electrons
�13,14�. The time evolution of this electric breakdown has
also been simulated by PIC techniques �15� as well as by
means of more involved kinetic models �16�.

However, both charge production processes coexist for
the intermediate pressure range of pa�10−3–10−1 mbar, as
evidenced by the complex variation in the rf breakdown volt-
ages with the neutral gas pressure found in the experimental
data �17�. In this case the collisional mean-free path of elec-
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trons is similar to the characteristic length D��ea and the
collision frequencies �between �10−2 and 1.0 GHz� are simi-
lar to fw��m.

This rf electric breakdown at intermediate pressures has
been called multipactor plasma �17� or collisional multipac-
tor �CMP� �18–20�. The CMP charge avalanche is more
complex than the pure electron MP because of the random
electron collisions. Therefore, the resonant conditions for
MP electron multiplication are no longer valid.

More involved formulations have been proposed to ac-
count for the electron collisions in resonant electron models
for CMP �18–20�. First, the electron impact ionization is
neglected under the assumption that the energy acquired by
the electron always lies below the ionization energy of the
neutral gas �18�. Alternatively, the number of electrons origi-
nated by collisional ionization is small compared with the
secondary electron production rate �19�. For higher electron
energies, a modified MP breakdown condition has been pro-
posed which considers that a fraction of the electrons born
by collisional ionization become a part of the multipacting
resonant electron group �20�. In addition, the CMP charge
multiplication process has also been simulated by means of
PIC and MC schemes �21,22�.

Recently, the MP breakdown thresholds have been accu-
rately predicted by using an individual particle tracking
model where the motion of up to 2�104 individual electrons
were simultaneously considered �12�. In this paper, this
single-particle tracking scheme is extended to account for
both the elastic and the ionizing collisions of electrons in
order to predict the thresholds for CMP breakdown. The sto-
chastic Langevin equations of motion model the collisional
trajectories of electrons driven by the rf electric field. These
equations have also been formulated to account for the Cou-
lomb collisions in PIC schemes �23–25� and similar direct
particle simulations have been employed to simulate the
streamer initiation processes �26,27�.

As we shall see, this simple model leads to acceptable
predictions of the CMP rf breakdown thresholds which are
compared with the experimental data of Ref. �17�. In addi-
tion, the previous results for MP breakdown of Ref. �12� are
recovered in the limit for low neutral gas pressures.

Section II of his paper discusses the geometry and the
approximations of our model. The Langevin equations of
motion for electrons are introduced in Sec. III. The numeri-
cal scheme as well as the limitations of our simulations is
discussed in Sec. IV. The obtained numerical results and a
comparison with experimental data are presented in Sec. V.
Finally we end with some concluding remarks.

II. TIME SCALES AND MODEL APPROXIMATIONS

The geometry of the present model is shown in Fig. 1 and
consists of two coated parallel plates P and P�, separated by
a distance D, with equal areas A=S�H. The sinusoidal rf
wave with frequency �=2�fw propagates along the Z axis
and creates a time varying electric field Ew�t�=Eox sin��t�
directed along the X axis with an amplitude Eox= �Vo /D�.

The typical rf peak voltages are high, in the range Vo
�102–103 volts and the microwave frequencies lie between

0.1 and 35.0 GHz. This covers most of the bandwidths em-
ployed for space applications called C, X, Ku, and Ka. For
the involved gas pressures the neutral atom densities are sev-
eral orders of magnitude �na�1012–1014 cm−3� above the
maximum number of individual electrons �2�104� em-
ployed in the simulations. Therefore a uniform neutral atom
background will be considered in the following.

As in previous models for MP and CMP, the scope of
these simulations is restricted up to the characteristic time Td
for the space-charge buildup �7,18–20�. Below this time
scale, the local electric field El created by the free charges
within the volume Vs is small compared with the microwave
electric field �Ew�� �El� �21–28�.

