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Abstract: MEMS switches include mobile beams in their mechanical structure and these suspended
parts are essential for the device functioning. This paper illustrates the most important instability
phenomena related to MEMS switches. Starting from the most important instability exploited in these
devices—the electrical actuation—the paper also analyzes other important effects related to instability
phenomena, which are very common in this type of technology. Instabilities due to dielectric charge
trapping, fabrication tolerances, mechanical deformation, contact wear, and temperature variation are
duly analyzed, giving a comprehensive view of the complexity encountered in the reliable functioning
of these apparently simple devices.
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1. Introduction

Microbeams are widespread in Micro-Electro-Mechanical Systems (MEMS), and they are in
fact one of the most common building blocks encountered in MEMS design and fabrication.
Microengineering books usually have a very large section dealing with the analytical modeling
of suspended microbeams, including cantilevers, double-anchored bridges, circular structures, and
various combinations of these basic structures [1,2].

These books are rather encouraging because it seems that these microstructures are quite easy to
design and fabricate and, more importantly, their performances are quite easy to calculate and predict.

Of course, as always happens when comparing theory or simulation with experiment, some
details may not fit perfectly, or not fit at all. The final cause of these discrepancies is some assumption
made in the design or simulation phase that is not completely true or, alternatively, the purposeful
neglect of some phenomenon that was considered unimportant but then turned out to be relevant [3].
The examples discussed will be taken mainly from the field of Radio-Frequency MEMS (RF-MEMS)
and will deal with RF-MEMS switching structures, because this is a field where electrically driven
instabilities are not only very common but also the basis of the device functioning [4,5].

RF-MEMS technology rapidly emerged around twenty years ago as an enabling technology that
yields small, low-weight, and high-performance components [6] to replace some of the bulky, expensive,
and low-performing passives largely employed in wireless technologies [7,8]. Applications include
wireless personal communication systems, wireless local area networks (WLAN), satellite communications,
and some automotive electronics, such as systems for adaptive cruise control or parking aid.

RF-MEMS can be used for switching, RF frequency selection, tuning and matching in the RF front
end in communication transceivers [9], and for switching in phase shifters used in automotive and
satellite communications radar systems. They are technologically very attractive not only for their
very small footprint but also due to their extremely low loss, high linearity, and virtually no power
consumption [10].

In spite of all these advantages, RF-MEMS are not widespread in the market yet. The reason for
this delay can be mostly found in important reliability problems [11].
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A lot of research work has been done in the last few years to improve the reliability of these
devices, some important results have been obtained, and most of the relevant failure mechanisms have
been understood.

RF-MEMS switches are the basic blocks for more complex switching circuits, and the switching
mechanism is at the core of the reliability problem. An RF-MEMS switch is an electromechanical switch
and features a moving microbeam that collapses when the applied bias reaches a threshold value.
In this sense, its mechanical functioning is based on an electrical instability. The reliable control of this
instability will be discussed in detail in the different sections of this paper, outlining the most common
sources of deviation from the predicted behavior, together with the limits, and the consequences
of these deviations and the countermeasures and the mitigating actions that the research work has
developed in the last years.

2. RF-MEMS Switch as a Device Based on an Electrical Instability

Electrical actuation of a microbeam is widely used in RF-MEMS switching devices. Electrically
actuated switches are usually made of a conductive microbeam that can be either single or double
clamped and one or more actuation electrodes below the beam, as illustrated in Figure 1. Their
frequency application range goes from DC up to 30 GHz in the most frequent cases, but RF-MEMS
switches purposely designed and fabricated on special substrates can reach frequencies up to 100 GHz.
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Figure 1. Typical clamped–clamped (a) and cantilever (b) switch configurations. Both configurations
use mobile suspended beams as actuators.

Electrostatic actuation can be seen as a very useful instability. When the voltage applied to the
actuation electrode gradually increases, the suspended beam bends progressively down, up to the
point when the equilibrium between elastic and electrostatic forces cannot be maintained and the beam
collapses on the electrode underneath, that is, it actuates [12]. In the case of a double-clamped beam,
the actuation voltage of a rectangular beam is given by

Vact =

√
8kd3

27ε0 A
(1)

where k is the spring constant of the beam, d is the distance between the suspended beam and the
electrode, A is the electrode area, and ε0 is the vacuum permittivity.

