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Abstract 
Ionic winds have many possible applications, for example as flow actuators or in cooling technology for 

electronic appliances. The phenomenon of ionic winds arises due to charged particles in a plasma being 

accelerated by an electric field and transferring part of their momentum to neutral molecules through 

collisions. In this paper, the specific system that will be studied is the surface dielectric barrier discharge 

(SDBD), consisting of two electrodes separated by a layer of dielectric material. A numerical model is 

built in COMSOL Multiphysics to simulate this discharge. The model consists of a three-species system of 

drift-diffusion equations to model the plasma, which when combined with the Navier-Stokes equations 

can simulate the air flow resulting from this discharge. This model was solved for several types of input 

voltage at the top electrode: positive and negative pulse voltages, as well as sine waves with various 

frequencies and amplitudes. Various values for the dielectric constant of the barrier were used as well. 

For a sinusoidal voltage with a frequency of 10 kHz and amplitude of 1.5 kV and a dielectric constant of 

5, the average flow velocity throughout the simulation domain of 0.4 by 0.15 mm during one voltage 

cycle was found to be 0.203 m/s. During the positive half-cycle, this was 0.440 m/s, and during the 

negative half-cycle, this was -0.035 m/s in the opposite direction, as indicated by the minus sign. 

Increasing the amplitude, frequency and dielectric constant all result in greater flow velocities. 

Introduction 
Ionic winds occur due to an electric field accelerating charged particles. The charged particles then cause 

an electrohydrodynamic (EHD) force by transferring part of their momentum to the air around them in 

collisions with neutral molecules. This force has been proposed to be used in cooling technologies or for 

flow actuators [1-5]. 

There are several methods of generating ionic winds. An example of this is a needle-cylinder geometry, 

consisting of two electrodes: a needle, where the plasma is generated at the tip, above a metal cylinder. 

Another example is the surface dielectric barrier discharge (SDBD), which is used in this study. This setup 

consists of two electrodes, separated by a layer of dielectric material. An AC voltage is applied to the top 

electrode, while the bottom electrode is grounded [6-13]. This setup has some advantages over the 

needle-cylinder geometry. In particular, the insulation from the dielectric barrier enables the setup to 

withstand higher voltages, making higher gas flow possible while avoiding discharge breakdown. An 

image of the experimental setup is shown in figure 1, which shows the setup used by another BEP 

student who was doing experimental research on the SDBD. As can be seen in the image, the plasma is 

created at the side of the top electrode. The bottom electrode is not visible in this image, as it is hidden 

below the dielectric layer. The resulting airflow should be in the same direction as where the plasma is 

generated (in this example, to the right). 
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Figure 1: SDBD setup in action 

The model used in this study assumes that there are three distinct species of charged particles: positive 

ions, negative ions, and electrons. In the continuity equations for each of these species, the model takes 

into account ionization of neutral atoms by electrons (producing a positive ion and another electron), 

attachment of electrons to neutral atoms (producing a negative ion and consuming an electron), and 

recombination of positive ions with both electrons and negative ions. 

To find the electric field resulting from the charged particle densities, the continuity equations are 

coupled with Poisson’s equation for the electric field. It is then possible to calculate the EHD force from 

the electric field and the particle densities. This volume force term is then inserted into the Navier-

Stokes equations to create a model for the resulting gas flow. 

What sets the SDBD apart from a needle corona discharge is the dielectric surface: charge will 

accumulate on this surface as charged particles are absorbed by it. There is also the possibility of 

secondary emission of electrons caused by positive ions impacting the surface. Unlike a needle corona 

discharge, it is not practical to use a DC voltage, as the accumulation of surface charge would cause the 

discharge to stop quickly. For this reason, AC voltages have to be used. 