In the present model, this maximum simulation time scale
is fixed as in PIC simulations, where the characteristic time
found is Tb�2�10−6 s for pressures in the CMP range be-
tween 1.3�10−3 and 6.7�10−2 mbar �21,28�. This repre-
sents a conservative upper bound, compared with typical
breakdown times found in the experiments for pressures over
1 mbar, which are below 25 ns �29�. Therefore, as in previ-
ous simulations, the space-charge effects are neglected dur-
ing 2�102 up to 7�104 periods of the involved microwave
frequencies.

In addition, the contribution during Tb to the local electric
field El of ions produced by collisional ionization is also
neglected �7,18–20�. Heavy ions experience elastic and
charge exchange collisions with neutrals where no additional
particles are originated. Besides, the number of new charges
produced by ions impacting the walls is very small compared
with the secondary electron emission rate.

The new electrons are created by either electron impact
ionization of gas atoms or by secondary electron emission at
the walls. The details for the electron interaction with the
coated surfaces at the walls are already described in Ref.
�12�. Additional electron losses by volume recombination
and electron attachment are neglected, because the corre-
sponding mean-free paths exceed by orders of magnitude the
typical dimensions of microwave devices.

III. LANGEVIN EQUATIONS FOR ELECTRONS

The electrons are accelerated by the deterministic force of
the microwave electric field Fel�−eEw�t� and are also ran-
domly scattered by the elastic collisions with the neutral at-

(t)Lost electron
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FIG. 1. The model geometry with the lower �P� and upper �P��
coated surfaces separated by the gap height D.
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oms. Two forces acting on electrons, Fr and Fs, account for
this collisional interaction. The friction force

Fr = − me�mue �3.1�

represents the resistance to the electron advance along the
direction parallel to its speed ue �18–20�. The change in the
direction of the electron speed caused by elastic collisions
with neutrals is introduced by means of the time-dependent
random force

Fs = C · ��t� , �3.2�

which couples the random components of the vector ��t�
through the elements of the matrix C �23–25,30�. Because
two successive collision events are uncorrelated, the compo-
nents �i�t� satisfy

��i�t�	 = 0,

��i�t�� j�t��	 = 	ij	�t − t�� ,

where suffixes i , j=x ,y ,x denote the spatial coordinates
�23–25�.

The density of neutrals na�ne is uniform within Vs and
Ew�t� changes in time; therefore, there is no privileged direc-
tion for the collisional scattering of electrons. Thus, the ma-
trix C is diagonal with Cii=C and

C =
2KBTe

me


�m, �3.3�

which depends on �m and the electron temperature KBTe
�23–25�.

Finally, the involved cross sections are approximated by
averaged energy-independent values leading to constant col-
lision frequencies �m=na
mur and �I=na
Iur in Eqs. �3.1�
and �3.3�. The characteristic speed ur=
2eVr /me is related
with the rms value Vr=Vo /
2 of the microwave peak ampli-
tude. This approximation neglects the low-energy effects in
the collision cross section because of the large values of Vo.

The following system of stochastic differential equations
models the motion of the electrons present in the test volume
of Fig. 1:

dre

dt
= ue, �3.4�

due

dt
= −

e

me
E�t� − �mue + C · ��t� . �3.5�

In this context, these Langevin equations of motion have
been previously employed to model the Coulomb collisions
in PIC codes �23,24�, the dynamics of charged particle
beams �25�, the electron runaway in a plasma �30�, or the
Brownian motion of charged particles in dusty plasmas �31�.