When the voltage decreases after actuation has been reached, the beam bends up again, detaching
from the electrode at a different potential, the release voltage, which is given by
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Vrel =

√
2kd·d2

0
εrε0 A

(2)

and is always lower than the actuation voltage. In this case, d0 is the thickness of the dielectric layer
above the electrodes and εr is its relative permittivity. More complex formulas can be derived for
rectangular cantilever beams [13,14]. Complex beam geometries require simulation work in order to
determine their actuation and release voltages, but in some special cases, useful approximate analytical
formulas can be derived [2,15].

In an ideal device with a perfect dielectric, Vact and Vrel remain stable for an infinite time and after
an infinite number of switching cycles. In the real world, instabilities and drift in both actuation and
release voltages are fairly common and have different origins. The most frequent sources are charging
of the dielectric, temperature variations, fabrication uncertainties, and material wear.

3. Instabilities Due to Dielectric Charging

Dielectric charging has been widely studied in microswitching devices [16,17]. It is especially
important in long-term actuation applications [18], but also plays a relevant role in many cycling
experiments [19] because the effects of charging increase with time. The main effect of charging is
a progressive drift of the release and actuation voltages, that can be either positive or negative and
increases with bias time. The ultimate source of this problem is the presence of a dielectric between the
bridge and the actuation electrodes, and it is therefore very important for capacitive switches [20]. Since
a perfect dielectric does not exist, the real material becomes positively or negatively charged because
of small defects in its structure, and this effect increases with actuation time. The effects of charging
can generate several unwanted phenomena. The most important of these instabilities is caused by a
progressive drift of the actuation and release voltages. Depending on the polarity applied and the
nature of the charge traps, two different effects can be measured. In the first case, the release voltage
drifts toward smaller values until it is so close to zero that the switch does not de-actuate anymore and
remains stuck. In the second case, the actuation voltage can progressively increase to very high values
until it is higher than the applied bias and the switch does not actuate. This behavior is schematically
depicted in Figure 2. In real operation, stiction or actuation failure does not happen abruptly and
without warning signs. In the first case, when the release voltage approaches zero, the adhesion forces
between the surfaces can randomly prevent the release before the critical point, with a behavior that is
largely unpredictable. In the other case, since charging phenomena are increased when the switch is
actuated, and may slowly be reduced when the switch is de-actuated, an actuation voltage too close to
the bias voltage can produce a continuous actuation-release mechanism not controlled by the external
bias, which leads to a totally unstable switch.

Different strategies have been developed to minimize charging phenomena either at material and
design level or by applying specific voltage pulses [21]. The most promising ones work on the removal
of the dielectric layer with the introduction of stopping pillars in order to avoid direct contact with
the charged electrode [22]. These methods are quite effective and in fact, when most of the charge has
been removed, other effects appear in the capacitance–voltage curve [23] evidencing complex charging
effects either due to the inhomogeneous distribution of charge [24] or due to mechanical relaxation
or creep [25,26]. In this case, a more complex model including both shifting and narrowing of the
actuation/release curves must be applied to the experimental data in order to characterize the switch
behavior, and the voltage scan must be bipolar in order to take into account the drift of both positive
and negative values.

Unlike shift effects, narrowing effects in the capacitance–voltage curve are polarity independent
and it is then quite hard to attribute them exclusively to dielectric charging. Shift and narrowing
effects can be separated considering the average and the difference between the positive and negative
actuation (and de-actuation) voltages [23,27]. The change in the average voltage is a measure of the
narrowing, whereas the difference is a direct measure of the shift. A typical example of this behavior is
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reported in Figure 3, where a dielectric-less capacitive switch was biased above the actuation value for
twelve hours. The measurements were performed by sweeping the applied voltage from 0 to 60 V
and then from 60 to −60 V and finally from −60 to 0 V before and after biasing the switch at 60 V for
12 hours. The sweeping process lasted a few seconds.

