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The Principles of
Standardization

In May 1995 the IPC’s Technical Activities Executive Committee (TAEC) adopted Principles of
Standardization as a guiding principle of IPC’s standardization efforts.

Standards Should:
• Show relationship to Design for Manufacturability

(DFM) and Design for the Environment (DFE)
• Minimize time to market
• Contain simple (simplified) language
• Just include spec information
• Focus on end product performance
• Include a feedback system on use and

problems for future improvement

Standards Should Not:
• Inhibit innovation
• Increase time-to-market
• Keep people out
• Increase cycle time
• Tell you how to make something
• Contain anything that cannot

be defended with data

Notice IPC Standards and Publications are designed to serve the public interest through eliminating mis-
understandings between manufacturers and purchasers, facilitating interchangeability and improve-
ment of products, and assisting the purchaser in selecting and obtaining with minimum delay the
proper product for his particular need. Existence of such Standards and Publications shall not in
any respect preclude any member or nonmember of IPC from manufacturing or selling products
not conforming to such Standards and Publication, nor shall the existence of such Standards and
Publications preclude their voluntary use by those other than IPC members, whether the standard
is to be used either domestically or internationally.

Recommended Standards and Publications are adopted by IPC without regard to whether their adop-
tion may involve patents on articles, materials, or processes. By such action, IPC does not assume
any liability to any patent owner, nor do they assume any obligation whatever to parties adopting
the Recommended Standard or Publication. Users are also wholly responsible for protecting them-
selves against all claims of liabilities for patent infringement.

IPC Position
Statement on
Specification
Revision Change

It is the position of IPC’s Technical Activities Executive Committee that the use and implementation
of IPC publications is voluntary and is part of a relationship entered into by customer and supplier.
When an IPC publication is updated and a new revision is published, it is the opinion of the TAEC
that the use of the new revision as part of an existing relationship is not automatic unless required
by the contract. The TAEC recommends the use of the latest revision. Adopted October 6, 1998

Why is there
a charge for
this document?

Your purchase of this document contributes to the ongoing development of new and updated industry
standards and publications. Standards allow manufacturers, customers, and suppliers to understand
one another better. Standards allow manufacturers greater efficiencies when they can set up their
processes to meet industry standards, allowing them to offer their customers lower costs.

IPC spends hundreds of thousands of dollars annually to support IPC’s volunteers in the standards
and publications development process. There are many rounds of drafts sent out for review and
the committees spend hundreds of hours in review and development. IPC’s staff attends and par-
ticipates in committee activities, typesets and circulates document drafts, and follows all necessary
procedures to qualify for ANSI approval.

IPC’s membership dues have been kept low to allow as many companies as possible to participate.
Therefore, the standards and publications revenue is necessary to complement dues revenue. The
price schedule offers a 50% discount to IPC members. If your company buys IPC standards and
publications, why not take advantage of this and the many other benefits of IPC membership as
well? For more information on membership in IPC, please visit www.ipc.org or call 847/597-2872.

Thank you for your continued support.
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Surface Insulation Resistance Handbook

1 SCOPE AND DESIGNATION

Surface Insulation Resistance (SIR) testing has been with
the electronics industry since the advent of the transistor
and the printed board. It has been used as a tool for incom-
ing inspection, materials investigations and qualifications,
quality conformance, prediction of long-term failure
mechanisms and as a predictive tool for estimated service
life.

SIR testing is a quantitative and not qualitative test method
and should be viewed as an essential tool that requires
understanding in order to use properly.

Electrochemical reactions at or below the surface of elec-
tronic circuits will affect their SIR. These reactions require
the presence of humidity, electrical bias and ionic contami-
nants. The VENN diagram shown in Figure 1-1 illustrates
how these reactions may be influenced.

Historically, SIR testing has been the subject of much tech-
nical argumentation; however recent science research has
highlighted several significant issues that now demand
modification to both this document and prevailing specifi-
cations. In particular, these are:

• Test conditions should be 40 °C, 93% Relative Humidity
(RH) for no-clean regimes and 85 °C, 85% RH for other
regimes.

• SIR Measurements should be taken at 20 minute inter-
vals.

• The test voltage should be 5V.

• Voltage Gradient: 25V/mm.

• The test patterns should be 200 µm [0.0079 in] spacings
and 400 µm [0.016 in] width.

• New Coupons should be employed for:
Materials Characterization Testing.

• Process Characterization Testing.

• Current limiting resistors should be used by the measure-
ment system so as to preserve any electrochemical reac-
tions (dendrite formations) to aid any further analysis.

Furthermore, and resulting from the same research pro-
gram, SIR can now be employed for process characteriza-
tion as well as materials characterization testing.

The IPC 5-32b SIR Task Group was formed to undertake a
mission of education and technical refinement of this test-
ing into a better, more accurate and predictive tool.

1.1 Scope This document is intended to cover the broad
spectrum of temperature-humidity (TH) testing, associated
terminology, and suggested techniques for proper testing.
This edition of the IPC-9201 has been revised in an attempt
to reflect all international test specifications such as IEC
and ISO.

1.2 Purpose The purpose of this document is to educate
individuals who must deal with TH or temperature-
humidity-bias (THB) testing. The target audience for this
work ranges from the technicians running the test to engi-
neers who must interpret the data, and those individuals
responsible for specifications and standards that may call
out these tests.

The guidance presented here represents the experience and
technical input from many of the most knowledgeable
testers in the IPC, and incorporates much of the science
research that has been carried out since the document was
first published. Although this handbook does not go into
great depth on the underlying physics of many of the
mechanisms found in SIR testing, there are references at
the back of this document that may be helpful to those
requiring substantiation of the issues involved.

TH and THB testing may also be related to other forms of
testing, such as noise factor, corrosion testing, determina-
tion of bandwidth, characteristic impedance, etc.

1.3 How is SIR Testing Used? There are two ways in
which this protocol may be used. The traditional use is in

IPC-9201a-1-1

Figure 1-1 VENN Diagram Illustrating Variables Affecting
Electrochemical Failure

Electrochemical
Failure Region
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the characterization testing of certain electronic production
process chemistries such as solder masks, soldering flux,
paste and wire, and conformal coatings. More recently, its
use has been extended into process characterization testing,
whereby the synergistic influences in the form of electro-
chemical reactions at each of the electronic assembly pro-
duction process stages may be examined.

In general, TH or THB testing is done to show evidence of
the loss of integrity or reliability in a materials system.
Loss of integrity may include conformal coating or solder
mask adhesion failure (less protection from the environ-
ment), decreases in dielectric strength, electrolytic corro-
sion, or electrochemical migration. Each of these may rep-
resent shortcomings in materials, manufacturing methods,
or a susceptibility to a particular failure mechanism, which
would not be desirable in the end product.

Various profiles are used to test specific failure mecha-
nisms. The choice of cyclical or static environments, high
temperature/humidity environments depends on what fail-
ure modes you are examining. Cyclical tests or TH tests
examine materials properties and are often used to simulate
an end-use storage environment. High-temperature/
humidity tests are most often used to test for electrochemi-
cal migration or electrochemical corrosion. The high-
temperature/humidity tests are also used to artificially age
a materials system, simulating years of service by days of
testing, in order to gain an estimate of the long-term ser-
vice life of a product.

2 APPLICABLE DOCUMENTS

2.1 IPC1

IPC-A-24-G-KIT Surface Insulation Resistance - Gerber -
KIT2

IPC-A-36-G Cleaning Alternatives Artwork3

IPC-A-52-G Cleanliness and Residue Evaluation Test
Board4

IPC-TR-476A Electrochemical Migration: Electrically
Induced Failures in Printed Wiring Assemblies

IPC-TR-580 Cleaning and Cleanliness Test Program Phase
1 Test Results

IPC-2221 Generic Standard on Printed Board Design

IPC-6012 Qualification and Performance Specification for
Rigid Printed Boards

IPC-TM-650 Test Methods Manual5

2.6.3.1 Moisture and Insulation Resistance, Poly-
meric Solder Masks and Conformal Coatings

2.6.3.2 Moisture and Insulation Resistance, Flexible
Base Dielectric

2.6.3.3 Surface Insulation Resistance, Fluxes

2.6.3.7 Surface Insulation Resistance

2.2 Joint Industry Standards6

J-STD-001 Requirements for Soldered Electrical and Elec-
tronic Assemblies

2.3 International Electrotechnical Commission (IEC)7

IEC-61189-5 Method 5E02 Surface Insulation Resistance,
Assemblies

2.4 American Society for Testing and Materials (ASTM)8

ASTM-D-263 Standard Specification for Chrome Oxide
Green Pigment

3 SURFACE INSULATION RESISTANCE

3.1 Terms and Definitions One of the greatest sources
of confusion and misunderstandings related to TH or THB
testing relates to the terminology surrounding the science.
For the purposes of this document, the following terms are
defined.

Surface Insulation Resistance (SIR) – This is a property
of the material and electrode system. It represents the elec-
trical resistance between two electrical conductors sepa-
rated by some dielectric material(s). This property is
loosely based on the concept of sheet resistance (see
ASTM-D-263), but also contains elements of bulk conduc-
tivity, leakage through electrolytic contaminants, multiple
dielectric and metallization materials and air.

Note: Historically, SIR began as a material property to be
measured on the base material, regardless of the test con-
ditions imposed on the test specimens. As time progressed,
the term ‘‘SIR testing’’ began to encompass all forms of
TH testing. Present day usage of the term now refers to
most TH, or accelerated aging tests, as SIR testing. The

1. www.ipc.org
2. Electronic artwork packages for fabrication test boards are available at www.ipc.org/onlinestore under ‘‘Artwork/Test Vehicles.’’
3. Electronic artwork packages for fabrication test boards are available at www.ipc.org/onlinestore under ‘‘Artwork/Test Vehicles.’’
4. Electronic artwork packages for fabrication test boards are available at www.ipc.org/onlinestore under ‘‘Artwork/Test Vehicles.’’
5. Current and revised IPC Test Methods are available on the IPC Web site (www.ipc.org/html/testmethods.htm)
6. www.ipc.org
7. www.iec.ch
8. www.astm.org
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terms ‘‘SIR’’ and ‘‘TH’’ or ‘‘THB’’ are often used synony-
mously, although the latter is consider broader and encom-
passes more disciplines of testing than just SIR.

