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Introduction to Circularly
Polarized Antennas

1.1 Introduction

Circularly polarized (CP) antennas are a type of antenna with circular polarization. Due to
the features of circular polarization, CP antennas have several important advantages com-
pared to antennas using linear polarizations, and are becoming a key technology for various
wireless systems including satellite communications, mobile communications, global nav-
igation satellite systems (GNSS), wireless sensors, radio frequency identification (RFID),
wireless power transmission, wireless local area networks (WLAN), wireless personal area
networks (WPAN), Worldwide Interoperability for Microwave Access (WiMAX) and Direct
Broadcasting Service (DBS) television reception systems. Lots of progress in research and
development has been made during recent years.

The CP antenna is very effective in combating multi-path interferences or fading [1,2].
The reflected radio signal from the ground or other objects will result in a reversal of polar-
ization, that is, right-hand circular polarization (RHCP) reflections show left-hand circular
polarization (LHCP). A RHCP antenna will have a rejection of a reflected signal which is
LHCP, thus reducing the multi-path interferences from the reflected signals.

The second advantage is that CP antenna is able to reduce the ‘Faraday rotation’ effect due
to the ionosphere [3,4]. The Faraday rotation effect causes a significant signal loss (about
3 dB or more) if linearly polarized signals are employed. The CP antenna is immune to this
problem, thus the CP antenna is widely used for space telemetry applications of satellites,
space probes and ballistic missiles to transmit or receive signals that have undergone Faraday
rotation by travelling through the ionosphere.

Another advantage of using CP antennas is that no strict orientation between transmitting
and receiving antennas is required. This is different from linearly polarized antennas which
are subject to polarization mismatch losses if arbitrary polarization misalignment occurs
between transmitting and receiving antennas. This is useful for mobile satellite communica-
tions where it is difficult to maintain a constant antenna orientation. With CP, the strength of
the received signals is fairly constant regardless of the antenna orientation. These advantages
make CP antennas very attractive for many wireless systems.
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2 Circularly Polarized Antennas

This chapter serves as a basis for the chapters that follow. It will introduce some basic
parameters of antennas. Different types of basic CP antennas such as CP microstrip patch
antenna, helix, quadrifilar helix antenna (QHA), printed quadrifilar helix antenna (PQHA),
spiral antenna, CP dielectric resonator antenna (DRA), CP slot antennas, CP horns and CP
arrays will be described and basic designs illustrated. Typical requirements and challenges
in CP antenna designs will be discussed at the end.

1.2 Antenna Parameters

An antenna is a device which can receive or/and transmit radio signals. As a receiving device,
it can collect the radio signals from free space and convert them from electromagnetic waves
(in the free space) into guided waves in transmission lines; as a transmitting device, it can
transmit radio signals to free space by converting the guided waves in transmission lines
into the electromagnetic waves in the free space. In some cases, an antenna can serve both
functions of receive and transmit.

Figure 1.1 depicts the basic operation of a transmit antenna. As shown, the information
(voice, image or data) is processed in a radio transmitter and then the output signal from
the transmitter propagates along the transmission lines before finally being radiated by
the antenna. The antenna converts the guided-wave signals in the transmission lines into
electromagnetic waves in the free space. The operation of a receive antenna follows a
reverse process, that is, collecting the radio signals by converting the electromagnetic
waves in free space into guided-wave signals in the transmission lines, which are then fed
into radio receivers.

1.2.1 Input Impedance

The input impedance Zin is defined as the impedance presented by an antenna at its feed
point, or the ratio of the voltage to current at the feed point [5]. The input impedance is
usually a complex number which is also frequency dependent. It can be expressed as

Zin = Rin + jXin (1.1)

Transmission
lines

Radio
transmitter Antenna

Electromagnetic
wave in free space

Figure 1.1 Basic operations of a transmit antenna
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The real part of the impedance, Rin, includes the radiation resistance Rr of the antenna and
the loss resistance RL. Rr relates to the power radiated by the antenna, and RL relates to
the power dissipated in the antenna due to losses in dielectric materials, antenna conductor
losses, and so on.

1.2.2 Reflection Coefficient, Return Loss and Voltage Standing
Wave Ratio

The antenna input impedance needs to be matched with the characteristic impedance of the
transmission line connected to the feed point of the antenna. Usually a 50 Ω cable is used
to feed the antenna. Thus the antenna input impedance needs to be equal to 50 Ω, otherwise
there will be an impedance mismatch at the antenna feed point. In the case of impedance
mismatch, there will be signal reflections, that is, some of signals fed to the antenna will be
reflected back to the signal sources.

The reflection coefficient Γ denotes the ratio of the reflected wave voltage to the incident
wave voltage [5]. The reflection coefficient at the feed point of the antenna can be related to
the antenna input impedance by the following equation:

Γ =
Zin − Z0

Zin + Z0
(1.2)

Here, Zin and Zo denote the input impedance of the antenna, and the characteristic impedance
of the transmission line connected to the antenna feed point, respectively. As shown in
equation (1.2), the reflection coefficient is zero if Zin is equal to Zo.

Return loss (in dB) is defined as:

RL = −20 log |Γ|
For a well-designed antenna, the required return loss should usually be at least 10 dB,

though some antennas on small mobile terminals can only achieve about 6 dB. Voltage
Standing Wave Ratio (VSWR) is the ratio of the maximum voltage Vmax to the minimum
voltage Vmin on the transmission line. It is defined as:

VSWR =
|Vmax||Vmin| = 1 + |Γ|

1 − |Γ| (1.3)

1.2.3 Radiation Patterns

The radiation pattern of the antenna illustrates the distribution of radiated power in the space
[6–9]. It can be plotted in a spherical coordinate system as the radiated power versus the
elevation angle (𝜃) or the azimuth angle (𝜑). Figure 1.2 shows a radiation pattern plotted
as the radiated power versus the elevation angle (𝜃). As shown, the radiation pattern has a
few lobes. The main lobe is the lobe containing the majority of radiated power. The lobe
radiating towards the backward direction is the back lobe. Usually there will also be a few
other small lobes called the side lobes. The 3-dB beamwidth indicated in the figure refers
to the angular range between two points where the radiated power is half the maximum
radiated power. Figure 1.2 shows the radiation pattern in the elevation plane. There is also
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Figure 1.2 A directional radiation pattern in the elevation plane

Figure 1.3 Omni-directional pattern

the radiation pattern in the azimuth plane, which can be plotted as the radiated power versus
the azimuth angle (𝜑). The antenna pattern can be isotropic, directional or omni-directional.
An isotropic pattern is uniform in all directions, which does not exist in reality. The pattern
in Figure 1.2 is directional. As shown in Figure 1.2, the majority of radiated power is focused
at one direction and the maximum radiation is along the z axis. An omni-directional pattern
is donut-shaped, as shown in Figure 1.3.