In reality, the discharge does not only cause airflow through ionic winds, but also by heating the air. This 

heating is not taken into account in this study. 
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Model description 
The number densities of the charged particle species are calculated using the following set of continuity 

equations: 

𝜕𝑛𝑝

𝜕𝑡
+ ∇ ∙ (𝜇𝑝�⃗� 𝑛𝑝 − 𝐷𝑝∇𝑛𝑝) = 𝛼𝑛𝑒|𝜇𝑒�⃗� | − 𝑟𝑛𝑝𝑛𝑛𝑛𝑝 − 𝑟𝑒𝑝𝑛𝑒𝑛𝑝 

(1) 

𝜕𝑛𝑒

𝜕𝑡
+ ∇ ∙ (−𝜇𝑒�⃗� 𝑛𝑒 − 𝐷𝑒∇𝑛𝑒) = 𝛼𝑛𝑒|𝜇𝑒�⃗� | − 𝜂𝑛𝑒|𝜇𝑒�⃗� | − 𝑟𝑒𝑝𝑛𝑒𝑛𝑝 

(2) 

𝜕𝑛𝑛

𝜕𝑡
+ ∇ ∙ (−𝜇𝑛�⃗� 𝑛𝑛 − 𝐷𝑛∇𝑛𝑛) = 𝜂𝑛𝑒|𝜇𝑒�⃗� | − 𝑟𝑛𝑝𝑛𝑛𝑛𝑝 

(3) 

In these equations np, ne and nn are the number densities of positive ions, electrons, and negative ions 

respectively, μp, μe and μn their electrical mobilities, Dp, De, and Dn their diffusion coefficients,  and �⃗�  is 

the electric field. The equations take into account ionization of neutral atoms (with ionization coefficient 

α), attachment of electrons to neutral atoms (with attachment coefficient η), and recombination of 

positive ions with both electrons and negative ions (with coefficients rep and rnp respectively).  

From the densities of the charged particles, the electric field is then calculated with Poisson’s equation: 

∇ ∙ (휀�⃗� ) =
𝑒

휀0
(𝑛𝑝 − 𝑛 𝑒 − 𝑛𝑛) +

𝑒

휀0
𝜎𝛿𝑠 (4) 

where e is the elementary charge, ε the relative permittivity and ε0 the vacuum permittivity. The last 

term describes the surface charge density on the surface of the dielectric, with σ the charge density and 

δs a Dirac function that is zero everywhere except at the surface. This equation, coupled with the 

continuity equations mentioned above, completes the model of the discharge.  

The EHD force 𝑓 𝑒ℎ𝑑  resulting from the electric field and the space charge density can be written as 

follows, as shown in [7]: 

𝑓 𝑒ℎ𝑑 =
𝑗𝑝⃗⃗  ⃗

𝜇𝑝
−

𝑗𝑒⃗⃗⃗  

𝜇𝑒
−

𝑗𝑛⃗⃗  ⃗

𝜇𝑛
≈ 𝑒(𝑛𝑝 − 𝑛 𝑒 − 𝑛𝑛)�⃗� 

(5) 

In this equation, 𝑗𝑝⃗⃗  ⃗, 𝑗𝑒⃗⃗⃗   and 𝑗𝑛⃗⃗  ⃗ are the current densities of each of the charged particle species. This 

volume force term is then inserted into the Navier-Stokes equations to complete the model of the 

airflow. The flow is assumed to be incompressible and laminar. The equations used for the flow model 

are shown below, with equation (6) being the mass continuity equation and equation (7) the 

momentum continuity equation. 

𝛻 ∙ �⃗� = 0 (6) 
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𝜌𝑔 (

𝜕�⃗� 

𝜕𝑡
+ �⃗� ∙ 𝛻�⃗� ) = −𝛻𝑝 + 𝜇𝜈𝛻

2�⃗� + 𝑓 𝑒ℎ𝑑 
(7) 

In these equations, 𝜌𝑔 is the mass density of air, �⃗�  the flow velocity, p the air pressure, and 𝜇𝜈 the 

dynamic viscosity of air. 

Simulation domain and boundary conditions 

 

Figure 2: Geometry used for the simulations. 

The simulation domain is shown is figure 2. The total dimensions of the domain are 0.4 mm by 0.2 mm, 

as can also be seen in the figure. The grey colored area is the dielectric, which is 50 µm high. Its relative 

dielectric constant 휀𝑟 is assumed to be 5. The blue area is air. The Poisson equation is solved in both 

subdomains, all other equations only in the air subdomain. The model is 2-dimensional. 