Equations �3.4� and �3.5� are made dimensionless by us-
ing the waveguide gap D for the length scale and the period
of the rf wave �= t /Tw, where T=1 / fw for the time scale.
Thus, d /dt= fwd /d� and p=x /D, q=y /D, r=z /D are the di-
mensionless coordinates and Up, Uq, and Ur the correspond-
ing speeds. Therefore,

dUp

d�
= −

�m

fw
Up −

1

2
� Vm

Dfw
�2

sin�2��� +
VTe

Dfw


�m

fw
�p��� ,

�3.6�

dUq

d�
= −

�m

fw
Uq +

VTe

Dfw


�m

fw
�q��� , �3.7�

dUr

d�
= −

�m

fw
Ur +

VTe

Dfw


�m

fw
�r��� , �3.8�

where VTe=
2KBTe /me and Vm
2 =2eVo /me.

Equations �3.7� and �3.8� govern the electron motion
along the Y and Z directions in Fig. 1, while Eq. �3.6� gives
the rf sinusoidal electric field along the X coordinate. The
continuous time-dependent quantities �p���, �q���, and �r���
are dimensionless Gaussian random variables.

In Eqs. �3.6�–�3.8� the relative weight of each term de-
pends on the ratio �m / fw, the rf voltage peak amplitude Vo,
and the waveguide gap length D. In the limit �m / fw1, both
the friction terms and the random force Fs become negligible
and then the collisionless electron motion is only driven by
the deterministic force of the microwave electric field.

IV. NUMERICAL SCHEME

The collisional interaction of electrons with the neutral
gas atom background is incorporated by means of the ran-
dom path needed for the numerical integration of Eqs.
�3.6�–�3.8� using a Milstein scheme. After a small integration
time interval ��, the calculation of the dimensionless posi-
tion and velocity of each electron requires the evaluation of a
Brownian path with 0��m / fw�Ns substeps �32�. The maxi-
mum number Ns=Tw /�c of time subintervals is determined
by the minimum average time �c considered between two
successive electron collisions along the period Tw of the mi-
crowave. Therefore, the calculations become impractical for
large values of Ns, which depends on the available computa-
tional resources and was fixed at Ns=200 in this case.

This maximum value Ns for the number of electron colli-
sions during Tw introduces an upper bound for the gas pres-
sure pa��m in the simulations. The maximum allowed pres-
sures of argon represented in Fig. 2 depend on Ns, the
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FIG. 2. �Color online� The maximum simulation pressures and
different microwave peak amplitudes Vo for argon with Ns=200.
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momentum transfer cross section 
m, the microwave peak
amplitude Vo, and the microwave frequency fw.

For pa exceeding the limits of Fig. 2, the friction force
dominates, and the motion of electrons is limited by colli-
sions. The high rf electric field continuously increases the
energy of the charged particles which are confined in the
space considered. This collisional confinement of electrons
leads to an unrealistic overestimation of the ionizing colli-
sions.

The iterative scheme of the simulations is represented in
Fig. 3. During the first half cycle of the rf wave, the initial
electron population is distributed at random positions at the
lower wall of Fig. 1. The energy spread of these Maxwellian
electrons is characterized by an initial electron temperature
KBTe.

The dimensionless position and velocity of the electrons
are calculated after an small time step ��, and the possible
events are considered for each of present particles: the elec-
tron motion may continue, driven by the rf electric field; the
collisional ionization of a neutral atom occurs; or the elec-
tron may eventually impact the surfaces.

As indicated in Fig. 1, those electrons hitting the walls
can be absorbed, re-emitted, or produce a new electron by
secondary electron emission �12�. In order to determine the
occurrence of a collisional ionization event, two conditions
are checked for each dimensionless time step ��. First is that
the electron kinetic energy is above the first ionization en-
ergy E�EI of the neutral gas. On the other hand, the length
LI that the electron travels after its last ionizing collision
must be larger than the ionization mean-free path �I�LI.

When both conditions are met, an electron impact ioniza-
tion occurs and a secondary electron is introduced in the
simulation placed at this point. The length LI of both elec-
trons is reset, and the kinetic energy of the primary electron
is reduced by an amount EI. After the collision event, the
velocity of the primary electron points to a random direction
and both electrons move in the next time step ��. The kinetic
energy of the secondary electron is negligible compared with
the large energy acquired from the microwave electric field
in this time step.