1.2.4 Directivity, Gain and Efficiency

A practical antenna usually radiates in certain directions. The directivity, D(𝜃, 𝜑), is defined
as the radiated power per unit solid angle compared to what would be received by an isotropic
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radiator [6–9]. It can be calculated by

D(𝜃, 𝜑) =
r2 ⋅ 1

2
Re[E × H∗]

Prad∕4𝜋
= 2𝜋r2 ⋅ Re[E × H∗]

Prad
(1.4)

where E, H, r and Prad denote the peak value of electric field, the peak value of magnetic
field, the distance between the source and test point, and the radiated power from the antenna,
respectively. It is also assumed that the test point is in the far field region of the antenna,
which means the distance r >

2D2

𝜆
[6–9]. Here D is the maximum dimension of the antenna

and 𝜆 is the wavelength.
The gain of the antenna is similar as the directivity though it includes the efficiency 𝜂 of

the antenna, since some power will be lost in the antenna.

G(𝜃, 𝜑) = 𝜂 ⋅ D(𝜃, 𝜑) (1.5)

Both directivity and gain are normally expressed in dB. It is common practice to write the
antenna gain in dBi, which means that it is defined relative to an isotropic radiator.

1.2.5 Linear Polarization, Circular Polarization and Axial Ratio

Polarization of an antenna is related to the orientations of electric fields radiated by the
antenna. Assuming a half-wavelength dipole is vertically oriented above the Earth, it will
produce radiated fields in the far field and the radiated electric fields will be dominated by
E𝜃(𝜃, 𝜑). In this case, the polarization of the dipole is called vertical polarization. On the
other hand, if a half-wavelength dipole is horizontally oriented above the Earth, the radiated
electric fields of the antenna will be dominated by E𝜑(𝜃, 𝜑) in the far field. The polarization
of the antenna is then called horizontal polarization. Both vertical and horizontal polariza-
tions are linear polarizations. Linearly polarized antennas are commonly used in terrestrial
wireless communications.

To produce circular polarization, two orthogonal components of electric fields in the far
field region are required [6–10]. The electrical field radiated by an antenna can be written
as −→

E (𝜃, 𝜑) = −→
𝜃 E𝜃(𝜃, 𝜑)ej𝜙1 + −→

𝜑E𝜑(𝜃, 𝜑)ej𝜙2 (1.6)

Here E𝜃(𝜃, 𝜑) and E𝜑(𝜃, 𝜑) denote the magnitudes of electric field components in the far
field of the antenna. 𝜙1 and 𝜙2 denote the phase shift of each field component.

Circular polarization can be achieved only if the total electric field has two orthogonal
components which have the same magnitudes and a 90o phase difference between the two
components. That is

E𝜃(𝜃, 𝜑) = E𝜑(𝜃, 𝜑)

𝜙2 − 𝜙1 = ±𝜋

2
(1.7)

For a circularly polarized wave, the electric field vector at a given point in space traced as
a function of time is a circle. The sense of rotation can be determined by observing the
direction of the field’s temporal rotation as the wave is viewed along the direction of wave
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Figure 1.4 Polarization ellipse traced at a certain position as a function of time

propagation: if the field rotation is clockwise, the wave is RHCP; if the field rotation is
anti-clockwise, the wave is LHCP.

In reality, it is impossible to achieve a perfect circular polarization, thus the curve traced
at a given position as a function of time is usually an ellipse, as shown in Figure 1.4. Lines a
and b denote the major axis and the minor axis of polarization ellipse, respectively. The ratio
of the major axis to the minor axis of the ellipse is termed as the axial ratio (AR) [6–10].

AR = a
b

(1.8)

AR is a key parameter for measuring the circular polarization. Usually AR is required to be
below 3 dB for a CP antenna.

1.2.6 Bandwidth and Resonant Frequency

Usually an antenna is designed to operate within a specified frequency range. The bandwidth
of an antenna is usually determined by the frequency range within which the key parameter
of the antenna satisfies a certain requirement, for example, minimum return loss of 10 dB. At
the resonant frequency of an antenna, the antenna input impedance is purely resistive. Often
the resonant frequency is chosen as the centre of the frequency bandwidth of an antenna.
The bandwidth of an antenna can be calculated by using the upper and lower edges of the
achieved frequency range:

BW =
f2 − f1

fo
× 100% (1.9)

where f1 is the lower edge of the achieved frequency range,

f2 is the upper edge of the achieved frequency range, and
fo is the centre frequency of the range.

Note that this definition is for antennas with a bandwidth below 100%. For antenna band-
widths over 100%, the bandwidth can be calculated using the ratio between the upper and
lower edge of frequencies. For a linearly polarized antenna, the input impedance is usu-
ally the most sensitive parameter compared to other antenna parameters such as radiation
patterns, gain and polarization. Thus the bandwidth of a linearly polarized antenna is often
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referred to as the ‘impedance bandwidth’, but it can also be to do with other parameters such
as radiation patterns, gain and polarization.