The area cut out of the dielectric is the top electrode, which has a thickness of 5 µm. The voltage is 

applied at the edges of this area.  Three different types of voltages were used: pulse voltages of negative 

and positive polarity and a sinusoidal voltage. For the pulse voltages, the voltage at the top electrode 

was set to ±1500 tanh(5 ∙ 108 ∙ t) V. This function for the voltage has a rise time of 1.06 ns from 10% to 

90% of its amplitude. For the sine wave voltage, the same amplitude of 1500 V was used, with a 

frequency of 10 kHz. These values have also been used in other simulations [10]. As said before, the 

bottom electrode, represented as the entire lower boundary of the dielectric, is grounded, meaning the 

electric potential is set equal to 0. 

The secondary emission at the electrode and dielectric surface is dealt with by setting the electron flux 

into the plasma equal to -γ ∙ Γp, where Γp is the positive ion flux into the surface and γ is the secondary 
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emission coefficient, defined as the fraction of positive ions that induce secondary emission. The value 

of this coefficient is the same at the electrode and at the dielectric, and is set to 0.05, which was also 

used in other studies [7-8,10-11]. 

The surface charge on the surface of the dielectric is computed by setting the time derivative of this 

surface charge equal to the current density normal to the surface, using the equation shown below. 

Charged particle species can freely leave the simulation domain at all outer edges. 

 𝜕𝜎

𝜕𝑡
= �⃗� ∙ 𝑗𝑝⃗⃗  ⃗ + �⃗� ∙ 𝑗𝑒⃗⃗⃗  + �⃗� ∙ 𝑗𝑛⃗⃗  ⃗ 

 

(8) 

For the airflow model, there is a no-slip condition at the surface of the top electrode and the dielectric, 

meaning the flow velocity is set to 0 at this boundary. The left boundary acts as an inlet, and the 

pressure there is set to 0.  The right and upper boundaries are open, meaning the air can flow freely into 

and out of the system. 

All calculations are done by finite element modeling. The mesh used for the calculations is finest in the 

region above the surface of the dielectric and the electrode, up to 0.125 µm above this surface. Within 

this region, the maximum element size is set to 1 µm. Outside of this area, the mesh elements gradually 

grow to a maximum size of 4 µm, with a growth rate of 1.2. 

Results 
In this section we will present results of the simulations, specifically the space charge density, the 

electric field, and the resulting flow velocity field, at different times during the discharge. We will first 

consider the pulse voltages (both positive and negative) and examine the development of the discharge 

for both polarities. The airflow resulting from the discharge has not been computed for either of the 

pulse voltages. 

Positive pulse voltage 
These first simulations were done with pulse voltage, first a positive one, then a negative. This was done 

to test whether the equations for the discharge simulation were working properly. As such, these 

simulation results do not include results for the flow simulation. 

The applied pulse was an input voltage of ±1500 tanh(108 ∙ 𝑡) V at the top electrode. First, we will look 

at the current through the top electrode produced in the positive pulse voltage during the first 100 ns, 

which is shown in figure 3 (in blue). The figure also shows an indication of the voltage (in green).  
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Figure 3: Current produced during the positive pulse voltage discharge. 

From this plot, it can be seen that the intensity of the discharge is greatest during the peak at 10 ns, 

before slowly decreasing to nearly 0 after approximately 70 ns. To examine in closer detail what exactly 

is occurring during this peak, we will show plots of the space charge density and the magnitude of the 

electric field throughout the simulation domain, at three different times near this peak: 8 ns, 10 ns, and 

15 ns. These plots are shown in figure 4. 
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Figure 4: Space charge density (left) and the electric field magnitude (right) for a positive pulse voltage at 8, 10, and 15 ns 

As can be seen in figure 4, a positive charge is built up at the edge of the electrode for approximately 8 

nanoseconds, at which point the discharge begins propagating in the positive x-direction. The 

propagation of the space charge fully begins at 10 ns, at which point the current is highest. As the 

charge moves across the dielectric, the current slowly decreases until the edge of the simulation domain 

is reached after approximately 60 ns. Once the edge is reached, the space charge begins to dissipate, 

and no more current is generated. 