Moisture Insulation Resistance (MIR) – This is another
term used in many cases to describe a THB test. For the
purposes of this handbook, an MIR test is the intentional
testing of a materials system in an environment where con-
densation is likely (cyclical).

Dendrites – These are the inter-metallic growths that are a
result of electrochemical reactions. Dendrites offer a lower
path of resistance to electrical current that may therefore
migrate undesirably, between adjacent conductors. Refer to
3.1.1 for more detailed information and important caution-
ary notes. Figure 3-1 provides a visual example of den-
drites.

Materials System(s) – This refers to the entire test sample,
usually consisting of two or more electrodes having various
metallizations (copper or tin-lead), adhered to a dielectric
surface, with some constant separation. The metal/
dielectric may be covered or coated with a second polymer
dielectric material, such as a solder mask or conformal
coating.

Note: A tremendous number of manufacturing process
variables will affect the properties of the materials system.

Relative Humidity (RH) – This refers to the amount of
water vapor present in air at any temperature, relative to
the total amount of water the air can hold at that tempera-
ture.

Note: An RH of 100% represents air that is saturated with
water vapor. As temperature increases, the amount of water
vapor that the air can hold increases. An RH of 50% at 85
°C represents far more water vapor content than an RH of
50% at 25 °C.

RH in SIR testing determines the thickness of the absorbed
water surface film and, since organic materials are perme-
able to water molecules, the availability of moisture at
internal interfaces. Below some critical RH, specific to the
material system, electrochemical migration will not occur.
Above this critical value, there appears to be a 10x increase

in filament growth rate with every 10% rise in RH. Experi-
mental results support the existence of an RH threshold for
CAF growth below which significant filament growth was
not observed (see Reference 12 in 10.1).

Conductive Anodic Filamentation or Cathodic Anodic
Filamentation (CAF) – This is the growth of dendrites
within the laminate or weave of a printed board. Refer to
3.1.1 for more detailed information and explanation.

Temperature-Humidity Testing (TH) – This testing regime
subjects a material or material system to a set duration of
temperature and humidity higher than ambient conditions,
but without the application of electrical potential (voltage),
except for when measurements are taken. Materials param-
eters (such as SIR) are measured before, during and after
the test exposure.

Note: Present tests range anywhere from four days at 35
°C, 90% RH, to 56 days at 85 °C, 85% RH, depending on
the intent of the test, or the specification which calls out
such testing. The intent of this testing is to environmentally
stress a material, and check for materials degradation.

New specifications are calling out two different conditions
dependant upon the manufacturing process that the end
user might adopt:

40 °C, 93% RH – This is necessary when assessing
no-clean process materials, specifically solder flux

85 °C, 85% RH – This is used for all other process
conditions where cleaning may be involved

The reason for the 40 °C, 93% RH method is because most
no-clean flux residues begin to volatilise at temperatures
above 40 °C (see Figure 3-12). If these remain on the sur-
face, especially if conformal coatings are used, then they
may well contibute to device failure, hence the need to test
under ‘‘worst-case’’ conditions. In addition, this is the basis
of many international standards where considerable sup-
porting research is available.

Temperature-Humidity-Bias (THB) Testing – This testing
regime subjects a material or material system to a set dura-
tion of temperature and humidity higher than ambient con-
ditions. In addition, electrical potential is applied between
adjacent electrodes of the test patterns. The level of applied
potential varies, as does the duration of the potential, and
the point at which the potential is applied.

Note: In present practice, the term ‘‘electrical bias’’ can
refer to two different electrical potentials: electrification/
measurement voltage, in which a voltage gradient is
applied and the resultant currents are measured, and a non-
measurement potential (bias voltage) applied to all test pat-
terns whenever measurements are not being taken. These
two terms are defined later.

Figure 3-1 Dendrites Grown Between Oppositely Biased
Conductor Lines
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Voltage Gradient (VG) – The ratio of the applied voltage
(expressed in volts) to the separation of electrodes
(expressed in mm), e.g., 25 Volts/mm.

The VG should be the same as the finished printed board
assembly. Contrary to expectation (Ohm’s Law), the lower
the voltage the greater the propensity for dendrite forma-
tion. See Section 4 and supporting figures.

Electrification Voltage (EV)/Measurement Voltage (MV)/
Test Voltage (TV) – This is the electrical potential applied
between adjacent connectors of a test pattern when mea-
surements of resistance are made. By convention, this volt-
age should always be expressed as a negative number.

Note: Electrification (measurement) voltages have varied
widely and evolved with advancing printed board technol-
ogy. Early tests had EVs of 500 -1000 volts DC. As circuit
densities increased, these levels exceeded the dielectric
strength of the materials, initiating catastrophic dielectric
failure. The IPC-2221 design standard limits the voltage
potential between two adjacent conductors based upon the
dielectric strength of the material. New research has shown
that surprisingly, the lower the voltage, the greater the pro-
pensity for dendrites. See Figure 3-2 (Courtesy of the
National Physical Laboratory (UK)):

Electrification Time (ET) – This is the amount of time that
the electrification voltage is applied before the resistance
measurement is recorded.

Note: Electrification time could be any amount of time, but
has historically been 60 seconds due to provisions of wide-
spread military specifications. 60 seconds has typically
been a sufficient time for the system to come to equilib-
rium, increasing the stability of the readings. The stability
of the reading can also be affected by factors such as elec-
tromagnetic interference (EMI) and triboelectric charges
generated by minute movements of insulated wires. Mod-
ern available measurement equipment is designed to be
able to come to equilibrium in under one second.

Also note that it is essential to avoid electrical interference,
and to minimize tribo-electrical effects.

Measurement Accuracy (MA) – Modern automated mea-
surement systems are able to make readings to <<1014 Ω.
However the calibration of the measurement system is
restricted to the accuracy of ‘‘known-value’’ resistors that
is presently limited to this value.

Measuring at this pico-amperage level makes the entire
measurement practice prone to false readings especially in
respect to tribo-electrical interference. The quality of the
cabling between the coupon under test and the measure-
ment device is therefore critical.

Modern automated systems can now be used to make the
measurements and collate the gathered data into useful
SPC graphical forms.

Bias Voltage (BV) – This is the electrical potential applied
between adjacent connectors of a test pattern at all times
when resistance measurements are not being made. When
the bias voltage is opposite in polarity with respect to the
measurement voltage, it is often called ‘‘reverse bias.’’ Bias
voltage is expressed as a positive number. The rationale is
that this voltage is applied longer than the measurement
voltage, so the BV is positive and the MV is negative. To
further complicate matters, if the bias voltage and test volt-
age are the same polarity, both are expressed as positive
values.

The level of applied bias voltage varies and has historically
evolved as has electrification voltage. Original levels in
both military and commercial test methods ranged from
10-100 volts DC. Bias voltage and measurement voltage
should be defined by either the test method or the standard
requiring the SIR test. When SIR testing is done as part of
an engineering evaluation, the bias voltage should be cho-
sen as a representative of the voltages used on the final
printed board assembly. The voltage gradient should also
be a consideration in that selection.

Researchers/authors define the nonmeasurement electrical
potential (bias voltage) as either a positive number or a
negative number, depending on the convention they use,
with the test or measurement voltage as a negative or posi-
tive, respectively. In any SIR related research the reader
must take care to determine which convention is being
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Figure 3-2 Propensity for Dendrites over Time

9

13

12

11
10

9

8

7

6

5

8

7

6

5
0

No-clean
5V

No-clean
50V

10

Lo
g 

S
IR

 (
oh

m
)

Lo
g 

S
IR

 (
oh

m
)

20

Time (h)

30 40 50

0 10 20

Time (h)

30 40 50

IPC-9201A August 2007

4

Full document details: IPC 9201A-2007

http://www.avadocuments.com/doc/ipc-9201a-2007
http://www.avadocuments.com/doc/ipc-9201a-2007


used. Neither convention is superior to the other. The only
significant difference is whether a test point becomes the
cathode or the anode.

Note also that bias reversal is not a true reflection of the
operating conditions on a circuit, and this test condition has
been removed from modern SIR standards.

Bias Polarity (BP) – This refers to the polarity of the bias
voltage relative to the electrification voltage. By conven-
tion, if the polarity of the bias voltage matches the electri-
fication voltage, the BP is positive, otherwise the BP is
negative (or reversed).

Test Duration (TD) – This refers to the length of time the
materials system is exposed to conditions other than ambi-
ent conditions or controlled ambient (at test start) condi-
tions.

Research has shown that dendrites will likely form within
the first 72 hours of test, and currently there is no evidence
of dendrites beginning after that time. Consequently, speci-
fications such as IEC 61189-5 state that testing should be
done for a minimum of 72 hours.

Example 1: IEC-61189-5, Test Method 5E02. In this test, a
coupon is used that incorporates many typical components
and has been exposed to all of the planned production pro-
cesses. A VG of 25V/mm is employed using patterns that
have 400 µm [0.016 in] width and 200 µm [0.0079 in]
spacing. This yields a TV of 5V and measurements are
made at 20-minute intervals. Automated equipment must
be used for this test and the ET is therefore automatically
determined by the instrument. Test duration is not less than
72 hours.

Example 2: IPC-TM-650, Method 2.6.3.1. This is a THB
test, in which SIR is measured at various times. The test
substrate could be an epoxy-glass laminate, with tin-lead
coated test patterns, covered with solder mask, as the mate-
rials system. It is a cyclical THB test which maintains a
high relative humidity throughout. An electrification volt-
age (EV) of +500 volts DC is used for measurements. Elec-
trification time (ET) is 60 seconds. Bias voltage (BV) is
+100 volts DC. Bias polarity is positive since the bias
potential is applied in the same direction as the electrifica-
tion voltage. Test duration is 168 hours or seven days.

3.1.1 Metal Migration/Filament Formation A more
in-depth discussion of metal migration, dendritic growth,
conductive anodic filaments, electromigration and electro-
chemical migration may be found in IPC-TR-476A.