When evaluating the bandwidth of CP antennas, one must check both the impedance band-
width and the bandwidth of AR, that is, the frequency range within which the AR is below
3 dB. A good impedance matching does not necessarily lead to a good gain or a low AR
value. The impedance bandwidth of an antenna can be broadened using suitable impedance
matching networks, while the AR bandwidth can be broadened by using a broadband phase
shifter network [5].

1.3 Basic CP Antenna Types

1.3.1 CP Microstrip Patch Antennas

Microstrip patch antenna is one very popular type of antennas, due to its advantages of low
profile, easy fabrication, low cost and conformability to curved surfaces. Circular polar-
ization in patch antennas can be achieved using a multi-feed technique or a single-feed
technique [6–9,11–13].

Figure 1.5 shows a simple CP microstrip patch antenna using a dual-feed technique. Both
the top and side views of the antenna are shown in Figure 1.5. To produce circular polar-
ization, a square microstrip patch is fed by two orthogonal microstrip feedlines as shown in
Figure 1.5(a). Two microstrip feed lines excite the patch antenna in TM01 and TM10 modes
so that it radiates both a horizontally polarized wave and a vertically polarized wave simul-
taneously [6–9,11–13]. A microstrip hybrid is employed in Figure 1.5(a) to produce a 90o

phase difference between two orthogonally polarized waves. Figure 1.5(b) shows the side
view of the antenna. The metallic patch is etched on the top of a dielectric substrate hav-
ing thickness h and relative permittivity 𝜀r. The dielectric substrate is backed by a metallic
ground plane. To design the antenna resonant at a frequency fo, the length L of the patch can
be approximately calculated by using the following equation:

L ≈ c

2fo

√
𝜀r + 1
2

(1.10)

Square patch

90° microstrip
hybrid Ground

Plane

(a) Top view (b) Side view

Dielectric
substrate

Microstrip patch
and feed lines

Ll1, Z1

Z0Z0

l3, Z3
l3, Z3

l1, Z1 l2, Z2

l2, Z2

h𝜀r

Figure 1.5 A microstrip line-feed patch antenna with a 90o hybrid
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where c is the velocity of light. To achieve accurate antenna designs, full-wave electromag-
netic simulators can be employed to do simulations and optimizations of the dimensions
of antenna. The results from equation (1.10) can be used as an initial value for the antenna
optimization.

As shown in Figure 1.5(a), two microstrip feed lines connect the square patch and two
ports of the microstrip 90o hybrid. The microstrip line serves as an impedance transformer
between the input of the antenna and the input ports of the hybrid. The length (l1) and char-
acteristic impedance (Z1) of the microstrip feed lines can be calculated by

l1 =
𝜆g

4
Z1 =

√
ZinZ0 (1.11)

where 𝜆g is the guided wavelength of the microstrip line,

Zin is the input impedance of the patch antenna, and
Z0 is the characteristic impedance of the microstrip line at the input of hybrid circuit.

The microstrip 90o hybrid circuit consists of four sections of microstrip lines. The fol-
lowing equations can be employed to determine the length and width of each section of
microstrip lines:

l2 = l3 =
𝜆g

4
Z2 = Z0

Z3 =
Z0√
2

(1.12)

where l2 and l3 denote the length of microstrip lines as indicated in Figure 1.5(a), Z2 and Z3
denote the characteristic impedance of microstrip line sections indicated in Figure 1.5(a).

The characteristic impedance of the microstrip line at the input of hybrid circuit, Z0, is
usually chosen to be 50 Ω. The microstrip hybrid circuit is easy to be fabricated and has
been widely used in CP antennas. One drawback of microstrip hybrid circuit is the large size.
Many techniques have been developed to reduce the size of microstrip hybrid, for example,
by using ‘Π network’ with stub loading or lumped-element loading of transmission lines
[5,14,15]. The hybrid circuit can also be implemented by using lumped elements or left-
handed transmission lines [14,15].

The CP patch antenna can also use other feeding structures, such as probe feeds, slot-
coupled feeds, electromagnetically-coupled feed and coplanar waveguide (CPW) feeds.
Figures 1.6 and 1.7 show a CP patch antenna using two probe feeds, and a CP patch with
slot-coupled feeds, respectively. Both the top view and side view of the antenna are shown
in Figure 1.6. As shown, circular polarization is obtained by feeding a square patch with a
90o phase difference between two feed probes placed symmetrically on the two orthogonal
edges of the patch. In this case, an external phase shifter is required for producing the
90o phase difference between two feeds. The antenna in Figure 1.7 employs a microstrip
hybrid circuit for producing the 90o phase difference between two feeds. The microstrip
hybrid is put at the bottom of the antenna, and coupled to the square patch on the top via
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Feed 1

(a) Top view (b) Side view

Feed 1

Feed 2
0° 90°

Figure 1.6 A probe-feed patch antenna with an external 90∘ phase shifter

Patch on top

Two slots in
ground plane

Feed  network
at the bottom

Figure 1.7 Slot-coupled CP patch antenna (dual feed with a hybrid coupler)

two orthogonal slots cut in the ground plane. The slot-coupled CP antenna has been widely
used in wireless systems during recent years, as it has many advantages compared to CP
antennas using other feed structures: (1) It allows the patch antenna and the feed circuits
to employ different dielectric substrate so that both the patch antenna and the feed circuits
can achieve optimized performance; (2) It is easy to integrate active circuits with the feed
network; (3) The parasitic radiation of feed network is reduced due to the isolation of the
ground plane. The slot-coupled CP patch antenna is a popular choice for radiating elements
in phased arrays for satellite communications.

For the dual-feed antenna, the radiating patch can use different shapes, such as square, cir-
cular, annular ring, and so on. Figure 1.8 shows a circular patch integrated with a microstrip
hybrid circuit. As shown, the antenna can achieve either RHCP or LHCP, depending on the
choice of input port.