In fact, the narrowing effect also included mechanical degradation phenomena, such as the
progressive reduction of the spring constant and the residual stress of the beam [23,25].
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Figure 2. Scheme of capacitance–voltage (C–V) curves of a capacitive MEMS switch with charging
phenomena. When the bias is applied, the actuation and release voltages can drift to higher values
(positive charging) or lower values (negative charging).
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Figure 3. C–V curve of a dielectric-less capacitive switch before and after applying a positive bias at
60 V for 12 hours. Charging phenomena are strongly reduced (small shift of the central point) and
narrowing effects become visible.
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4. Instabilities Due to Temperature Variations

Variations of temperature are known to cause instability phenomena in suspended beams. The most
important source of these instabilities is the difference in the linear thermal expansion (LTE) coefficient
of the materials used for the suspended structure and the substrate. Switching beams are often made
of metal, typically gold or aluminum, while the substrate is generally silicon or, for high-frequency
switching, quartz. Both substrates have an LTE coefficient much lower than that of gold or aluminum.
When the temperature rises, the beam expands more than the substrate. If the beam is a cantilever, this
does not cause relevant effects on the geometry and the internal stress of the structure, because the
beam is free to expand. Only minor changes in the switch parameters are expected in this case, due to
the change in elastic modulus of the materials or stress gradient variations [28].

In the case of a double-clamped beam, the beam expansion is constrained by the supports and the
beam experiences a compressive thermal stress which adds to the residual stress of the beam according
to the following equation

σtotal = σTamb − E(αbeam − αsubstrate)∆T (3)

where σtotal and σTamb are the beam’s total stress and residual stress at room temperature, E is the
beam’s elastic modulus, ∆T is the temperature difference, and αbeam and αsubstrate are the LTE coefficients
of the suspended beam and the substrate, respectively. The variations of beam shape, internal stress,
and actuation voltage as a function of temperature are schematized in Figure 4.
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Figure 4. Scheme of the interrelation between temperature, beam shape, internal stress, and actuation
voltage in a clamped–clamped beam. The precise value of the critical temperature depends on the
beam’s geometry and material.

When the temperature is high enough, the beam can no longer sustain the compression and
buckles, assuming the typical out-of-plane curved shape. Buckling occurs when the temperature is
higher than a threshold value, called the critical temperature [29]. The critical temperature depends on
the geometry of the beam and on the room temperature residual stress of the beam, which is normally
tensile. The more tensile the beam stress at room temperature, the higher the buckling temperature.
However, the room temperature tensile stress is determined by the fabrication process conditions and
is quite difficult to modify or control. Moreover, the higher the tensile stress, the higher the actuation
voltage of the beam, since the stress influences its spring constant [25].

If we look at the actuation voltage variation with the temperature, we see that when the temperature
increases, in the first phase the actuation and release voltages decrease, due to the reduction of the
internal tensile stress. The actuation voltage reduction is roughly dependent on the square root of the
temperature difference when the residual stress is high, as can be seen from Equation (4).
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Vact ∼
√

kelastic(E) + B[σTamb − E(αbeam − αsubstrate)∆T] (4)

where kelastic(E) is the part of the spring constant which is stress independent and determined only by
the elastic modulus E and B is a constant which depends on the beam geometry. A detailed analytical
derivation of this formula is reported in [30].

When the internal stress is approximatively zero or slightly positive, the minimum actuation
voltage is reached. After that, we enter the buckling zone, and the actuation becomes unstable and
difficult to calculate. The reason for this instability is mainly mechanical. In order to minimize the
internal compressive stress, the suspended membrane deforms in the out-of-plane direction and
changes the value of the air gap, which is no longer a constant in Equations (1) and (2).

A real example of this behavior is reported in Figure 5, where a clamped–clamped capacitive
switch with a gold suspended beam is measured with an optical profiler at different temperatures.
From the figure, we see that the shape does not change until 65 ◦C and that the critical temperature
is between 65 and 80 ◦C. The buckling is clearly evident at 80 ◦C and even more so at 100 ◦C. In fact,
the non-perfect planarity of the membrane at 20 ◦C was due to thermal-stress-related processes in the
release phase [31] at the end of the switch fabrication process.

The membrane shape above the critical temperature depends on its geometry and dimensions [28]
and may vary several times while the temperature keeps increasing. In general, membrane anchors are
the most important design detail in order to avoid unwanted deformations [32]. Anchoring systems
that allow, at least partially, the lateral expansion of the membrane have a higher critical temperature
and are less deformed by the temperature. In the example reported above, the actuation voltage was
around 40 V at room temperature and around 20 V at the critical temperature (80 ◦C) [30].
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Figure 5. Micrograph (a) and surface profile (b) of the mobile membrane of a MEMS capacitive switch
at different temperatures. The surface profile was measured with an optical profiler along the red
dashed line (a).