The terminology surrounding the migration of metals
between cathode and anode under various test conditions
has been a controversial subject in past discussions in IPC
subcommittees. The primary issue has been defining these
tests depending on the presence/absence of water, and the
form of that water, in the testing.

Solid State Electromigration (Emg) – (See Reference 14
in 10.1.) Solid state metal electromigration is in contrast to
electrochemical migration (see below). Electromigration is
the current induced transport of metal ions in a metal con-
ductor. Failures or degradation of electronic devices have
been observed when thin film metal conductors (e.g., alu-
minum, gold, copper) have been subjected to current den-
sities in excess of 10 A/cm2, usually at elevated tempera-
tures. In metal electromigration, the electrons, which are
conducting current, scatter off self-diffusing metallic ions
and impart momentum to them causing an ion flux toward
the positive end of the conductor. Failure results from a
divergence of the ion flux. The location of the failure is
determined by where the maximum in the divergence
occurs.

The ASM Electronics Materials Handbook (Vol. 1) defines
electromigration as a mechanism of mass transport under
the influence of an applied direct current (DC) bias that can
cause the formation of voids in certain areas of the metal-
lization and protrusions, or ‘‘hillocks’’ in others. Electromi-
gration occurs at high current densities. This is a different
mechanism than solid state electromigration, defined
above.

Note: Electromigration differs from Electrochemical
migration (see below) in that EMg occurs primarily in inte-
grated circuits under dry conditions, where EcMg occurs
on printed board assemblies under liquid/electrolyte condi-
tions. Failure occurs when the metal filament grows across
or through the dielectric material to the opposing electrode.

Electrochemical Migration (EcMg) – (See Reference 14 in
10.1.) Electrochemical migration is defined as the growth
of conductive metal filaments on a printed board under the
influence of a DC voltage bias. This may occur at an exter-
nal surface, an internal interface, or through the bulk mate-
rial of a composite (e.g., paper/phenolic laminate). Growth
of the metal filament is by electrodeposition from a solu-
tion containing metal ions which are dissolved from the
anode, transported by the electric field and redeposited at
the cathode. This definition excludes phenomena such as
field induced metal transport in semiconductors and diffu-
sion of the products arising from metallic corrosion.

There are two distinct electrochemical phenomena. In one
case, surface dendrites have been known to form from the
cathode to the anode under an applied voltage when a con-
tamination is present. When the conductors are tin/lead sol-
der, the dendrites will be lead needles which form ‘‘tree-
like’’ dendrites, and lead needles coated with tin, which
form ‘‘lacy’’ dendrites. If the bias voltage is sufficiently
high, and the dendrite bridges between cathode and anode,
an electrical short is created, often with a momentary high
current flow. This current flow can cause the fragile den-
drite to partially vaporize, leaving a visual formation. A
related electrochemical phenomena, called conductive

August 2007 IPC-9201A

5

Full document details: IPC 9201A-2007

http://www.avadocuments.com/doc/ipc-9201a-2007
http://www.avadocuments.com/doc/ipc-9201a-2007


anodic filament (CAF), can arise if the bias voltage is great
enough. Dendritic growth is a surface effect where CAF
occurs primarily in the glass bundles of the substrate lami-
nate material.

When a material or material system is tested in a humid
environment, the water vapor can combine with ionic or
inorganic contaminants, producing electrolytic solutions.
Metals then migrate from anode to cathode across the sur-
face of a material using the electrolytic solution as the car-
rier for the mobile ions. This is essentially a microscopic
plating cell. The rate at which the EcMg occurs depends on
the pH of the electrolyte, the ionic mobility of the ions, the
anode-cathode spacing, the metals involved, and the mag-
nitude of the electrical potential. EcMg testing is typically
done at voltages ranging from 10 to 100 volts DC.

It is intended that EcMg specifically be related to the
movement of metal ions creating filaments. If an electro-
lytic solution is present, ions (such as chloride) can flow
from cathode to anode, creating electrical leakage currents,
but not necessarily metal migration. In SIR testing, it is not
typically possible to separate leakage currents due to metal
ion movement from leakage caused by nonmetal move-
ment.

CAF differs from the surface dendritic growth, described
above, in three ways:

(1) The migrating metal is copper, not lead or tin.

(2) The filament growth is from anode to cathode.

(3) The filament is composed of a metallic salt, not neu-
tral metal atoms.

In CAF growth, the copper base metal under the tin/lead
solder is the source of the metallic ions which are electro-
chemically produced at the anode and migrate along the
glass-resin interface. The most common anion observed in
CAF growth is chloride (as determined by SEM/EDX),
although bromide ions have also been observed. A model
has been developed of the dependence of failure rate on
temperature, relative humidity, and voltage (see Reference
11 in 10.1). CAF formation has been observed with volt-
ages as low as 50 volts DC.

Electromigration Testing (EMg) – This is the testing of a
material or material system using an applied electrical
potential, ambient or elevated temperature, in a dry (RH<<
10%) environment.

Electrochemical Migration Testing – This is the testing of
a material or material system using elevated temperatures,
an applied electrical potential, and water vapor. This kind
of testing is generally applied to solid state devices, some-
times in bare die form and sometimes encapsulated.

Note: It is generally agreed that the deposition of liquid
water (not water vapor or steam), either by condensation on
the test sample or by airborne water droplets, will invali-
date this testing if the electrical test patterns are not pro-

tected by a polymer coating such as solder mask or confor-
mal coating.

Rain Forest Test – This type of testing was developed by
Dr. Jack Brous, Alpha Metals, and is a form of EcMg test-
ing. A sample-loaded chamber is taken to a high tempera-
ture and humidity (near saturation), then shut off. Since the
system is sealed, as the air cools, the temperature drops
past the dew point, and liquid water will begin to condense
on all surfaces in the chamber, including test samples. As
all samples are electrically energized, dendritic growth will
usually occur.

Dendrites – Defined in 3.1, this term applies to EcMg test-
ing. Carbon tracks, often caused when the metal filaments
conduct too much electricity and carbonize the board sur-
face, are also sometimes mistakenly referred to as den-
drites. Be aware that the term ‘‘dendrite’’ has a different
meaning in metallurgical applications: A dendrite in metal-
lurgy is a characteristic tree-like structure of crystals grow-
ing as molten metal freezes, the shape produced by faster
growth along energetically favorable crystallographic
directions. This dendritic growth has large consequences in
regards to material properties.

Water Drop Test – This refers to a test where an electrical
potential is placed on two adjacent unprotected metal pat-
terns at ambient conditions. A drop of deionized water is
then placed on the sample, bridging the two conductors.
The leakage current is monitored, with the test running to
failure.

Note: Pure deionized water is a poor conductor, since it has
few charge carrying ions. If the test sample has contami-
nant materials, the DI water will tend to dissolve the con-
taminant, forming an electrolytic solution. The electrolytic
solution then promotes leakage currents, and the electro-
chemical migration begins. In addition, carbon dioxide
(CO2) in the air can dissolve in the deionized water, form-
ing ions which increase leakage currents.

3.1.2 Electrochemical Corrosion Most people are
familiar with the concept of corrosion and oxidation, espe-
cially in the ‘‘snow belt’’ of the United States, where road
salt corrodes the steel of cars. In these cases, an acidic
solution is formed which dissolves the metal locally and
combines the metal with oxygen to form an oxide, or with
a surface contaminant to form a chemical salt. This occurs
without the presence of electricity. The same thing, on a
microscopic scale, can happen on a printed board. In this
case, the presence of electricity can accelerate the corro-
sion mechanism. Figure 3-3 provides an example of elec-
trochemical corrosion on a printed board.

Fluxes can contain harmful materials, such as halides or
organic acids. Flux residues can dissolve in water, forming
a weak electrolytic solution. Such solutions are often acidic
in nature. The higher the amount of harmful residue, the
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greater the rate of attack on the metal of the circuit. An
analogous situation would be the slow rate of corrosion of
a weak acid, where the amount of harmful residue is small,
compared to the fast rate of corrosion of a strong acid,
where the amount of harmful residue is large.

In general, electrolytic solutions are only weakly ionic/
acidic, and so it would take a long time, if left alone, for
the solution to seriously affect the metal. The presence of
an electrical potential can greatly accelerate the process.
Much as a standard plating process is used to apply a metal
surface to a substrate under the influence of electricity, an
applied potential can cause a reverse plating operation
(electropolishing). Copper or tin-lead can become ions in
solution, leading to filament growth, or the metals can
combine with surface residues, forming salts like copper
chloride or copper sulfate.

If the solution is in contact with dissimilar metals, which
are electrically connected (e.g., the boundary between a
gold plated connector and copper or solder), an electrical
cell is formed. The resultant current can provoke spontane-
ous corrosion.

3.2 Basic Concepts

3.2.1 Sheet Resistance Sheet resistance refers to the
resistance to an electrical current by a homogenous sheet of
material (very thin). The nominal resistance is equal to the
resistivity of the material times the length or separation,
divided by the cross sectional area:

R = ρ * L / A

Where ρ = resistivity,
A = cross-sectional area, and L = length.

Figure 3-4 shows the application of this formula when used
to calculate the sheet resistance of a thin film of an insulat-
ing material. In this case, the cross sectional area is W*t.
The formula then becomes:

Rsheet = (ρinsulator * L) / (W * t)

Figure 3-5 shows the application of this formula when used
to calculate the resistance of a metallic conductor. In this
case, the cross sectional area is again W * t and the formula
becomes:

Rconductor = (ρconductor * L) / (W * t)

Example: Two conductors, each 100 mm long (L), are
separated by 10 mm (W) by a dielectric material that is 1
mm thick (t). A = 100 mm x 1 mm = 100 mm2. Length =
10 mm. If the resistivity for the dielectric material was
1000 Ω/mm, the resistance between the two electrodes
would be 100 Ω.

Note: The concept of sheet resistance is applicable to elec-
tronic conduction. Ionic conduction is not necessarily lin-
ear and Ohms Law may not be applicable in this case.