To design the CP antenna in Figure 1.8, an approximate solution to the radius of patch is
given by [6,7]:

a ≈ F√
1 + 200h

𝜋𝜀rF

[
In

(
ßF

200h

)
+ 1.7726

]

F = 8.791 × 109

fo
√
𝜀r

(1.13)
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Patch

RHCP

LHCP

Microstrip
hybrid feed

Figure 1.8 Circular patch integrated with a hybrid coupler

where a is the radius of circular patch,

fo is the resonant frequency of the CP antenna in TM11 mode
𝜀r is the relative permittivity of the dielectric substrate, and
h is the thickness of the substrate.

Besides the use of two feeds, it is also possible to excite circular polarization using more
than two feeds. For example, circular polarization in the patch antenna can be excited using
four feeds orthogonally located at four edges of a square patch and with an appropriate phase
difference. Such a multi-feed technique can suppress higher order modes, and provide high
polarization purity and a broad bandwidth at the expense of large size and complexity of
feed network [13].

To simplify the feed network of CP patch antennas, a single-feed technique has been
developed. Figure 1.9 shows six different configurations of single-feed CP microstrip patch
antennas [12,13]. Such a technique requires the perturbation of the patch shape. For example,
Figure 1.9(a) shows an elliptical patch fed along a line 45o from its major axis. The elliptical
patch can be regarded as a circular patch with perturbations. The perturbation of the patch
shape is used to excite two orthogonal modes with a ±90o phase difference. To design the
CP antenna using a single-feed elliptical patch, the ratio between the major axis and minor
axis is given by:

a
b
= 1 + 1.0887

Q
(1.14)

The value of antenna quality factor Q can be computed using the cavity model [6,7,12,13].
Alternatively, one can either measure the Q of the antenna experimentally, or use results
from a full-wave electromagnetic analysis to estimate Q.

Q =
fo
Δf

VSWR − 1√
VSWR

(1.15)
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W

L

Feed point

Feed point Feed point

Feed point

Slot in the patch Slot

Microstrip Feed Microstrip Feed

(a) Elliptical patch

45°

(b) Nearly square patch

(c) Square patch with corners truncated

(e) Circular patch with slot (f) Square patch with slot

 (d) Circular patch with perturbations   

Figure 1.9 Single-feed CP patch antenna

where fo is the resonant frequency of the antenna, and

Δf is the bandwidth of the antenna.

Another option for single-feed CP patch antenna design is to use the configuration shown
in Figure 1.9(b), which is a nearly square patch fed at a point along the diagonal line of the
patch. The length and width of the patch are L and W, respectively. The condition of circular
polarization is satisfied when

L = W

(
1 + 1

Q

)
(1.16)
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The value of antenna quality factor Q can be computed using equation (1.15). The resonant
frequencies f1 and f2 associated with the length L and width W of a rectangular microstrip
patch are

f1 =
fo√
1 + 1

Q

f2 = fo

√
1 + 1

Q
(1.17)

where fo is the centre frequency of the bandwidth.
Figure 1.9(c) and (d) show a square patch with two corners truncated, and a circular patch

with two notches, respectively. Both antennas employ a single probe feed and the feed posi-
tion is indicated in the figure. The perturbation can also take the form of a narrow slot cut
in the centre of the patch, as shown in Figure 1.9(e) and (f). Other shapes of single-feed
patch antennas, using pentagons, annual elliptic patches, and so on have also been reported
[12,13]. The single-feed technique does not require a complicated feed network as in the
multi-feed CP patch antennas, and is compact in size. The main drawback of this technique
is the narrowband AR performance, typically 1–2%.

As in the case of multi-feed CP patch antenna, the single-feed CP antenna can also use
different feed structures. Figure 1.10 shows a slot-coupled single-feed patch antenna. As
shown, a circular patch with two notches is put on the top of dielectric substrate. The feed
network is coupled to the patch via a single slot cut in the ground plane. Due to the use of
a single slot, the feed network is much simpler compared to the dual-feed CP antenna in
Figure 1.7. The slot can produce bi-directional radiation. To reduce the backward radiation
from the slot, another ground plane can be added at the bottom, as shown in Figure 1.10. In
this case, the feed network uses the stripline instead of microstrip lines, and usually vias are
added between two ground planes for avoiding the excitation of parallel-plate modes in the
stripline circuits [13].

Patch on top

Feed  network

Ground plane 2

Slot in ground
plane 1

Figure 1.10 Slot-coupled single-feed patch antenna
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Dipole 2

Dipole 1

(a) Dipole (b) Crossed dipole

2
λ

Figure 1.11 A dipole and a crossed dipole antenna

1.3.2 CP Wire Antennas

Crossed dipoles using wires have been employed to obtain circular polarization for many
years. Figure 1.11 shows a dipole antenna and a crossed dipole antenna. The half-wavelength
dipole in Figure 11(a) is vertically polarized and has an omni-directional pattern. For a
crossed dipole in Figure 1.11(b), two dipoles are mounted perpendicular to each other and
fed with a 90o phase difference between them. The 90o phase network can employ one
quarter-wavelength of coaxial cable.

1.3.3 Helix Antennas

The helix antenna is one of the most promising antenna types for CP applications [6,9,11].
Figure 1.12 shows a helix antenna. It is basically a conducting wire wound in the form of a
screw thread. Key design parameters of a helix antenna include the diameter of one turn (D),
circumference of one turn (C), vertical separation between turns (S), the number of turns (N)
and pitch angle (𝛼), which controls how far the helix antenna grows in the axial-direction
per turn.

The helix antenna has gained wide application because of its simple structure, wide oper-
ation bandwidth and circular polarization. The helix antenna can operate at three different
modes [6,9,11]:

Helix

(b) Side view

D

SL

Ground
plane

(a) 3-D view

Figure 1.12 Helix antenna
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(a) Normal mode (b) Axial mode (c) Higher-order mode

Figure 1.13 Axial, normal and higher order radiation modes of helix antenna [10,16]

• Normal mode, which occurs when the diameter of the helix is relatively small compared
to the wavelength. The radiation pattern is omni-directional as shown in Figure 1.13(a).

• Axial mode, which occurs when the circumference of the helix is of the order of one wave-
length. The maximum radiation is along the axis of the helix, as shown in Figure 1.13(b).