The discontinuity of the electric field at the surface of the dielectric is due the surface charge at this 

surface. Figure 5 shows this surface charge density at 8 ns (in blue), 10 ns (in green), and 15 ns (in red). 
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Figure 5: Surface charge density at the dielectric for positive pulse voltage, after 8 (blue), 10 (green), and 15 ns (red). 

As the discharge propagates along the surface, a positive charge is being left behind. This surface charge 

density eventually levels out at approximately 0.0013 C/m2 across most of the surface. 

Negative pulse voltage 
We will now look at the discharge generated by an identical, but negative, pulse voltage. Figure 6 again 

shows a plot of the generated current for the first 100 ns (in blue), again with an indication of the 

voltage applied at the top electrode (in green). 
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Figure 6: Current produced during the negative pulse voltage discharge. 

Similarly to the positive pulse voltage, there is a peak after 10 ns. This peak is negative, and a higher 

instantaneous value is reached (with a surface current density of 38 A/m compared to 14 A/m), although 

the current also decays much faster. For closer detail, plots of the space charge density and electric field 

magnitude are provided in figure 7, here at 6 ns, 9 ns, 12 ns, and 16 ns, to show the evolution of this 

discharge. 
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Figure 7: Space charge density (left) and electric field magnitude (right) for negative pulse voltage at 7, 9, 12, and 16 ns 
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As can be seen from figure 7, the negative pulse voltage also generates a positive space charge near the 

electrode. However, in this case the region of positive charge density appears to start slightly right of 

the edge of the electrode, above the dielectric. This can be seen in the top two images at 7 ns. Due to 

the negative electric potential, this positive charge moves towards the electrode, rather than away from 

it like for the positive pulse voltage. This movement can be seen at the images for 9 and 12 ns. Once the 

electrode is reached, the positive charge dissipates, as the final row of images shows. The surface charge 

distribution resulting from the negative pulse is shown in figure 8, at 6 ns (in blue, before the discharge), 

9 ns (in green, during the discharge), and 12 ns (in red, near the end of the discharge). 

 

Figure 8: Surface charge density at the dielectric for negative pulse voltage, after 6 (blue), 9 (green), and 12 ns (red). 

The resulting surface charge is positive near the electrode, but negative everywhere else. This negative 

surface charge eventually approaches -0.001 C/m2 on most of the surface. This is similar to the case of 

the positive pulse voltage, which results in a positive surface charge of just over 0.001 C/m2 on most 

positions on the surface.  

Discharge and resulting flow for sinusoidal voltage 
The input voltage used for the following simulations was a sinusoidal voltage with a frequency of 10 kHz 

and amplitude of 1500 V. To be more precise, the voltage was set equal to −1500 sin(1 ∙ 104𝑡), 

meaning that the voltage starts at zero, then becomes negative for the first 50 µs (reaching its peak at 

25 µs), and positive for the second 50 µs. The negative and positive half-cycles will be discussed in two 

separate sections, in which the resulting airflow will also be taken into account. 
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Negative half-cycle 

 

Figure 9: Current produced during negative half-cycle (first 50 µs) 

Figure 9 shows a plot of the generated current during the negative half-cycle (in blue), combined with 

the applied voltage (in green). Note that the voltage curve does not show exact values, and is only there 

as an indication. The actual amplitude, as mentioned earlier, is 1500 V. The current is dominated by 

several sharp peaks of negative current. All these peaks occur before the peak negative voltage is 

reached at 25 µs. After this, as the slope of the voltage becomes positive, no more peaks occur. At the 

end of the half-cycle, some positive peaks start to appear. 

The shape of this current profile, with sharp peaks as the voltage grows increasingly negative and no 

further current as the voltage returns to 0 is similar to results found in literature [14]. Specifically, it 

appears to be characteristic of low frequency and low amplitude voltages.  

We will look in more detail at the largest of these peaks, which occurs at approximately 14.5 µs. Like 

before, we will first look at the space charge density and electric field magnitude at time steps 

surrounding this peak (14.40 µs, 14.45 µs, and 14.50 µs). These results are shown in figure 10. Figure 11 

shows the surface charge density before (14.40 µs, in blue) and after (14.50 µs, in green) this peak. 
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Figure 10: Space charge density (left) and electric field magnitude (right) during peak in negative half-cycle 
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Figure 11: Surface charge density on the dielectric surface at 14.40 µs (blue) and 14.50 µs (green) 

Note that the colors in the electric field plots do not show the entire range of values: the electric field 

reaches values of up to 7.5∙107 V/m next to the electrode, while the color bar only goes to 3∙107 V/m. 