3.2.2 A ‘‘Square’’ The concept of a ‘‘square’’ or normal-
ization based on the number of ‘‘squares’’ is probably one
of the most confusing aspects of SIR testing. It is related
to the test electrode geometry, electrode separation, and
substrate material. For an excellent coverage on this topic,
the reader is referred to IPC-TP-831 (see Reference 1 in
10.1).

Figure 3-3 Example of Electrochemical Corrosion
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Figure 3-4 Sheet Resistance of a Thin Film (Gray Area
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A ‘‘square’’ is not a cross sectional area, such as in2 or cm2.
Two electrodes, each one inch long, separated by one inch,
constitutes one square. Two electrodes, each one foot long,
separated by one foot, constitutes one square, etc., as
shown in Figure 3-6. The concept of squares is used to
define a unit resistive element for a surface electrical pat-
tern. This concept is based upon sheet resistance. Refer-
ence 1 in 10.1 explains this in greater detail.

As noted in 3.2.1, the normalization may not be applicable
to the precise interpretation of ionic conduction phenom-
ena.

3.2.3 Series/Parallel Resistance Series resistance
relates to the passage of electrical current through a series
of resistances. The total resistance experienced is equal to
the sum of the individual resistances encountered between
high and low electrical potentials as shown in Figure 3-7.
Parallel resistance refers to electrical current passing
between high and low electrical potential by simulta-
neously passing through resistive elements which are not in
series with each other as shown in Figure 3-8. The total
resistance is the inverse of the sum of the reciprocal resis-
tances.

Rseries = R1 + R2 + R3

1 / Rparallel = (1/R1) + (1/R2) + 1/R3)

If we assume that R1 = R2 = R3, etc, then

R individual = (n) * R measured, where n = the number of
squares

Rparallel = 1 / Sum of Reciprocals

3.2.4 Ohms Per Square Consider the separating spaces
in an SIR test pattern to be ‘‘blocks’’ of unknown resis-
tances, as in the Y-pattern illustration in Figure 3-9. The
left-side portion of the pattern, where the separation is

greater than the 0.635 mm [0.025 in], is generally not
included in the calculation of the number of squares. This
pattern has 120 squares (see 3.2.4.1) or 120 blocks of
unknown resistance, all assumed to be of equal value.

With a measured resistance of 100 megohms, then the indi-
vidual unknown resistances must be 12,000 megohms
(using the formula for the sum of parallel resistors and
solving for Rx).

Ohms Per Square is an expression of normalized resis-
tance. Since each ‘‘square’’ is a dimensionless unit, normal-
ization of resistance data to an ohms per square value theo-
retically makes the data independent of electrode
configuration/geometry, for electronic conduction.

The conversion of data to ohms per square has the under-
lying assumption that contamination is uniform across the
entire test pattern, or that there is homogenous material at
all points on the test patterns. Such an assumption might be
the case when studying sheets of insulators or some other
homogenous material, but the theory tends to fall apart
when contamination is not uniform. An example might be
a small spot of flux residue on a 3000 square pattern. Since
electricity takes the path of least resistance, the leakage
currents would flow through few squares containing the

IPC-9201a-3-6
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flux residue, ‘‘ignoring’’ the other squares. Such an event
violates the homogeneity assumption.

This is why the normalization of resistance to an ohms per
square value is a questionable practice. There is the ques-
tion of whether the contamination being studied is uniform
or homogeneous. IPC round robin test programs have
shown that the normalization is often a ‘‘hit or miss’’
proposition.

Example 1: Figure 3-10 illustrates a demonstration of the
influence of varying amounts of flux residue that may be
present on a circuit.

This shows the influence of different levels of flux on the
SIR of a coupon as temperature rises under humid condi-
tions. As would be expected, the lower the amount of flux
residue, the less influence there is to the measured SIR. For
example, in running a comparison of 6 ml of flux residue
vs. 15 ml or 30 ml it can be seen that the SIR value drops
dramatically with the larger amount of residue as the tem-
perature and humidity increase until they reach a point
where the residue reaches a volatilization temperature and
starts to depart from the printed board, thereby permitting
the SIR value to ‘‘improve.’’

Note also that this shows the volatilization of the flux resi-
dues as the temperture rises.

Example 2: Within Figure 3-11 can be seen the scatter of
results according to the coupon (pattern) design and the
voltage gradient employed during the test. The figure
shows that there is a strong dependence on the number of
squares in the pattern, i.e., the gap between the tracks, and
also on the applied voltage. With a lower voltage the SIR
is lower, and with a higher voltage the SIR is higher. The
control data is for a clean printed board, and here the
results are independent of voltage. Hence it is more diffi-
cult to pass an SIR test with a lower voltage and a higher
number of squares.

3.2.4.1 Examples of Square Count Calculations A wide
variety of SIR test patterns can be found in Appendix C of
this document.

1) The Military Y Pattern
Consider the standard military Y-pattern shown in Fig-
ure 3-9 used for quality conformance. The length of
opposing conductor face is 76.2 mm [3.00 in]. It is not
necessary to count the length of both faces, only the
common area.

The separation is 0.635 mm [0.025 in]. Therefore, the
number of squares would be: 76.2 mm/0.635 mm [3.00
in/0.025 in] = 120 squares.

2) Simple Comb Pattern
Consider the simple comb pattern shown in Figure 3-12.
The area of interlap is denoted by the shaded area. The
overlapping area is 25.4 mm [1.00 in] in height. There
are 16 sets of common overlap. Therefore, the total cir-
cuit length of opposing faces is 16 * 25.4 mm = 406 mm
[16 * 1.00 in = 16.00 in]. The spacing for all segments
is 0.635 mm [0.025 in]. The number of squares would
be: 406 mm/0.635 mm [16.00 in/0.025 in] = 640
squares.

IPC-9201a-3-10

Figure 3-10 Influence of Flux Residue on a Circuit
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Figure 3-11 Scatter Results Based on Number of Squares
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For reference, the IPC-B-36 board comb patterns have a
circuit length of 546 mm [21.5 in] and a spacing of
0.152 mm [0.006 in], for a nominal square count of
3583 squares. The IPC-B-24 board comb pattern has a
circuit length of 518 mm [20.4 in] and a spacing of
0.508 mm [0.020 in], for a nominal square count of
1020 squares. The Bellcore pattern has a circuit length
of 559 mm [22.0 in] and a spacing of 1.27 mm [0.050
in], for a nominal square count of 440 squares.

3) Interdigitated Mounting Pads
The third most common SIR pattern is interdigitated
surface mounting pads as shown in Figure 3-13. Every
other pad is grounded and you measure the SIR between
pads for the whole set of pads. In this example, the
individual pads are 1.27 mm [0.050 in] long and the
spacing is 0.635 mm [0.025 in]. The amount of overlap-
ping circuitry is 1.27 mm [0.050 in] * (16 overlap sites)
= 20.32 mm [0.8 in]. The total number of squares would
be 20.32 mm/0.635 mm [0.8 in/0.025 in] = 32 squares.

3.2.4.2 Use of Squares Information If the conversion of
measured resistance to a normalized ohms per square is a
questionable practice, as proposed earlier, why include it in
this document?

Many technical specifications refer to the square counts of
various patterns. The Bellcore TR-NWT-000078, for
example, allows the use of an alternative SIR test pattern,
provided that the alternative pattern has a squares count
comparable or greater than the Bellcore pattern. Test
reports (e.g., IPC-TR-580) sometimes list normalized data.
So an explanation of squares and normalization was
deemed appropriate.

Designers may ask the question of how large to design a
test pattern, or how many ‘‘squares’’ to design into a pat-
tern. The higher the square count of the pattern, the more
sensitive the pattern will be to contamination. Going above

4500-5000 squares may make an SIR pattern too sensitive,
and processes would have a difficult time passing using the
historical pass fail levels found in IPC J-STD-004 or com-
parable military test standards. Going too low in squares
count would lead to a situation which would pass except in
cases of the grossest contamination.

Compare the comb patterns of the IPC-B-36 board (0.152
mm [0.006 in] lines and spaces, 3500 squares) with the
comb patterns of the IPC-B-24 board (0.406 mm [0.016 in]
lines, 0.51 mm [0.020 in] spaces, 1020 squares). In terms
of board real estate area, the IPC-B-36 combs are smaller
and more compact. The fine spacing (0.152 mm [0.006 in])
makes the comb very sensitive to contamination, but the
compact size takes up a smaller area and so there may be
a lower incidence of contamination. On the other hand, the
IPC-B-24 is physically larger, offering more opportunity
for contamination failures, but is not as sensitive.

3.2.5 Conduction Mechanisms The reader is encour-
aged to locate a good text from chemical engineering and
read the sections on the dynamics of chemical transport.

In general, pure water is a poor conductor. As water
becomes loaded with ionic materials, it becomes an elec-
trolytic solution. The negatively charged anions and the
positively charged cations serve to conduct electricity
through the solution. The greater the level of ionic material
present, the more current the solution is capable of carry-
ing.

Deionized water is a very ‘‘hungry’’ solvent. It is desperate
to pick up ions. Pure DI water (>10 megohm-cm and espe-
cially 18 megohm-cm) is corrosive in nature due to this
fact. That is why metal piping cannot be used in DI water
delivery systems, as it corrodes away. See Reference 6 in
10.1 for more details on DI water piping. Clean water, even
if ‘‘deionized’’ will dissociate to some extent such that H+

and OH- ions will be present, though at very low levels.

3.3 Test Factors Affecting Results As indicated before,
a tremendous number of factors can influence the results of
an SIR test. Factors include materials parameters, the man-
ner in which the samples were processed, how they were
prepared for testing, etc. This section will deal with the
factors related to testing setups and techniques.

3.3.1 Wiring The type of wire, wire insulation, wire
attachment method, and wire positioning can and does
affect test results especially when measuring at resistance
levels greater than 1011 Ohms required by the latest speci-
fications.

Types of wire can include solid or stranded wire, flat rib-
bon cable, standard single insulated wire, and shielded or
unshielded coax cable. Some THB test setups use a smaller
gauge wire (24-28 gauge) in order to fit more wires

IPC-9201a-3-13

Figure 3-13 Interdigitated Surface Mount Pad
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through a cable port. Solid wire is more susceptible to
breaking than stranded wire, but stranded wire can draw
contaminants up under the insulation by capillary action.