Finally, we calculate a qualitative measure that we call
susceptibility, which accounts for the rate of electron produc-
tion with respect to the dimensionless time,

H��� =
d

d�
ln�Ne���� ,

where Ne��� is the number of electrons present in the simu-
lation. For a constant or decreasing electron population
H����0, while it is positive when the electron multiplication
takes place. This quantity is numerically approximated by

H�� + ��� �
1

��
ln�Ne�� + ���

Ne���
� .

FIG. 4. �Color online� The predicted rf breakdown voltage
thresholds corresponding to the experiments of Ref. �17� for differ-
ent gas pressures. The decimal logarithm is used in both axes.

FIG. 5. �Color online� The rf voltage thresholds as a function of
fwD for the low pressure electron multipactor. The decimal loga-
rithm is employed in both axes.

d>λ I

Seeding electrons appear at random positions in the wave
guide gap during the first half cycle of the RF signal.

STOP

Collision with the walls
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and energy is updated
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noyes Discharge?
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FIG. 3. Structure of the numerical simulations.
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The final value of H��� is recorded when the simulation
stops, and its magnitude is represented by means of a color
code. This occurs when Ne��� reaches its maximum allowed
value or when the characteristic time Td is elapsed. Other-
wise, as shown in Fig. 1, all the parameters are calculated
again and a new integration step of Eqs. �3.6�–�3.8� is per-
formed.

V. NUMERICAL RESULTS

Figure 4 represents the rf breakdown peak voltages as a
function of the neutral gas pressure for argon, which are in
agreement with the experimental results of Ref. �17�. The
constant gap height was D=10 mm, the microwave fre-
quency fw=0.5 GHz, while the material at the parallel plates
in Fig. 1 was stainless steel.

For low pressures, where �m / fw1 �typically below
10−3 mbar�, the force acting on electrons in Eqs. �3.6�–�3.8�
is essentially the rf electric field and therefore the results are
equivalent to those of low pressure multipactor. The new
electrons are produced by secondary emission at the walls in
Fig. 1. Thus, the high and the low voltage thresholds for the
rf breakdown in Fig. 4 are related to the two crossover ener-
gies of the secondary emission yield �4–7,12�.

Figure 5 represents the MP breakdown voltages for a
fixed pressure of pa=1.0�10−3 mbar against the product
fwD. In these calculations 4.3�10−2��m / fw�0.12 and the
electron impact ionization is negligible. These results are in
agreement with previous experimental and theoretical results
for the pure electron multipactor �12�.

The electron impact ionization of neutral gas atoms in-
creases with the gas pressure; Figs. 6 and 7 show the transi-

(b)(a)

(c) (d)

FIG. 6. �Color online� The rf voltage thresholds for rf breakdown in argon as a function of fwD for different values of the ratio �m / fw

within the collisional multipactor plasma range of pressures. The decimal logarithm is employed in all axes.
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tion from MP to collisional multipactor. In these calculations,
the pressure is incremented from pa=2.5�10−2 mbar up to
pa=1.0 mbar, and in consequence the ratio �m / fw also
grows.

The rf discharge zones of Figs. 6 and 7 become broader
for similar microwave peak amplitudes Vo. The higher values
for the susceptibility H��� indicate the faster growth of the
electron population originated by the collisional ionization
with pa. Figures 6�d�, 7�a�, and 7�b� show that, for higher
microwave peak amplitudes Vo and larger values of fwD, the
contribution of ionizing collisions to the electron production
rate increases.

For a fixed microwave frequency the collisional ioniza-
tion grows for higher values of the gap height D, because the

energized electrons may experience a larger number of elas-
tic and ionizing collisions. Equivalently, for a fixed value of
D, the increments in the microwave frequency fw confine the
electrons because of the fast change in the direction of the
wave electric field Ew�t�. Therefore, the collisional electron
production becomes more efficient for higher values of fwD
and Vo as the gas pressure pa is increased.