The same goes for the space charge density: in the plot of t=14.45 µs, there are several small areas near 

the electrode in which values of up to 54.2 C/m3 are reached, while the colors only go up to 5 C/m3. The 

high values were cut off so that the variation of these quantities can be seen throughout the entire 

domain, and not only at the edge of the electrode. 

From figure 10, it can be seen that a positive charge is created near the edge of the electrode, but 

quickly dissipates. On the surface, however, the charge is mostly negative, except near the electrode. 

The discharge during this peak causes the region with negative surface charge to expand, as can be seen 

in figure 11. 

The electric field is also affected by this: the region where the electric field is directed in the negative x-

direction expands along the surface of the dielectric. The region where this electric field is greatest (with 

the exception of the immediate surroundings of the electrode) is located at the surface, near the edge 

of the negative electric field area. In between the peaks, the space charge density is close to 0. The 

electric field only undergoes significant changes during these peaks as well.  

The surface charge density also explains the positive peaks that appear at the end of the half-cycle. At 

this point, the voltage at the top electrode is 0, but relative to the negatively charge surface this is 

effectively a positive polarity. This is why some positive discharges already happen. 
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To know the effects of the discharge on the airflow, the EHD force that results from the charge and the 

electric field must first be calculated. As discussed in the model description, this volume force can be 

found by multiplying the charge density and the electric field. During the negative part of the voltage 

cycle, the space charge is mostly positive and the x-component of the electric field mostly negative, so 

the EHD force is also directed in the negative x-direction. A plot of the volume force at 14.5 µs is shown 

in figure 12. 

 

Figure 12: EHD force at 14.50 µs during the negative half-cycle 

The largest EHD force occurs at the edge of the electrode. There is a small area further along the x-axis 

where the x-component of this force is positive. This is caused by the negative charge density in this 

area. Everywhere else in the domain, the EHD force is either negative, or very close to 0. This can also be 

seen in the following plot of the space-averaged EHD force over time (figure 13). 
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Figure 13: Space-averaged EHD volume force during negative half-cycle 

As seen in figure 13, the volume force is largely negative throughout the domain during the discharges, 

while being close to 0 at all other times in the negative half-cycle. During the largest discharge at 

14.5 µs, the volume force reaches a maximum of -3.40 ∙ 105 N/m-3, with the minus sign indicating that it 

is in the negative x-direction. The average value of this space-averaged volume force during the entire 

half-cycle is -3.03 ∙ 103 N/m-3. Of course, the volume force has a maximum at the tip of the electrode, so 

in a small region around that point, the value of this volume force will be far greater.  

Figure 14 shows a profile of the resulting airflow during this peak (at 14.5 µs).  
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Figure 14: Flow velocity 14.5 µs into the negative half-cycle 

Figure 14 shows the magnitude and direction of this velocity field at 14.5 µs, just after the largest peak. 

Due to the negative EHD force, the airflow at the surface goes in the negative x-direction. Near the edge 

of the electrode, instantaneous flow velocities of up to 3.24 m/s are reached. Each discharge similarly 

increases the flow velocity, and after the discharge the flow velocity decreases again due to the lack of 

significant volume force. The ‘final’ state of the airflow during the negative part of the cycle is shown in 

figure 15, which shows the flow velocity at 25 µs. 
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Figure 15: Flow velocity 25 µs into the negative half-cycle 

At this point the flow velocity does not exceed 1 m/s anywhere. As no further discharges occur during 

the negative part of the cycle, the maximum velocity continues to decrease until 48 µs, when it is 

0.26 m/s. This time-evolution of the flow velocity is shown in figure 16, which is a plot of the space-

averaged flow velocity across the simulation domain for the negative half-cycle. 
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Figure 16: Space-averaged flow velocity during negative half-cycle 

As could be expected, each current peak results in an increase in the flow velocity in the negative x-

direction. A maximum average velocity of -0.075 m/s is reached around 15 µs, just after the largest 

discharge. Over the entire half-cycle, the average of the space-average velocity is -0.035 m/s. 