The presence of some sort of shielding on the wire, such as
with coaxial cable, can greatly decrease the amount of elec-
trical noise in the measurements, but adds bulk to the
setup. If coaxial cable is used, the shielding braid should be
used only for grounding and must not be used to energize
the test patterns or for routing the return current.

Wire insulation can be almost any polymer from polyeth-
ylene to polytetrafluoroethylene (PTFE). For SIR/THB
testing, the insulation used should have a high dielectric
strength, high insulation resistance, and should be halide-
free. Polyethylene is typically inexpensive but has a lower
resistivity than a PTFE, and is unsuitable at temperatures
exceeding 50 °C. PTFE has excellent dielectric and insulat-
ing characteristics, such as low capacitance and dielectric
constant, but is expensive, soft, and susceptible to damage
and ‘‘cold flow.’’ PTFE is usually the preferred material for
most THB testing. PVC (a halide-bearing polymer), or
other low grade polymers, should be avoided. These low
grade polymers often degrade quickly under the elevated
conditions of SIR testing, outgassing chloride and resulting
in unacceptable leakage currents.

Wire attachment can be by soldering, crimped connection,
alligator clips, edge card connectors, or spring loaded
probes. Each has their advantages and disadvantages. Sol-
dering (hardwiring) provides the most reliable connection,
but also introduces contaminants (flux) into the test sample.
If a failure occurs, was it due to the material system or the
contaminants from the soldering? It should be noted that
soldering should not be done inside of a test chamber to
avoid contamination of the chamber.

Crimped connections are reliable, but are only good for one
test, after which they must be discarded and the wires refit-
ted with connectors. There are also very few crimped con-
nectors for SIR testing and a wide range of test assembly
configurations. Alligator clips would have to be passivated,
either by gold or nickel plating. They may also fall off the
test board during testing due to chamber vibration. A per-
manent fixture using spring loaded, gold-plated pins is
reusable and noncontaminating, but is very costly to make
and is cost effective only for larger volumes of a set board
design.

Edge card connectors have the advantage of multiple uses,
ease of test sample connection, and limited possibility of
contamination. However, the test substrate must be
designed for edge card contact fingers and connectors can
often provide a path for leakage currents between contact
fingers. Another disadvantage of edge-card connectors is
the potential for oxide formation and the loss of contact
(spring) pressure over time. For this reason, the connector

fingers must be gold plated and periodically checked for
open circuits (loss of contact pressure).

The immobilization of the wiring is important. As a dielec-
tric material flexes, small currents are generated (triboelec-
tric currents) from the stresses induced within the insula-
tion material. Also, the rubbing of insulating materials
against each other may generate an electrostatic charge.
Because SIR measurements are often in the picoampere
range, these triboelectric and electrostatic currents can
skew the results. Even vibration of the wiring, as might be
caused by a running chamber, can generate such currents.
By fixing the wires in place, both relative to each other and
relative to the chamber, these currents can be minimized.

3.3.3 Sample Orientation in the Chamber During expo-
sure to elevated temperature and humidity, a test electrode,
together with the dielectric material, will function as a
capacitor. The capacitance is dependent upon the humidity
absorption of the dielectric at any particular time. If the test
boards are placed perpendicular to the chamber air flow,
the humid air will directly impact the test specimen,
increasing water permeation. Wind speed, direction, turbu-
lence all affect the consistency of the RH in the chamber
and so affect absorption. Since most air flow in a chamber
also is from the humidity generator, where humidity is
100% towards the front of the chamber, where it is not,
there will exist a wet wind as a forcing function. The less
direct the impact of the blowing humid air, the less the
direct absorption. This effect is more pronounced in
uncoated test boards. If the test samples are placed parallel
to the air flow, the permeation impact is decreased. Paral-
lel samples also decrease the turbulence of the air, allow-
ing the chamber greater control of temperature and humid-
ity.

The orientation of the test boards should always be vertical
as shown in Figure 3-14. This decreases the chance that
water condensing on an upper surface of a chamber will
drop onto the test patterns. If edge card connectors are
being used, the cards should be suspended under the con-
nectors to prevent accumulation of water or contaminants.
If wires are soldered or crimped to the test boards, the
wires should hang under the test sample, such that contami-
nant or condensed water will run down the wires away
from the test boards.

3.3.4 Voltage The test voltages applied will often affect
the levels of resistance observed. If a low level of voltage
is used as the forcing function, the resulting currents are
smaller and therefore more susceptible to noise and are
consequently less stable. If a high level of voltage is used,
especially on a pattern with narrow spacings, the voltage
could exceed the dielectric strength of the material, causing
arcing, corona, and sample carbonizing.
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The usage of an electrical potential, and the associated lev-
els, is often determined by commercial or military specifi-
cations. Historically, due to large circuit separations and
insensitive instruments, bias voltages were typically 100 -
500 volts DC. Electrification voltages ranged from 500 -
1000 volts DC. As printed board circuitry becomes denser,
a test pattern, which is usually tied to the typical spacings
of the manufactured assembly, will have smaller circuit
separations. Present day bias voltages range from 10 -100
volts DC. Electrification voltages are 10 - 500 volts DC.
Reference two outlines testing which showed that the
decreased electrification voltages have not led to unstable
resistance measurements. Typically, test specifications lag
technology by several years, which can lead to electrical
overstress.

Most electrical potentials used in THB testing have histori-
cally been direct current (DC) potentials. More recent
experimentation has started to include the use of alternat-
ing current (AC). The usage of AC or DC depends on what
failure mechanism is being tested for. A DC voltage is used
to show failures by electrochemical and current leakage.
An AC voltage is often used if the assembly is designed for
AC functionality, or if the failure mechanism is expected to
be failure of the dielectric material.

The voltage applied to test patterns affects the dendritic
filament growth rates as shown in Figure 3-2. The quantity
of metal deposited by electrolysis is proportional to the
current carried by the metal ions. However, only a part of
the current flow in the thin absorbed water film is due to
such ions. Hydrogen ions are also present and there may be
contributions from other conduction mechanisms (see Ref-

erence 12 and Reference 13 in 10.1). Hence the relation-
ship between applied voltage and filament growth rate is
not a simple one. Experimental work suggests that a half-
power law applies - raising the voltage by 10x gives a 3x
increase in filament growth rate.

3.3.4.1 High Voltage Testing Assemblies exist which
have electrical potentials of thousands of volts between
conductors. Such an assembly may be a high voltage power
supply, or X-ray equipment. Low voltage testing, on the
order of 50-100 volts, may be insufficient to detect fault
mechanisms such as dielectric breakdown, which would
occur at the higher voltages experienced in service.

Several precautions are required to get good results from
high voltage tests. First, care must be taken to limit the
energy of the breakdown arc. This can be done with stan-
dard circuits. If the energy is not limited, the board can be
damaged (carbonized) by the arc. Second, dust and other
debris can easily give false failures. If a breakdown occurs,
carefully clean the board and then retest to assure that the
failure is not a spurious result. Third, the test is easily con-
fused by surface flashover. At 1000 volts, a surface arc will
jump 0.254 - 0.38 mm [0.010 - 0.015 in] if the surface is
smooth. This is further than air breakdown and arises
because of a phenomena known as ‘‘dielectric enhanced
breakdown.’’ Such a condition often occurs when solder
mask coverage is incomplete. Above 1000 volts, false fail-
ures from surface flashovers in the test fixture limits the
utility of the test.

The disadvantage of high voltage testing is cost and speed.
Generally, test sets capable of high voltage are costly. Stan-
dard semiconductor switching will not work and either
high-power relays or special semiconductors are required.
Capacitance and inductance effects also limit the rate of
testing. The higher the voltage, the slower the test.

When properly done, high voltage testing is a good way to
assure reliability for high voltage operation. However, it
adds cost and should only be done where required by the
end use of the circuit. As a practical matter, the test should
be limited to 1000 volts DC. See Reference 5 in 10.1 for
additional information on high voltage testing.

3.3.5 Test Temperature The test temperature can affect
many factors, including the amount of water vapor in the
air, the ionic mobility of electrolytic solutions, the rate at
which plasticisers leave the printed board, etc. Historically,
the ‘‘aging’’ of a printed board assembly was thought to
follow an ‘‘Arrhenius’’ reaction rate, whereby every 10
degrees Celsius rise in temperature would double the aging
rate.

Example: One year of tropical service (35 °C, 85% RH)
could be approximated by 6 months exposure to 45 °C,
85% RH, three months at 55 °C, 85% RH, etc.

Figure 3-14 Example of Test Coupons Using A Rack
System Mounted Inside the Test Chamber (Picture courtesy
of Concoat Systems Limited)
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This hypothetical aging rate grew out of thermal aging
studies using dry heat. It is unknown whether the humidity
has a synergistic effect on the aging rate; but without
humidity, many of the electrochemical reactions would not
take place.

It should be noted that many contaminant materials which
influence SIR levels may be removed from the test sub-
strate at elevated temperatures, either through sublimation
or evaporation of the contaminant. Conformal coating of
samples will hinder such a loss of contaminant materials,
hence coating over flux (no-clean) residues may actually
exacerbate a problem rather than resolve it.

3.3.6 Test Humidity The test humidity affects the
amount of water vapor present to produce electrolytic solu-
tions with contaminants on a board surface. A low level of
relative humidity in a test will generally not lead to elec-
trochemical migration phenomena, whereas a high level of
relative humidity will saturate a printed board, leading to
more cases of electrochemical migration.

3.3.7 Rate of Change, Ambient to Elevated Most
TH/THB testing requires a conditioning period at ambient
conditions, prior to initial measurements. This conditioning
period is based in part on ASTM measurement practices. In
many cases, test samples may be stored in sealed contain-
ers, such as heat sealable bags. If processing fluids (such as
water from aqueous cleaning) were entrapped with the test
samples, it is desired that the test sample be allowed to
equilibrate to a standard environment.