• Higher-order radiation mode, which occurs when the dimensions of the helix exceed
those required for the axial mode. The major lobe is split-up as shown in Figure 1.13(c).

The axial mode is the one of major interests for CP applications. The normal-mode helix
is useful for terminals in terrestrial cellular systems but not CP applications. The following
gives the design equations for key design parameters of the helix so that it can achieve
optimum performance in the axial mode [6,7,9]:

3
4
𝜆 < C <

4
3
𝜆

S ≈ 1
4
𝜆

120 ≤ 𝛼 ≤ 140 (1.18)

where 𝜆 is the free-space wavelength.
To understand how circular polarization is produced by a helix antenna, the helix can

be approximated by N small loops and N short dipoles connected together in series. Two
orthogonally polarized fields are produced by the loops and the dipoles, respectively. Here
the planes of the loops are parallel to each other and perpendicular to the axes of the vertical
dipoles. A 90o phase difference between these two orthogonal fields is obtained if the verti-
cal separation between turns S is chosen to be one quarter-wavelength as given in equation
(1.18). The helix antenna has inherently broadband properties, possessing desirable radia-
tion patterns, impedance and polarization characteristics over a relatively wide frequency
range. The axial mode pattern exists for a nearly 2 to 1 frequency range because the natural
adjustment of phase velocity results in the fields from the different turns adding in phase
in the axial direction. The input impedance remains almost constant because of the large
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attenuation to the reflected waves from the open end, and the antenna polarization remains
circular because the in-phase field condition is a condition for circular polarization too [9].

1.3.4 Quadrifilar Helix Antennas and Printed Quadrifilar Helix Antennas

The QHA is one of the most commonly used antennas for satellite communications and
Global Positioning Systems (GPS) applications [9,16–19]. The QHA can produce a
cardioid-shaped radiation pattern with excellent circular polarization over a wide angular
range. Such a pattern is suitable for GPS as it allows more satellites to be visible. Figure 1.14
shows two typical configurations of QHA antennas. Basically, a QHA consists of four
identical helices interleaved with each other. Four identical helices are fed with a separate
phase quadrature network which provides 0o, 90o, 180o and 270o phases to each of four
helices, respectively. The helices can be shorted circuited or open-circuited at the end, as
shown in Figure 1.14(a) and (b), respectively. QHA has important features of versatility
and flexibility, due to the many degrees of freedom; such as the total length of each helical
element, the number of turns, radius of helix, pitch angle, axial length and so on. In addition
to the cardioid-shaped pattern, optimum choice of antenna parameters in QHA can lead to
other types of radiation patterns, gain and bandwidth performance so that it can be used in
a variety of applications for satellite communications and terrestrial systems. The QHA is
a resonant radiating structure when the total length of each helical element, Ltotal, is equal
to an integer number of quarter wavelengths [9].

Ltotal = N
𝜆

4
(1.19)

Helix 

Open

Shorted

X

Z

Ground plane 

(a) QHA with shorted end (b) QHA with open end

Ground

Port 1
1∠0°

Port 2
1∠90°

Port 3
1∠180°

Port 4
1∠270°

Figure 1.14 Configurations of QHA
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Figure 1.15 Simulated results of an end-shorted QHA

Here N is an integer number. When N is an even number, the helices should be shorted
together, as shown in Figure 1.14(a); while when N is an odd number, the helices should be
open-circuited, as shown in Figure 1.14(b).

Figure 1.15 shows the simulated results of an end-shorted QHA which has helices of 𝜆/2
long and 1∕2 turn. Figure 1.15(a) shows the simulated radiation pattern of a QHA. As shown,
QHA can achieve a wide-beam circularly polarized pattern, suitable for GPS signal recep-
tion. The simulated reflection coefficient results are shown in Figure 1.15(b). It is noted that,
compared to the monofilar helical antenna, the QHA has a narrower bandwidth.

The QHA mentioned previously requires a separate phase quadrature network for provid-
ing 0o, 90o, 180o and 270o phases to each of four helices. Such a feed network increases
the size and complexity of antennas. To alleviate this problem, self-phased QHA has been
developed. In the self-phased approach, two bi-filars with different lengths are employed
and the difference in lengths of bi-filars leads to a 90o phase difference between them. As
the self-phased QHA does not require a separate phase quadrature network, it reduces the
size and complexity of QHA. QHA is a popular choice for handheld mobile terminals in
mobile satellite communications due to its small size and hemi-spherical radiation patterns.

The fabrication of QHA will require accurate bending and shaping of wires which is
not always easy. Figure 1.16 shows a PQHA, which is basically a printed version of QHA
antennas. Four printed helices are wound around a cylinder as shown in Figure 1.16. The
four printed helices are to be fed in phase quadrature in order to produce the desired hemi-
spherical pattern. Compared to QHA antennas, PQHA is easier to fabricate in mass quan-
tities and is lower cost, as the antennas can be fabricated using standard printed circuit
board (PCB) technology. In addition, PQHA allows more flexibility in antenna designs.
For example, it is easy to produce a PQHA with meandered-line helices patterns so as to
reduce the antenna size [20]. Such a pattern will be, however, difficult to implement in wires
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Printed helix

Figure 1.16 PQHA antenna

for QHA. The use of printed technology enables accurate fabrication of PQHA with less
fabrication tolerance issues as in the case of QHA. Due to the use of PCB technology, it is
also possible to integrate PQHA with microwave diodes or devices.