5. Instabilities Due to Fabrication Uncertainties and Material Wear

When designing a device with suspended beams, an ideal fabrication process is normally assumed.
In addition to that, design simplifying assumptions are often made, in order to reduce analytical
modeling or simulation complexity.

The typical RF-MEMS capacitive switch consists of two actuating electrodes separated by a central
underpass line where the signal travels, covered by a suspended movable beam clamped at both ends
(see Figure 1a). This means that there are at least two actuation pads separated by the central line.
In an ideal device, the beam is rigid and only the anchors bend when actuating. The electrodes and the
line have the same height and the collapse on the electrodes occurs exactly when the beam contacts the
dielectric above the line. Moreover, the effects of surface roughness are negligible.

In a real device, the beam can be flexible, and the surface roughness can limit the contact surface
between the membrane and the line [33,34]. Consequently, to assure a reliable actuation, the central line
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must be fabricated sensibly higher than the actuation electrode. This is especially true for dielectric-less
switches with stopping pillars, a common design strategy aimed at reducing charging [22]. As a result,
the line can be consistently higher than the actuation electrodes, with important consequences on
the actuation and de-actuation properties of the switch. An example of this behavior is reported in
Figure 6 for the same device depicted in Figure 5.

As can be seen from Figure 6, the switch presented not one but two collapse points as the applied
bias increased. The first one was the actuation on the central line, which is the true mechanical
actuation. The second one was the collapse on the actuation electrodes, and it usually happens a few
volts after the first one. This double actuation was seen in the capacitance–voltage curve as a small
“step”, as reported in the inset of Figure 7. As can be seen, mechanical and electrical actuation were
5 V apart in this case.
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This behavior can be understood by taking into account the quality of the electrical contact.
When dealing with microswitches, the quality of the contact is always an issue and is of paramount
importance in the case of ohmic switches [35]. In MEMS devices, the contact forces are usually very low
because of the small contact dimensions and a low contact force may result in a bad electric contact and
bad switch performance. In the case reported above, after the first actuation, there is a poor electrical
contact between the line and the beam. This happens because the contact force depends strongly on the
height difference between the central line and the electrode [36]. For this reason, the second actuation
where the beam collapses on the electrode is usually detected as an electrical actuation in the C–V
curve. In this case, the contact force is much higher and the electrical contact is very good. On the
other hand, this means that the experimental actuation voltage is normally higher than the simulated
one by at least a few volts, depending on the switch geometry and on the flexibility of the membrane.

Unfortunately, the continuous actuation or a high number of switching cycles can also affect the
quality of the electrical contact, which slowly degrades generating another type of performance drift
and, eventually, another actuation failure. As the contact deteriorates, the difference of capacitance
values in the on and off states becomes less sharply defined, and the RF performances deteriorate up
to the point where it is not possible to clearly define an electrical actuation [37]. The quality of the
contact [26] and the contact resistance vary randomly with time, and, again, the switch becomes highly
unstable and therefore useless.

6. Conclusions

RF-MEMS switches are devices with suspended beams, intrinsically designed to be unstable.
Instead of being a drawback, mechanical instability is exploited and controlled in order to switch
between two electrical states that act differently on the signal line. However, in spite of the simplicity
of this approach and the advantages in terms of performance, several unwanted conditions can lead to
additional sources of drift and unstable behavior in these devices. The progress of research in the last
decade has been very successful in preventing or minimizing these unwanted effects, especially with
respect to the minimization and control of dielectric charging, but also in exploiting design solutions
to increase the temperature stability and the long-term contact reliability. However, some concerns
still prevent the complete elimination of reliability issues and, consequently, the full exploitation of
these devices in commercial applications. Among them, some noteworthy concerns are the difficulties
of an MEMS-compatible, hermetic, low-cost, wafer-level packaging, essential to avoid failure due
to humidity or chemical contamination, and the scarcity of MEMS-specific methods for accelerated
reliability testing. Nevertheless, some commercial RF-MEMS switches have appeared on the market
and are gaining success for specific applications and uses, giving hope for the future.
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