Following initial measurements, the test conditions must be
changed from ambient to elevated conditions. The rate at
which this change takes place can cause condensation on a
test board, especially if the board has a large thermal mass.
As the chamber heats up, the heating of the test specimens
will lag behind the moisture laden air of the chamber (usu-
ally steam). If there is a great enough temperature differ-
ence between the test boards and the air, condensation can
occur. Consider a cold can of beer on a hot summer day.
Water condenses on the cold surface of the can from the
surrounding atmosphere. In most specifications, the pres-
ence of condensed water on uncoated test patterns will
invalidate the test.

The rate of change from elevated conditions to ambient
conditions does not have this condensation effect as the test
parts are usually hotter than the surrounding air, eliminat-
ing the chance for moisture condensation.

3.3.8 Test Board Design   Many factors related to the lay-
out of the test patterns on a printed board can affect the test
results. These include: line spacing, physical geometry of
the test patterns, routing of the lands from test patterns to
contact fingers, physical spacing of voltage application
lines and current return lines, physical size of the test
board, presence of guard traces, and surface topography of
the laminate.

The latest specification revisions recommend the use of
coupons that have been specifically designed to accommo-
date most if not all of the issues that are presented below
and Appendix C contains a discussion on the strengths and
weaknesses of available test vehicles.

a) Line Spacing This is the separation between elec-
trodes. The spacing between electrodes will determine
the maximum amount of voltage that can be applied to
a test pattern. The maximum voltage should not exceed
the dielectric strength (expressed in volts/mil) of the
laminate material. IPC-6012 has requirements on the
maximum allowable voltage based on dielectric
strength. If the purpose of the testing is to critique pro-
duction, the line spacings on a test pattern should be
representative of the minimum spacing of circuitry on
production boards.

On the other hand, test boards used for wave solder
evaluations should incorporate the minimum line
widths and spacings not protected by solder mask to
prevent bridging problems. If solder paste evaluations
are being performed, stencils must be available for the
test boards. Since it is rare that solder paste is applied
to conductors (on production boards), printed board
designs will have to consider spacings from land to
land.

For a given applied electrical potential, increasing the
conductor spacing will increase the series resistance,
thereby reducing the voltage gradient and reducing the
current available for metal deposition and filament
growth.

b) Physical Geometry of the Test Patterns Electro-
magnetic energy tends to concentrate at points or right
angles. Test patterns having square corners or sharp
points on the electrodes will generally have electro-
chemical migration initiate at these areas. Test pattern
electrodes should have rounded corners wherever pos-
sible. Poor etching during printed board fabrication can
lead to sharp points and produce the same effect.

Figure 3-15 shows the design of interdigitated combs
terminations. It also shows the growth of dendrites
resulting from an SIR test and using back-lighting to
the coupon.

If the test pattern is large, such as a large comb (many
interdigitated spaces), the pattern can act as both a
capacitor and as an antenna, leading to dielectric charg-
ing and to electromagnetic interference, respectively.

c) Routing of the Lands If the land used to energize the
test pattern is adjacent to the land used to return the
current from the test pattern, cross-talk and leakage cur-
rents can arise, skewing the measurement. Measure-
ment of the resistance should be across the target elec-
trical pattern and not across the adjacent traces leading
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to the electrical test patterns. In practice, the routing of
the voltage supply lands and the current-return lands
should be separated as widely as possible, with inter-
vening guard traces if possible. Care should be taken
not to route the cathode supply line from pattern #1
along the anode supply line of pattern #2. This can
cause errors if multiple patterns are being measured
simultaneously.

d) Guard Traces This is one of the most important ele-
ments in designing and placing SIR circuitry. Guard
traces are circuit lands used to isolate voltage-supply
and current-return lands on a test board. In most cases,
the guard traces are placed at a potential similar to the
signal trace (often ground), and prevent leakage cur-
rents from entering the test measurements. In most
cases, the voltage ‘‘leaking’’ from the voltage-supply
traces to the guard traces does not significantly affect
the test measurements. The use of guard traces ensures
the measuring of resistance where it is intended, and
not at some extraneous location. If in doubt, guard it.

e) Physical Size of the Test Board The size of the test
board can affect the stability of readings. A small test
board may respond more quickly to changes in tem-
perature and humidity due to its lower thermal mass.
Smaller boards are therefore more sensitive, but less
stable. The reverse is true for larger boards.

f) Location of the Test Patterns SIR test patterns are
of little utility if they are far away from the contamina-
tion effects you wish to examine, or do not represent
the challenges to cleaning. For this reason, SIR patterns
are typically placed in some of the following areas:

• Under large footprint devices. Comb patterns or par-
allel traces under a large device, such as an LCC or
ASIC, can show the effects of entrapped flux in an
area that is difficult to clean, or that is shielded from
various process effects (e.g., spray cleaning that can-
not penetrate under the device).

• Within the perimeter of a large component. If you had
a 256 I/O ASIC device, mounted to surface mount

pads, you could run a parallel set of traces around the
inner perimeter of the footprint area. This would
determine effects from reflowed solder paste flux,
which may be forced back under the device during
reflow.

Figure 3-16 and Figure 3-17 depict test boards designed
with these concepts.

g) Dummy Components The presence of components
on an assembly will, most likely, result in a greater
concentration of trapped residues, especially when con-
sidering wave soldering techniques. For this and other
process characterization tests, the use of dummy com-
ponents is both useful and advisable.

It is essential that such dummy components be true
‘‘dummy’’ and not ‘‘scrap’’ devices. If a ‘‘scrap’’ device
is used, the internal conductors and connections will
certainly affect your test results; in accordance with
Sod’s (Murphy’s) law, probably in a bad way.

3.3.9 Frequency of Measurement Historically, resis-
tance measurements in an SIR test were made at set times,
such as every 24 hours, or five times in a seven day period.
Recent research and advances in SIR equipment design

Figure 3-15 An Example of Dendrite Growth

Figure 3-16 The IEC Process Characterisation Test
Coupon/Vehicle (From IEC 61189-5)

Figure 3-17 An IPC-B-52 Test Coupon/Vehicle Designed
by the SIR TG
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have indicated that frequent monitoring of SIR levels may
be the only way to catch electrochemical migration events
during the testing. With frequent monitoring, it is possible
to obtain a measurement for a test pattern every five min-
utes, as opposed to every 24 hours where valuable data as
can be seen in Figure 3-18 may be lost. The use of frequent
monitoring techniques is therefore strongly encouraged.

3.3.10 Conformal Coating Some specifications require
SIR testing on conformally coated samples. In general,
conformal coating will limit any interactions between the
humid test environment and the test patterns under the
coating. The overall effect is a delayed reaction. Conformal
coatings represent a physical barrier, but no conformal
coating will keep water out indefinitely. Conformal coat-
ings are all organic materials with water permeability coef-
ficients. Conformally coated samples are often tested in a
cyclical environment that promotes water condensation.
The cycling of temperature causes a ‘‘pumping’’ action for
water vapor. Longer testing (relative to an uncoated
sample) may be needed for water vapor to interact with
processing residues in order to initiate failure mechanisms.

3.4 Known Process Effects on SIR Levels Good SIR
performance is related to high levels of cleanliness in the
test sample. The ability to remove cleaning agents and
other process residues is critical to achieving high SIR lev-
els. If ionic contamination is not removed, it can become
entrapped in ensuing operations, leading to lower SIR lev-
els. There are also nonionic residues that can influence
SIR, notably glycol and silicone surfactants that are com-
monly used in permanent solder masks and solder fluxes.

3.4.1 Precleaning If test substrates are precleaned prior
to sample processing, the SIR levels generated will be
attributable to the sample processing and not some preex-
isting contamination. Several precleaning methods are pos-
sible: pumice scrubbing with a brush and good rinsing, a
chemical micro-etch, solvent cleaning, and/or aqueous
cleaning. A final wash with isopropanol/water is recom-
mended for any precleaning method. Running the samples

through a bulk ionic contamination tester serves this pur-
pose well. Samples should be thoroughly dried before
being exposed to the test process or before SIR testing.

3.4.2 Developing Process Effects The method by which
solder masks are processed can affect the SIR levels.

• Developing vs. No Developing – Test coupons that are
developed and rinsed will typically have SIR levels 0.5 -
1.0 decades higher than test coupons which have not been
run through the developer.

• Developing Process — A longer exposure to the devel-
oper solution will decrease SIR levels, due to the
extended chemical attack fo the developer chemicals.
This effect appears to be independent of developer chem-
istry. The use of sodium carbonate, potassium carbonate,
or monoethanolamine as the developer chemistry does not
appear to have any effect on SIR levels.

• Rinsing after Developing — The efficiency of the rinsing
operation is critical. Higher water temperatures (45 - 55
°C) and longer rinse times serve to increase SIR levels.
The water quality is also important. Deionized water rins-
ing is preferred over tap water rinsing. An extended soak
(two minutes, 65 - 70 °C) after developing has been
shown to improve SIR levels. In general, the developing
process adds ionic contamination which can decrease SIR
levels. Removal of ionic contamination is critical for
good SIR performance.

• Post-Curing – If post curing is part of the mask’s recom-
mended processing, it is essential for good SIR levels.

3.4.3 Curing Effects Curing laminates, solder masks,
conformal coatings, etc., increases the cross-linking of the
polymeric structures. As the degree of cross-linking
increases, the higher the insulating characteristics of the
material, resulting in higher SIR levels. Most cure mecha-
nisms in the electronics industry involve either ultraviolet
(UV) light curing, a thermal cure (bake), or a combination
of the two. Increasing the UV exposure or the length of the
bake will generally increase the amount of cross-linking.

3.4.4 Hot Air Solder Leveling (HASL) The HASL process
is typically harsh, raising a laminate and solder mask above
the glass transition temperature (Tg) while the surface is
soaked with flux. The greater the efficiency of the post-
HASL cleaning process, the higher the SIR numbers.

It is generally agreed that the tin-lead deposition process in
printed board fabrication is one of the biggest factors in the
degradation of SIR values. Both HASL and tin-lead
plating/fusing are generally done with chloride-bearing or
bromide-bearing fluids that are difficult to remove after the
reflow operation. The tin lead deposition process can drop
SIR numbers by 2-3 decades (1012 to 109). Reference 3 in
10.1 is the Bellcore qualification document. The SIR pass-
fail numbers of that specification are lower for tin-lead
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Figure 3-18 Temporary Reduction in SIR That Would be
Missed by Infrequent Testing
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coated boards than for bare copper boards. This reflects the
effect that hot air solder leveling and associated residues
have on SIR performance.