1.3.5 Spiral Antennas

Spiral antennas belong to the class of frequency independent antennas which operate over a
wide range of frequencies. Radiation pattern, polarization and impedance of such antennas
remain unchanged over a wide bandwidth [21]. Figure 1.17 shows one type of spiral antenna
called an Archimedean spiral antenna. It includes two conductive arms, extending from the
centre outwards. The antenna has a planar structure. Each arm of the Archimedean spiral is
defined by the equation:

r = a𝜙 (1.20)

Equation (1.20) states that the radius r of the antenna increases linearly with the angle 𝜙.
The parameter a is a constant which controls the rate at which the spiral flares out. Arm 2

Arm 1

Arm 2

Figure 1.17 Spiral antenna
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of the spiral is the same as the arm 1, but rotated at 180o. The direction of rotation of the
spiral defines the direction of antenna polarization. Additional arms may be included to
form a multi-spiral antenna. Usually the spiral is cavity backed, and the conductive cavity
changes the antenna pattern to a unidirectional pattern. A two-arm spiral antenna shown in
Figure 1.17 is excited in a balanced mode (that is, the same amplitude and a 180o phase
difference between the two arms). Such a two-arm spiral radiates a CP wave in the antenna-
axis direction normal to the antenna plane over a wide frequency range. For exciting this
antenna, a coaxial line is used with a wideband balun circuit, which transforms the unbal-
anced mode of the coaxial line into the balanced mode required for the spiral antenna. It
is noted that designing and installing such a wideband balun circuit for the spiral antenna
requires considerable effort [21–23].

1.3.6 CP Dielectric Resonator Antennas

DRA is a resonant antenna fabricated from low-loss microwave dielectric materials. The
resonant frequency of a DRA is a function of its size, shape and dielectric permittivity. Com-
pared to other antenna types, DRA offers several attractive features. For example, DRA can
achieve high radiation efficiency (>95%), flexible feed arrangement, simple structure, small
size and the ability to produce different types of radiation patterns using different modes.
In particular, DRA avoids conductor losses in patch antennas and is useful for applica-
tions at millimetre-wave frequencies. Various shapes of resonators can be used (rectangular,
cylindrical, hemispherical, etc.), and various modes can be excited, producing broadside
or conical-shaped radiation patterns for different coverage requirements. A wide range of
permittivity values can be used (from about 6 to 100), thus antenna engineers can have
control over the antenna size and bandwidth. A wideband DRA can be achieved using low
permittivity while a compact size can be achieved with high permittivity.

Figure 1.18 shows a DRA antenna for circular polarization. A square DRA is fed by two
orthogonal microstrip lines connected to a 90o microstrip hybrid. A metallic ground plane
is at the bottom. This is a typical dual-feed technique as in the case of CP microstrip patch
antennas. The required dual-feed network with a 90o microstrip hybrid takes up lots of space
and increases the insertion loss (hence decreasing the radiation efficiency). An alternative

(b) Side view

Dielectric
resonator

Feed
network

Ground
plane

(a) 3-D view

Figure 1.18 CP dielectric resonator antenna
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technique is to employ a single-feed technique. As discussed in Section 1.3.1, a single-feed
square patch antenna with perturbations can excite two orthogonal modes in the patch and
achieve CP operation. Similarly, in the case of DRA, it can achieve CP by using a quasi-
square DRA with a single feed. Compared to the single-feed microstrip patch antenna which
usually achieves narrow CP bandwidth about 1–2% for 3dB AR, single-feed DRAs can
achieve up to 7% CP bandwidth [24–26].

For a rectangular DRA, the resonant frequency can be calculated by

fMNK = 1
2
√
𝜀𝜇

√(M
l

)2
+
(N

w

)2
+
(K

h

)2
(1.21)

where 𝜀 is the permittivity,

𝜇 is the permeability
M, N and K are integer numbers, and
l, w and h are the length, width and height of the rectangular DRA, respectively.

From equation (1.21), it can be seen that the DRA can resonate at various modes, and
the resonant frequency is inversely proportional to the square root of the product of material
parameters. A high permittivity material will lead to a low resonant frequency of DRA. DRA
can be fed using different techniques such as probe feed, aperture slot coupling, microstrip
lines and CPW.

1.3.7 CP Slot Antennas

The printed slot antenna is very simple in structure: it consists of a microstrip feed that cou-
ples electromagnetic waves through the slot above and the slot radiates them. A microstrip-
fed slot antenna is flexible in integration with other active and passive devices in a hybrid
microwave integrated circuit (MIC) and microwave monolithic integrated circuit (MMIC)
design. They are also easy to make as they can be cut into the surface of the platform they are
mounted on. Slot antennas are able to achieve a broader bandwidth compared to microstrip
patch antennas. Figure 1.19 shows a CP printed slot antenna. As shown, a square slot is cut in
the ground plane, and fed by a feed network at the bottom. The feed network uses a Wilkin-
son power divider in microstrip lines. The two branches of power divider have lengths with
a difference of a quarter-wavelength, leading to a 90o phase difference between two orthog-
onal modes in the slot excited by two orthogonal feed lines. Thus, circular polarization is
produced in the square slot antenna.

To design a slot antenna, the length of slot is usually chosen to be a half-wavelength. The
slot can take different shapes, such as a crossed slot, circular slot, annular ring, square ring
and so on. Figure 1.20 shows another CP slot antenna which employs a circular slot fed
by two orthogonal feed lines at the bottom. The printed slot antenna is easy to fabricate,
has a low profile and low cost. However, the use of dual feeds and a feed network at the
bottom as shown in Figures 1.19 and 1.20 occupies lots of space below the ground plane.
For some applications, it is necessary to simplify the feed network by using a single feed
instead. Figure 1.21 shows an example, which is basically a printed square slot antenna
fed by a single microstrip line at the bottom. To achieve circular polarization, an L-shaped
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Figure 1.19 CP square slot antenna fed by a microstrip network at bottom
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Figure 1.20 CP circular slot antenna fed by a microstrip network

microstrip line is employed and the line excites two orthogonal modes in the square ring
slot. The L-shaped microstrip line has a length of a quarter-wavelength, thus a 90o phase
difference between two orthogonal modes in the slot is achieved. Such a CP slot antenna
has a very simple feed network and is easy to implement.

In addition to the microstrip line feed shown previously, slot antennas can also be excited
using other techniques such as coaxial cable or CPW. One drawback of these CP slot
antenna is bi-directional radiation, as the slot will also radiate in the backward direction.
Another ground plane can be added at the bottom so that the antenna can achieve broadside
radiation only.