Positive half-cycle 

The computations for the positive half-cycle were done using the final results of the negative half-cycle 

(at 50 µs) as initial conditions. The generated current (in blue) and the applied voltage (in green) during 

the positive half-cycle are shown in figure 17. 
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Figure 17: Current produced during positive half-cycle (second 50 µs) 

Note that the scale of this graph is smaller than that of figure 9. From this figure, it is already clear that 

the behavior of the system during the positive half-cycle is different from that in the negative. After 

some initial oscillations, positive current is produced in a peak that is lower than most of the peaks in 

the negative half-cycle, but is also sustained for a far longer time, lasting for the entire first 25 µs of the 

positive half-cycle. For the remainder of the positive half-cycle, the current is actually slightly negative, 

before the peaks that characterize the negative half-cycle re-appear approximately 48 µs into this half-

cycle.  

Once again, this current resembles the low amplitude and frequency results from literature [14]. A 

difference is that for these simulations, the discharge starts with several oscillations instead of a large, 

sharp peak. After that however, the sustained, but relatively low, current does match the referenced 

paper. 

The space charge density and electric field magnitude at several time steps during this half-cycle (5 µs, 

10 µs and 20 µs into it) are shown in figure 18, and the surface charge density throughout the first 25 µs 

of this half-cycle is shown in figure 19. 
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Figure 18: Space charge density (left) and electric field magnitude (right) at different times during the positive half-cycle 
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Figure 19: Surface charge density throughout the first 25 µs of the positive half-cycle 

In this half-cycle, a region with positive charge density is also generated near the electrode, which 

gradually expands to cover a large part of the surface. The charge density never exceeds 0.33 C/m3, 

which is far lower than the values produced during the peaks in the negative half-cycle, but this lower 

charge density is sustained for a far longer time. The surface charge is also affected by this, gradually 

changing from negative to positive as time passes. Once again, this surface charge explains the negative 

peaks at the end of this half-cycle, as the polarity of the top electrode is already negative compared to 

the rest of the surface. 

Initially, there remains a small region where the x-component of the electric field is still negative, but as 

the positive charge spreads across the surface, the electric field turns positive here as well. The resulting 

EHD force is thus also directed in the positive x-direction, as is shown 10 µs into the half-cycle in figure 

20. 
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Figure 20: EHD force 10 µs into the positive half-cycle 

This force remains consistent for a relatively long time, unlike during the negative half-cycle, where 

there was no significant volume force in between discharges. This can be seen in figure 21, which shows 

the space average of the volume force during the positive half-cycle. 
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Figure 21: Space-averaged EHD volume force during positive half-cycle 

While the maximum volume force during the positive half-cycle is only 9.41 ∙ 104 N/m-3, which is smaller 

than the greatest value reached in the negative half-cycle, the force is sustained for a longer time in the 

positive half-cycle. This leads to a higher time average of 3.08 ∙ 104 N/m-3, an order of magnitude larger 

than that of the negative half-cycle. For the full voltage cycle, this makes the average volume force for 

the entire domain 1.39 ∙ 104 N/m-3, in the positive x-direction. 

The consistency of the EHD force also results in a larger flow velocity during this half-cycle. The velocity 

of the flow is greatest around 20 µs into the positive half-cycle. The velocity at this time is shown in 

figure 22. 
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Figure 22: Flow velocity 20 µs into positive half-cycle 

At this moment, the airflow reaches speeds of up to 6.26 m/s. After 20 µs, this starts to decrease, but 

even at 48 µs, speeds of 2.23 m/s are reached. At that moment, however, the region with the greatest 

speeds is no longer near the electrode due to the lack of any significant EHD force anywhere, as shown 

in figure 23. 
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Figure 23: Flow velocity 48 µs into positive half-cycle 

Once again, to clearly see the time evolution of the flow velocity, the space average of it is plotted for 

the entire positive half-cycle in figure 24. 
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Figure 24: Space-averaged flow velocity during the positive half-cycle 

A peak space-averaged flow velocity of 0.68 m/s is reached at 23 µs into this half-cycle. The average 

during the positive half-cycle is 0.44 m/s, making the average over the full voltage cycle 0.20 m/s. 