4 ASSESSMENT OF SIR TEST METHODS

Most TH/THB test methods fall into one of two categories:
static temperature-humidity or cyclical temperature-
humidity. Test methods are further differentiated according
to the temperature extremes used. Temperatures under 40
°C are usually considered benign. Temperatures exceeding
80 °C are considered harsh.

4.1 Test Methods - General

4.1.1 Cyclical Test Environments There are presently
two primary cyclical temperature-humidity environments
in use today for evaluating printed wiring assemblies.
Appendix B has a diagram for each method discussed.

• IPC-TM-650, Method 2.6.3.1 and Method 2.6.3.2 –
These test methods are used for the evaluation of sub-
strates under a potential condensing environment. The
temperature varies from 25 °C, 90% RH to 65 °C, 90%
RH. Ramp rates are 2.5 hours each, with a three hour
soak at 65 °C, three cycles per day. The test time runs 20
cycles, or 6-2/3 days. Test patterns are biased throughout.
Measurements are made at elevated conditions and at
ambient conditions following the test. The reader is
referred to the IPC-TM-650 manual for details on these
methods.

• MIL-STD-202, Method 106 – This test method is similar
to the one above, but only has two cycles per day. In
place of the third cycle in the day, an eight hour ambient
soak is used. In some cases, an exposure to -10 °C is
included during the eight hour period.

The cyclic IPC method is used to test polymeric coatings
such as solder mask or conformal coating. The changing
temperature, under high humidity conditions, tends to
facilitate the ‘‘pumping’’ of water in and out of the coating.
The coating is always moist under these conditions. Harm-
ful residues may cause electrochemical migration, electro-
lytic corrosion, or loss of adhesion (blisters) in the interface
of coating to board material.

The MIL-STD method was originally designed to simulate
storage and/or performance under tropical conditions. The
two cycles simulated a morning and afternoon exposure
under such conditions, and the long ambient soak simu-
lated nighttime conditions in a tropical environment. The
military method may be considered the more benign
(though historically older) method.

4.1.2 Harsh Static Environments The cyclical test envi-
ronments typically do not go above 65 °C and, if so, only
for limited amounts of time. Some test methods require a
constant driving force in order to accelerate electro-

chemical failure mechanisms. The constant humidity envi-
ronments are typically used when test samples are not con-
formally coated.

The most common test method for the harsh static environ-
ments is IPC-TM-650, Method 2.6.3.3. This is a seven day
exposure to 85 °C, 85% RH, under an imposed bias. This
exposure theoretically simulates a year of tropical service
for every week of chamber testing. This is based on an
Arrhenius reaction rate. The failures in this type of testing
are most often electrochemical migration, electrolytic cor-
rosion, and excessive leakage currents.

Research by Dr. John Sohn, formerly of AT&T, indicated
that the higher temperature environments, such as the 85
°C, 85% RH, may drive off the residues that one desires to
test by SIR. The primary material examined by Dr. Sohn
was weak organic acids, which are generally activator com-
plexes in water soluble fluxes and low solids (no-clean)
fluxes (see Reference 7). This work was subsequently cor-
roborated by the European Collaborative Research project
conducted by the British National Physical Laboratory;
Siemens, Berlin; the Irish National Microelectronics
Research Laboratory and Lares Cozzi of Italy.

The reseach showed that virtually all ‘‘no-clean’’ flux resi-
dues volatilize at temperatures >40 °C, and recommended
the specifications employ a 40 °C, 93% RH condition that
has now been accepted into the majority of the latest inter-
national specification revisions. To illustrate this, Figure
3-11 shows the influnce of temperature against the amount
of flux present on a coupon under test.

Another harsh static environment takes place in a steam
environment, usually under pressures greater than atmo-
spheric pressure. This is generally referred to as Highly
Accelerated Stress Testing (HAST). It is one of the most
extreme tests in use at the time of publication of this docu-
ment. HAST testing is used primarily by automotive and
aerospace companies.

4.1.3 Measurement Frequency As research has shown,
frequent measurements are essential to avoid valuable data
loss. This, coupled with the availability of modern auto-
mated measurement systems, renders the historic use of
manual measurements redundant.

With manual measurements, frequent measuring is costly
and inconvenient. For this reason, many old test measure-
ments called only for daily or weekly measurements and
represent ‘‘a snapshot in time.’’ Such a measurement
scheme will not pick up the transients in a system associ-
ated with dendritic growth. The number of measurements
that can be practically made depends on a number of fac-
tors:

• Availability of personnel – manual vs. automated testing

• Necessary electrification times

• Number of samples
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• Number of samples that can be tested at one time

• The nature and arrangement of the test equipment

Whatever the method of measurement, steps must be taken
to ensure that there is consistency in the technique.

4.2 Description of Test Methods Appendix B shows a
listing of many of the primary SIR test methods in use
today. The list is not all inclusive as there are as many SIR
test methods as there are SIR testers. Appendix B also
includes several tables of SIR test environments and pass-
fail criteria, used by the European community, as compiled
by Eva Hellgren of Ericsson, Sweden.

4.3 Use of Salt Solutions Some of the published test
methods for SIR and Electromigration testing involve the
use of salt solutions in a desiccator to provide the neces-
sary relative humidity at the test temperature. Typically, the
test samples are placed inside the desiccator, with the wire
leads passing through a port. The port is sealed with some
sealing agent, usually an RTV potting compound. The des-
iccator is then placed inside an oven and the test com-
mences. As with any method, there are advantages and dis-
advantages. Constant Humidity tables are found in most
editions of the CRC Handbook of Chemistry and Physics.

Advantages:

• The desiccator forms a truly static environment.

• There is little chance of water condensing on the part.

• There is no concern with issues of air flow or sample ori-
entation in the chamber.

Disadvantages:

• The desiccators are usually small, limiting the number of
samples that can be tested at one time.

• The salt solutions, at elevated conditions, can contaminate
the parts.

• If the test is long (1000 hours +), and the desiccator is not
fully sealed, then the salt solutions must be periodically
replenished, usually through a supply tube passing
through a sealed port. It is difficult to hermetically seal a
desiccator when wires must pass through a feed-through
port.

• If testing at higher temperatures, there is heating within a
sealed enclosure which is not a recommended practice.

• Lack of opportunity for the test samples to dynamically
absorb water vapor and dry out, as might be seen in ser-
vice.

4.4 Acceleration Factors In any discussion of acceler-
ated aging tests, the question is inevitably raised on how to
determine the accelerating effect of various environments.
There are two basic models which have been proposed to
determine acceleration factors: the Arrhenius model and the
Eyring model.

4.4.1 Arrhenius Model This model is based on the loga-
rithmic nature of chemical reactions. Simply put, for every
10 °C rise in temperature, the simulated test time is cut in
half. One year of service/storage at 35 °C, 85% RH can be
simulated by six months at 45 °C, 85% RH, three months
at 55 °C, 85% RH, and so on. This should be used as a
general ‘‘rule of thumb.’’

4.4.2 Eyring Model The Eyring model is based on a
modified Arrhenius rate equation. Reference 9, Reference
10, and Reference 11 go into greater depth on these mod-
els. The Eyring equation is:

t2 = t1 x exp[(ϕ/K)*(1/T1 - 1/T2)] x
exp[β* (1/RH1 - 1/RH2)] x

[A2*Ec2/A1*Ec1]

where:

t2 = Accelerated Test Time
t1 = Simulated Test Time
ϕ = Activation Energy in Electron Volts (eV)
K = Boltzmann’s Constant (8.63 x 10-5 eV/K)
T2 = Accelerated Aging Temperature (K)
T1 = Normal Temperature (K)
β = Humidity Acceleration Constant
RH2 = Accelerated Aging Relative Humidity (%)
RH1 = Normal Relative Humidity (%)
A = Voltage Acceleration Constant
Ec2 = Accelerated Elec. Field in Corrosion Region (V)
Ec1 = Normal Electric Field in Corrosion Region (V)

In reference 9, the Low Residue Soldering Task Force
made use of this equation to simulate a test time for an
FMU-139 assembly. For a test environment of 80 °C, 40%
RH, measurements made at 126 hours, 1260 hours, 1639
hours, and 2522 hours simulated storage conditions of one
year, 10 years, 13.3 years, and 20 years, respectively. See
Reference 10 and Reference 11 in 10.1 for details on the
calculations.

5 SETTING UP FOR SIR TESTING

Setting up for SIR testing is a complex task, involving ele-
ments of fixture design, metrology, computer control, com-
puter data logging, and system verification. Such efforts are
not cost effective unless there will be a great deal of SIR
testing done. The following elements should be considered
in any SIR test development.

5.1 Data Acquisition and Associated Hardware In all
SIR testing, electrical measurements are made. If no resis-
tance measurements are made, the test is an environmental
stress screening type of test, and visual assessments are
performed.

The electrical measurements being made are very low
level, on the orders of picoamperes or lower. Reference 4
in 10.1 is highly recommended as a primer to understand
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some of the basic considerations about electromagnetic
shielding, leakage currents, etc.

The instrumentation used to make measurements, and the
electrical connections between the instrument and the test
pattern, become critical. A variety of test instrumentation is
on the market and covers a broad spectrum of capabilities.
Sources for SIR test equipment can be found on the IPC
website as discussed in 10.2.

Optimal Method:

• The optimal SIR test system has all cabling coming into
an automated switching network, which switches the bias
voltage and electrification voltages to each test pattern as
needed.

• The network would switch patterns from normal ground
into the meter for resistance readings.

• A separate voltage source and current reading meter
would be used, rather than a single meter which does
both.

• The current sensing meter can read currents as low as
10-15 amps.

• The instument incorporates a current limiting resistor in
the measurement channel set at 1megohm and used to
prevent dendrite destruction and facilitate subsequent
electrochemical (dendritic) failure analysis.