1.3.8 CP Horn Antennas

Horn antennas belong to the aperture antenna category, and their radiation performance is
determined by the field distribution over the horn aperture. Horns are designed to provide
a smooth transition between the feed waveguide and a wide aperture which serves to focus
the main beam. Horns have found wide applications in satellite communications either as



Introduction to Circularly Polarized Antennas 21

Ground
plane

Slot 

(a) Top view

Feed
network

(b) 3-D view

Figure 1.21 CP ring slot antenna fed by an L-shaped feed

earth coverage antennas or feeds for reflector antennas. Theory and design of horn antennas
with linear polarization are well documented in [7–9,11,27].

Most of the horn antennas reported have a single feed and can radiate linear polarization
radio waves [27]. CP horn antennas can be realized by using a horn with dual orthogonal
feeds and a 90o hybrid. However, the performance of dual linear polarized horn antennas,
such as the ridged horn antenna, suffers from manufacturing and assembling tolerances.
Also, the use of a 90o hybrid adds more complexity and losses in antennas. During recent
years, many new techniques of CP horn antennas have been proposed [28,29]. A typical
configuration of CP horn antennas includes three major elements, that is, a wave launcher,
a polarizer and a beam shaper, as shown in Figure 1.22 [28,29].

The wave launcher in Figure 1.22 consists of two probes at input ports 1 and 2, which can
achieve RHCP and LHCP, respectively. The input probes are located nearly one quarter-
wavelength from the short-circuited end of the waveguide section 1, as shown in the figure.
Waveguide 1 is a circular waveguide which allows the propagation of waves in TE11 mode
[27–29].

Flare region

Septum

Port 2

Port 1

Waveguide 1

Waveguide 2

Aperture

Figure 1.22 Configuration of a CP horn antenna
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The polarizer in Figure 1.22 consists of a circular waveguide divided into two identical
semi-circular waveguides by a septum. The septum can use either a dielectric septum or a
metallic septum. A metallic septum with sloped height is shown in Figure 1.22. In some
cases, a metallic septum with stepped height can be employed to achieve a broadband per-
formance [28,29]. By selecting the appropriate dimensions of the septum’s steps, the TE11
excitation converts into two orthogonal TE11 modes of equal amplitude and 90∘ out of phase.
The dimensions of the septum steps are very critical if these two conditions are to be met
simultaneously over a wide frequency range. In the case that two excitation ports are used
for obtaining RHCP and LHCP waves, high isolation between two ports is required.

The beam shaper in Figure 1.22 is a dual-mode circular waveguide (denoted as waveguide
2 in the Figure) which allows the propagation of waves in both TE11 and TM11 modes.
Note that waveguide 2 has a larger diameter than that of the circular waveguide section 1,
and there is a flare region between the two waveguides. The length of waveguide 2 is chosen
such that the TE11 and TM11 modes’ relative phase and amplitude allow the cancellation of
the electric field at the aperture boundary, which results in a reduction of undesired sidelobes.
A CP horn using a sloped septum can achieve about 10% 3-dB AR bandwidth and 40 dB
isolation between two ports, while the use of a stepped septum can increase the bandwidth
to 25% at the expense of lower isolation (about 20∼25 dB) between two ports.

Other CP horn antennas have also been reported. For example, a horn excited with an
L-shaped probe can be used to generate CP with 3 dB AR bandwidth of about 20% [30]. In
[31], an oval shape waveguide polarizer is fed into a pyramidal horn antenna and a 3-dB AR
bandwidth of 18% is reported. Note that the cross-section dimensions of the polarizer and
horn antenna at the transition are different and they must be impedance-matched to minimize
the generation of higher order modes.

1.3.9 CP Arrays

Previous sections have introduced different types of CP antenna elements. An array antenna
consists of a number of antenna elements whose radiation is combined together to provide
highly directive patterns. CP array antennas are needed in many applications such as satel-
lite communications, inter-satellite communications, transmitting antennas onboard GPS
satellites, and so on [11].

The array can have different configurations such as a 1D linear array or a 2D planar array.
Figure 1.23 shows a 2D planar CP array with nine identical antenna elements. As shown,
each element is a CP antenna with a square patch fed by two probe feeds located at two
orthogonal edges of the patch with a 90o phase difference between them. Other types of
antenna elements such as helix, DRA and so on, can also be employed to form CP arrays.

Assuming identical elements are employed and regular geometries are adopted in an array,
the radiation pattern of the array can be obtained from the multiplication of radiation pattern
of a single element, Eelement(𝜃, 𝜑), and the array factor AF(𝜃, 𝜑) [7]:

E(𝜃, 𝜑) = Eelement(𝜃, 𝜑)AF(𝜃, 𝜑) (1.22)

The array factor is a function of the array geometry, the inter-element distance, the element
excitation in amplitude and phase, the number of elements and the frequency. For a 1D linear
array of N identical elements which are equally spaced along the z-axis and excited with the



Introduction to Circularly Polarized Antennas 23

0°

90°

0° 0°

90° 90°

0°

0° 0° 0°

0° 0°

90°

90° 90° 90°

90° 90°

Figure 1.23 A nine-element CP array

same amplitude and phase, the array factor is

AF(𝜃, 𝜑) =
sin
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N𝜓

2

)
sin

(
𝜓

2

) (1.23)

where 𝜓 = kd cos 𝜃 + 𝛽 and k = 2𝜋
𝜆

. Note a spherical coordinate system is employed. d and
𝛽 denote the distance between elements and the phase shift between successive elements,
respectively. For fixed-beam CP arrays, 𝛽 is set to be a fixed value. The main beam of the CP
array can be moved dynamically to point in different directions by changing 𝛽 electronically.
This is called a phased array [6,7,11,12]. Design techniques for CP arrays will be discussed
in Chapter 5.