Parametric study 

Influence of voltage amplitude  
As mentioned before, the previous simulations used a voltage amplitude of 1.5 kV, a frequency of 

10 kHz, and a dielectric constant of 5. Further simulations were done for different values of each of 

these parameters. Decreasing the voltage amplitude to 1 kV resulted in the space-averaged EHD force 

and flow velocity shown in figure 25. 
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Figure 25: Space-averaged EHD force and flow velocity for an amplitude of 1 kV, for the entire voltage cycle 

Both plots in figure 25 show the results for the entire voltage cycle of 100 µs. Both plots look similar to 

those of the 1.5 kV simulation, with sharp peaks in the negative half-cycle and a single larger peak during 

the positive half-cycle. However, the volume force is much smaller during both half-cycles, with the 

negative peaks now reaching only -5.57 ∙ 104 N/m-3. There are also fewer discharges during this negative 

half-cycle (7 as opposed to 10 for the 1.5 kV simulation). The oscillations ahead of the positive discharge 

are now in fact taller than the peak itself, reaching up to 2.03 ∙ 104 N/m-3. On average over the entire 

cycle, the space-averaged volume force is only 1.27 ∙103 N/m-3, an order of magnitude smaller than for 

the amplitude of 1.5 kV. 

Of course, this also affects the flow velocities. In this simulation, the space average of the flow velocity 

reaches maximums of -0.027 m/s during the negative half-cycle and 0.059 m/s during the positive half-

cycle, for a total average of only 9.9 ∙ 10-3 m/s. This value is very close to zero compared to the initial 

simulation, as the flow velocities during the positive half-cycle are now relatively closer in magnitude to 

those in the negative half-cycle. 

Influence of voltage frequency 
Doubling the frequency to 20 kHz resulted in an increased EHD force and flow velocity, as shown in 

figure 26. This figure again shows one full voltage cycle, which in this case lasts only 50 µs. 
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Figure 26: Space-averaged EHD force and flow velocity for a frequency of 20 kHz, for the entire voltage cycle 

The peak space-averaged EHD force reached during the negative half-cycle is -4.19 ∙ 105 N/m-3, and 

during the positive half-cycle this is 2.14 ∙ 105 N/m-3. On average for the full cycle, the volume force is 

3.33 ∙ 104 N/m-3. The resulting flow reaches peak velocities of -0.090 m/s in the negative half-cycle and 

0.973 m/s in the positive half-cycle, for an average across the full cycle of 0.306 m/s. 

Influence of dielectric constant 
Increasing the dielectric constant to 10 results in increased EHD force and flow velocity, as shown in 

figure 27. 

 

Figure 27: Space-averaged EHD force and flow velocity for a dielectric constant of 10, for the entire voltage cycle 

The peak space-averaged EHD force reached during the negative half-cycle is -8.79 ∙ 105 N/m-3, and 

during the positive half-cycle this is 2.03 ∙ 105 N/m-3. On average for the full cycle, the volume force is 

3.18 ∙ 104 N/m-3. The resulting flow reaches peak velocities of -0.140 m/s in the negative half-cycle and 

1.66 m/s in the positive half-cycle, for an average across the full cycle of 0.515 m/s. 
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A decrease in the dielectric constant to 2.5 leads to lower EHD force and flow velocities, as shown in 

figure 28. 

 

Figure 28: Space-averaged EHD force and flow velocity for a dielectric constant of 10, for the entire voltage cycle 

The peak space-averaged EHD force reached during the negative half-cycle is -1.31 ∙ 105 N/m-3, and 

during the positive half-cycle this is 4.30 ∙ 104 N/m-3. On average for the full cycle, the volume force is 

5.51 ∙ 103 N/m-3. The resulting flow reaches peak velocities of -0.068 m/s in the negative half-cycle and 

0.269 m/s in the positive half-cycle, for an average across the full cycle of 0.068 m/s. 