VI. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

The results of simulations shown in Figs. 4, 6, and 7 for
the collisional multipactor and the electron multipactor are in
agreement with experimental measurements for intermediate
and low gas pressures �12,17�. However, our present model
does not account for the hysteresis processes observed in the
rf discharge thresholds in the experiments of Ref. �17�. For a
fixed gas pressure, the rf discharge disappears for microwave
amplitudes below the values for the start of the charge ava-
lanche when the amplitude is incremented. This difference
between the disappearance and breakdown rf amplitudes was
observed for both the CMP and high pressure discharges and
is related to the collisional ionization �17�.

As evidenced in Fig. 2, the Langevin simulations are ef-
ficient for typical gas pressures below 1 mbar, where the
typical length D and the wave period Tw are of the same
order than the mean-free path and characteristic collisional
time. For gas pressures or rf frequencies �m� fw over this
weakly collisional regime, the simulations are impractical
because of the long computational time required in the nu-
merical calculations to reproduce the random motion of elec-
trons using Eq. �3.5�.

In consequence, the minimum rf breakdown voltage pre-
dicted by the Paschen curves may be reproduced only when
the corresponding gas pressure lies within the limits for the
numerical calculations shown in Fig. 2. This minimum volt-
age for the charge avalanche is close to the transition to the
drift diffusion regime where the average displacement of
electrons is limited �28�.

The minimum breakdown voltage in Fig. 4 corresponds to
the pressure where �paD�min�0.1 mbar cm. This is in agree-
ment with the results of Ref. �17� and is similar to the
experimental and the theoretical values �paD�min
�0.4 mbar cm in Ref. �28�. However, the magnitude of the
predicted discharge voltage is higher by a factor of 2. The
experiments evidence that the left-hand branch of the Pas-
chen curve is strongly dependent on the secondary electron
emission characteristics of electrodes �28�, and this discrep-
ancy would be related to the different surface properties and
energy yields for the secondary electron emission.

The rf charge avalanche requires electron energies on the
order of tens of electron volts and the involved microwave
amplitudes are large. Therefore, only a small fraction of the
electrons present in the simulation have energies below the
ionization threshold along the period Tw of the microwave.
In consequence, the contribution of low-energy effects in the
cross section for elastic collisions is negligible. This would
explain why the constant collision frequency model leads to
acceptable results in Figs. 4, 6, and 7.

The main drawback for our present simulations is in the
simplified model employed for the collisional ionization,

(b)

(a)

FIG. 7. �Color online� The rf voltage thresholds for rf break-
down as a function of fwD for large values of the ratio �m / fw. The
decimal logarithm is employed in both axes.
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which is inefficient for gas pressures where collisions �m

� fw are dominant. This large number of elastic collisions
hinder the electron displacements, leading to an average drift
motion of electrons, which cover large distances within a
restricted volume. The energy of these electrons becomes
continuously incremented by the microwave electric field,
while the collisional energy losses are not considered in Eq.
�3.5�. This combination of an increasing energy with the col-
lisional confinement of electrons results in the overestima-
tion of the number of ionizing collisions of electrons.

The PIC Montecarlo schemes, where the simulated par-
ticles consist of an aggregation of physical charges, are best
suited for the simulation at high pressures or fully developed
plasmas. This statistical approach overcomes the restricted
pressure range and the limited time scale of Td by consider-
ing the charge space effects �21,28�. On the contrary, the
details of electron impacts at the walls and the actual second-
ary electron emission production rate are blurred up.

Figures 4, 6, and 7 shown that this individual particle
model reproduces the low pressure MP and the intermediate
pressure range for CMP. The Langevin simulations are effi-
cient when the charge production at the walls dominates, or
its contribution is of the same order than the electron impact
ionization.
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