1.4 Antenna Modelling Techniques

1.4.1 Analytical Methods

Lots of analytical methods have been developed to analyse CP microstrip antennas, wire
antennas, helical antennas, slots and DRA. For example, transmission-line models and
cavity models have been developed for analysis and modelling of microstrip antennas
[6–9,12,13]. Analytical methods have also been employed in the analysis of CP arrays
[32,33]. These methods are very useful as they can provide a good insight into the physical
mechanism of antenna operations. The drawback is the lack of accuracy, as these methods
are usually based on some approximate assumptions.

1.4.2 Full-Wave Methods

The rapid development of computer technology has driven the development of various
numerical methods during the past few decades. Full-wave methods mainly include the
method of moments (MOM), the finite element method (FEM), and the finite difference
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time-domain (FDTD) method. These methods are accurate as they directly solve Maxwell’s
equations without making physical approximations [34]. The precision of these methods is
mainly dependent on the mesh discretization.

MOM is a versatile numerical method for solving integral equations [35]. One advantage
of MOM is the variational nature of its solution: even if the unknown field is modelled to
first order accuracy, the solution of MOM is accurate to the second order. MOM involves a
significant amount of pre-processing of Maxwell’s equations because it needs to use Green’s
function. MOM has been widely applied in analysis and modelling of all types of CP antenna
elements and arrays. One disadvantage of MOM is that it needs to find the Green’s function
for a specific problem which can be difficult in some cases.

FEM is a numerical method for solving boundary value problems characterized by a par-
tial differential equation and a set of boundary conditions [36]. The main advantage of
FEM is that only a very sparse linear system is required to be solved, thus the memory
requirement scales linearly with the number of degrees of freedom. In addition, the natural
treatment of complex media makes FEM a very popular and powerful method in dealing
with inhomogeneous structures. One disadvantage of FEM is the difficulty in dealing with
open problems such as antennas. For antennas analysis and modelling, artificial absorbing
boundary conditions (ABC)s, such as perfectly matched layers, should be applied around
the object to simulate the radiation condition [37–41]. This increases the complexity and
instability, unfortunately.

The FDTD method is another popular differential equation-based computational algorithm
for antennas modelling [42,43]. Basically it is a time-domain numerical solver. It is simple
to program, highly efficient and can be easily adopted. Also it can provide information of
antenna radiation in the time domain, which is very useful in many cases such as wideband
CP antennas. Fourier transforms are performed to obtain frequency-domain information if
needed. Compared to FEM and MOM, the FDTD method can deal with large-scale array
antennas simulation by using the parallel computation [44]. Furthermore, it is also a matrix-
free technique. In recent years, the application of conformal meshes enables the FDTD
method to analyse 3D antennas with curved structures [45,46].

1.5 Typical Requirements and Challenges in CP Antenna Designs

The requirements for CP antennas depend on the specific application: During recent years
there has been an increasing demand for high data-rate broadband communication links
using Ka-band mobile satellite communication systems [47]. The antenna can be put on
board airplanes (e.g. for Internet in the sky), high-speed trains or cars. Such applications
require CP antennas which have high gain, low profile, low mass, can be easily fabricated and
are able to scan the beam electronically within a wide angle range in order to guarantee the
service availability to the coverage areas. Future millimetre-wave WLAN and GNSS remote
sensing will also require ultra-compact light-weight, low cost, wideband/multi-band high
gain CP antennas with fast beam-scanning capability and low cost [48]. For mobile terminals
in mobile communications or satellite communications, it is desirable to have small-size
smart antennas at low cost [49].

GNSS receivers will need to be more compact, receive more signals and obtain higher
accuracy in positioning, thus requiring miniaturized multi-band CP antennas which can
cover all frequency bands of GNSS (GPS, Galileo, GLONASS, Compass, etc.), are low
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cost, stable phase centres, the capability of multipath mitigation and adaptive patterns
(for anti-jamming purposes) and are easy to integrate with RF circuits (filters, low noise
amplifiers, mixers, etc.) [50–52].

RFID applications will require miniaturization of CP antennas with broadband, high gain,
low cost and high reliability [53–55]. Future multi-band multi-function mobile terminals
will require wideband/multi-band/multi-mode antennas which are re-configurable and can
cover a variety of services such as (global system for mobile communications (GSM),
Universal mobile telecommunications system (UMTS), mobile satellite communications,
WLAN, GNSS, RFID, digital video broadcasting-handheld, etc.) while being small and
low cost. The application of multiple inputs and multiple outputs (MIMO) technique
into land mobile satellite communication will require broadband dual CP antennas. The
growing of fields such as Internet of Things (IOT) [56,57], Long Term Evolution (LTE)
[58], Cognitive Radio [59,60], body-centric wireless networks [61], satellite communi-
cation advanced flexible telecom payloads [11,47], small satellites (micro-sat, nano-sat,
cube-sat) and formation flying [62–64], wireless power transmission, millimetre-wave,
sub-millimetre-wave and terahertz systems [65] will drive the need for more innovative
high-performance CP antennas.

The requirements here lead to lots of interesting challenges for antenna engineers. Typical
challenges include the miniaturization of CP antennas, multi-band CP antennas, wideband
CP antennas, high gain CP antennas, reconfigurable CP antennas, electronically beam steer-
ing CP antennas and so on. Chapters 2–5 will discuss various techniques of advanced CP
antenna designs to meet these requirements. Some case studies will be provided in Chapter 6.

1.6 Summary

This chapter introduces basic parameters of antennas such as input impedance, reflection
coefficient, gain, directivity, radiation pattern and antenna polarization. Different types of
CP antennas including microstrip patch CP antennas, crossed dipoles, helix antennas, QHA,
PQHA, spiral antenna, DRA, slot antenna, CP horns and CP arrays are also discussed. Basic
principles of the operation of each antenna type are explained. Typical requirements and
challenges of CP antenna designs are also discussed. Besides the CP antenna types men-
tioned, there are many other types of CP antennas, which can be realized using waveguide
antenna, reflectors, lens antenna, leaky-wave antennas, slot arrays, hybrid combinations of
different antennas, and so on [6–13].
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