Conclusion 
In this paper, the characteristics of surface dielectric barrier discharges and the airflow resulting from 

them were studied for three different types of applied voltage waveforms: a positive pulse, a negative 

pulse, and a sinusoidal waveform with a frequency of 10 kHz and an amplitude of 1.5 kV. The dielectric 

constant of the barrier was initially set to 5. This was done with numerical simulations, combining a 

three-species model of the electric discharge with the Navier-Stokes equations. Similar simulations were 

also done with different values for the voltage amplitude, the frequency and the dielectric constant. 

A single positive voltage pulse resulted in a positive discharge moving away from the top electrode. The 

discharge was created approximately 10 ns after the start of the pulse and reached the boundary of the 

simulation domain at around 60 ns, meaning a rough approximation of its velocity is 8 km/s. To contrast, 

the negative pulse voltage also created a positive space charge close to the electrode, but this discharge 

moved towards the electrode in several nanoseconds. 

For the sinusoidal voltage, the resulting airflow was calculated as well. This voltage resulted in many 

sharp peaks current peaks during the negative half-cycle, as opposed to a longer sustained discharge 

during the positive half-cycle. The current produced for this voltage waveform corresponds to other 

results from literature. 
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The two halves of the voltage cycle produce air flows in opposite directions. However, the airflow in the 

‘positive’ direction during the positive half-cycle is more continuous and reaches greater velocities than 

that in the ‘negative’ direction during the negative half-cycle. To be precise, the positive half-cycle 

produces flow velocities of up to 6.26 m/s, while the negative half-cycle only generates a maximum flow 

of 3.24 m/s, and this for a very short time and in a small volume near the tip of the electrode. The 

reason for this is that although the negative discharges produce higher amounts of EHD force, they only 

do so for very short periods and in a small region, whereas the positive discharge lasts longer and exists 

in a larger area.  

The characteristic behavior of each of the half-cycles starts slightly before half of a cycle is actually 

completed. This is understandable, as surface charge remains on the surface of the dielectric (negative 

after the negative half-cycle, positive after the positive half-cycle). This also affects the electric potential 

at the surface, giving the electrode already a respectively higher or lower potential relative to this 

surface at the start of a half-cycle. This surface charge can also explain the fact that the discharges cease 

halfway through each half-cycle, when the voltage starts moving towards 0. 

Increases in the voltage amplitude, the frequency and the dielectric constant all lead to a greater EHD 

volume force and a higher flow velocity. The positive half-cycle is most strongly affected by these 

changes, as seen for example in the simulation with 1 kV amplitude: the maximum flow velocity in the 

negative half-cycle decreases from -0.075 m/s to -0.027 m/s (a decrease of 64%), whereas in the positive 

half-cycle it decreases from 0.68 m/s to 0.059 m/s (a decrease of 91%). Similar results can be found in 

the other parameter studies. 

The influence of changing the voltage amplitude and frequency was studied by only simulating one 

other value for these parameters. Other simulations were in fact attempted: a voltage amplitude of 2 kV 

and a frequency of 5 kHz. However, both of these simulations did not converge. If the simulation for a 

higher voltage had been successful, or simulations for even higher frequencies had been done, these 

may have produced similar results to the higher frequency and voltage results in the referenced 

literature [14]. 

One further thing to note is that while the negative half-cycle started from zero, the positive half-cycle 

was affected by the charges left behind during the negative half-cycle. To make a fairer comparison 

between both half-cycles, it would have been better to simulate one more negative half-cycle after the 

positive one and use that one to compare. Another option would have been to also start the positive 

half-cycle as a new simulation. Either way, the comparison between the two would have been more 

accurate.  

In the future, it may be useful to perform similar simulations with a larger range of frequencies and 

amplitudes for the sinusoidal voltage, to find whether the different characteristics of the discharges at 

those input conditions result in a greater or smaller airflow. If the reason for the convergence issues of 

the 2 kV and 5 kHz simulations can be found, these could give further insight in the effect of the voltage 

amplitude and the frequency on the discharge and resulting flow. 
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Also, comparisons to experimental data could be made. In this study however, the size of the simulation 

domain may be too small. This size was necessary however, as simulations with larger domains 

appeared to run into singularities each time. If the cause for this is found, those simulations would be 

useful as well. 
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