• The instrument is under computer control and all data is
computer logged.

Simplest: A single meter which applies a test voltage,
reads the resultant current, and converts it to resistance.
This device is typically called a megohm bridge. Test leads
connect the meter to the external fixture and are usually
moved from test point to test point by an operator. Earlier
versions of the megohm bridges are completely analog,
requiring an operator. While this approach represents the
least possible capital investment and has been widely used,
there are a number of disadvantages:

• Data can only be taken sequentially (one pattern at a
time). For a large number of patterns, the labor time
becomes substantial, and is not very exciting for the
operator.

• These meters typically have no electromagnetic shielding
and use unshielded leads. The electromagnetic fields gen-
erated in the lab and by the operator can skew the results
considerably.

• High resistances equate to very low current levels which
are susceptible to noise. Resistance measurements tend to
be unstable at the top end of the resistance scale, and are
often subject to operator interpretation. The typical top
end for these types of meters are1012Ω.

• Values must be hand transcribed from the meter to note-
pad or computer.

Analog versions of the megohm bridge do not lend them-
selves to switching networks or computer data acquisition
nets. More modern digital megohm bridges can be inter-
faced with other instruments and computers (e.g., GPIB) in
a variety of protocols.

Practical Method: A more practical data acquisition
setup avoids the shortcomings of the megohm bridges, but
does not incur the high cost of total automation. Such a
system has a switching element, a sensitive current meter
or voltage source - current meter combination, and com-
puter control. The interface between the switching network
and the chamber-external fixture, must be of a plug-in vari-
ety, movable between test connections. The software to
control the instruments and log the data can be simple and
inexpensive, such as C or Visual Basic.

5.2 Fixturing The use of fixturing can improve the
repeatability of an SIR test. Fixturing is highly recom-
mended for any testing that is not a ‘‘one-shot’’ test. Fix-
turing is used to hold samples in place in the chamber,
route electrical wiring, and provide an interface to an exter-
nal data acquisition setup.

Fixturing needs to be constructed to withstand repeated
ageing. It will be subjected to the same accelerated ageing
conditions as the coupons under test and must not therefore
contribute any contamination during the test.

Consequently fixtures are usually constructed of electropol-
ished stainless steel, and employ gold plated connectors.
Special cables, that must also survive repeated ageing, are
used to connect the fixture to the measurement system. See
Figure 5-1 for an example of a fixture set-up.

5.2.1 Fixturing Internal to Chamber The fixturing used
to hold the test samples and electrically connect the
samples to the outside world can affect the accuracy of the
measurements and the degree of chamber control. All fix-
turing which goes inside a chamber must be made of a

Figure 5-1 Example of a Test Fixture Set-up
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nonoutgassing, nonrusting, nonwarping material, such as
PTFE, nylon, polyethylene, or stainless steel. Materials
which oxidize or outgas, such as nonstainless steels, PVC,
natural rubber, chlorinated plastics, or sulfonated plastics,
should not be used.

Aluminum can be used provided that the aluminum is fully
anodized after all machining is completed. Anodized alu-
minum fixtures should not contact any other metal in the
chamber to avoid corrosion arising from contact with dis-
similar metals.

When running cabling or wiring from the fixtures out
through the chamber port, add sufficient wire to make a
drip loop or goose-neck. Steam will condense at the cham-
ber port and run back down the wire. If no drip loop is in
place the condensed water will run back down onto the
samples.

Tip: To help drain water from the wiring, tie a shoelace
around the cable bundle. The condensing water will follow
the shoelace.

5.2.2 Fixturing External to Chamber The exterior fix-
ture is generally referred to as a ‘‘motherboard.’’ The con-
figuration of the motherboard depends on the complexity of
the data acquisition system. Whatever the configuration,
the motherboard and cables should be in a fixed position
(immobile) to prevent the triboelectric currents generated
by motion. If possible, the motherboard should be encased
in a Faraday cage to cut down on electromagnetic coupling
and electrical noise. The motherboard contains the termina-
tions which mate with the data acquisition inputs. If a
megohm bridge, with leads terminated with banana jacks,
is used, the motherboard would be a series of banana plugs.
Alternatively, the motherboard may hold edge-card connec-
tors which mate to edge cards attached to a switching
matrix. For an optimal system, the motherboard might be a
series of BNC jacks which mate to BNC plugs attached to
the switching matrix.

Naturally, the quality of the insulating materials must be
compatible with the system. Example: If all of the wiring
in a system is PTFE, the interior fixtures are PTFE, and all
cables are shielded, it does not make sense to make an
exterior plug-in fixture made of polyethylene as leakage
currents in the low grade (less insulation) polyethylene
would be expected. In this case, there would probably be a
consistent resistant measurement, regardless of the cham-
ber conditions (i.e., you are not measuring what you think
you are measuring).

The fixture base material is not critical, but should be
durable. Anodized aluminum (see 5.2.1) is recommended.
In designing the external fixture, the fixture should be
located away from the chamber port. Measures should be
taken to provide drip loops in the cabling and plug the
chamber ports with closed cell polyethylene. Such mea-

sures will prevent condensed water from affecting the mea-
surements. An empty bucket placed under the exterior drip
loop is recommended.

5.3 Chamber Design and Configuration There are many
factors of chamber design that impact the SIR resistance
levels, data variability, and the propensity for water con-
densation:

• Wall Insulation – The amount of insulation surrounding
the inner workspace can affect the stability of the test
environment. Poor insulation causes a higher energy
usage to maintain temperature and cold spots can
develop, leading to water condensation (rain). If the inner
walls develop a leak, the insulation can generally hold
high volumes of water, creating a corrosive situation and
further degrading the insulating capabilities.

• Stainless Steel – All inner surfaces should be stainless
steel, no plastics. Over time, scale and seed rust may
develop. In this case, the stainless steel needs to be
cleaned and the panels need to be repassivated using red
fuming nitric acid. It is a technique called electropolish-
ing.

• Air Flow Characteristics – Data can be affected by
whether the air flow is top to bottom, side to side, baffled,
unbaffled, high velocity, low velocity, etc. The best
method is to have well baffled, but well circulated air
incident from the side. Air flow from back to front is not
recommended. Back to front air flow is more susceptible
to condensation on the chamber door, and may blow con-
densed water onto the parts.

• Fixturing – Fixtures should hold the test samples parallel
to the flow of air, and should not significantly impede air
flow.

• Temperature and Humidity Measurement – There are a
variety of mechanisms for measuring the temperature and
relative humidity inside a chamber. The accuracy of these
measurements is dependent on the uncertainty of produc-
tion and control of the environment within the chamber
(see 5.4).

• Steam Generation Methods – The two primary steam
generation methods are immersion heaters inside of the
chamber reservoir, and immersion heaters in an external
reservoir which then injects the steam into the chamber.
Of these two methods, the internal immersion heaters are
preferred. The steam injection method often causes
unwanted condensation on the parts and an uneven distri-
bution of humidity.

• Chamber Port Size – The size of the chamber port may
limit the number of electrical connections (cable bundles)
that can be passed through to exterior connections.
Smaller ports, however, are easier to seal.
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• Physical Work Space – This will determine how many
samples you can test at one time and the degree of con-
trol you might expect. A small chamber workspace is
more readily controlled, with a more constant test envi-
ronment, than walk-in chambers.

5.4 System Verification and Calibration It is always
prudent to verify the SIR system prior to use on test speci-
mens. System verification refers to both the data acquisi-
tion system or SIR meter, and the chamber itself.

5.4.1 SIR Test Chamber Rigorous evaluation of cham-
ber performance, including the traceability of the measure-
ments to the requirements of SI, is beyond the scope of this
document. The reader is directed to ‘‘A Guide to Calculat-
ing the Performance of Environmental Chambers’’ pub-
lished by The Society of Environmental Engineers
(www.environmental.org.uk).

However, it is prudent to present a few important items
herein, including what might be considered the state-of-
the-art for a chamber at the time of this writing.

1) Chamber performance will greatly depend upon the con-
dition of the chamber, such as:

a) Controller

b) Steam generation

c) Seals

d) Insulation

e) Design, location of control elements

f) Surrounding environment

2) While evaluating chamber performance with respect to
humidity, it is generally assumed that the water vapor
content of the air is uniform throughout the chamber.
This does not mean that the relative humidity is uni-
form. To the contrary, small temperature differences that
are known to exist within all chambers actually manifest
large differences in localized relative humidity. This is
the nature of the beast. And it makes it difficult to verify
that the system is performing within methodology toler-
ances.

3) If one has the luxury of sourcing a new chamber/
controller, the following suggestions should make cali-
bration of the chamber, and hence verification that it
meets test methods requirements, as straight forward as
possible:

a) Select a controller that is designed to control T/H
chambers:

1) Microprocessor based PID

2) Inputs

• Temperature

• Humidity

3) Outputs

• Heat

• Cool

• Humidify

• Dehumidification

4) The most advanced chamber/controller configura-
tions will employ proportional dehumidification.

b) Select a controller that senses localized temperature
via platinum resistance thermistor. Ideally this input
will be retransmitted to a recording device rather than
utilizing a separate sensor for the recorder. The dupli-
cation of sensing should be for over/under limit con-
trol.

c) The most complicated aspect is the method of humid-
ity measurement. At the time of this writing, the three
viable options are:

• Psychrometer (wet/dry bulb)

• Dew-point (a.k.a. ‘‘precision’’) psychrometer
(chilled mirror)

• Capacitive element humidity probe (be sure to uti-
lize one designed for high temperature, humidity
applications.)

Precision psychrometers are typically considered
overkill for SIR T/H chambers. They are usually
designed as working standards, not process instru-
ments. Both wet/dry bulb and capacitive elements are
widely used in T/H chambers and both have pros and
cons. Both are very capable when used properly. His-
torically the wet/dry bulb is considered more accu-
rate, especially at high temperatures. Recently the
capacitive element sensors have closed this gap
(make sure the controller supports the sensor’s pro-
prietary temperature compensation). While the actual
difference in accuracy between the two techniques is
not widely known or accepted, the capacitive element
probes have gained a great deal of popularity due to
their more direct traceability to SI. The probes/
electronics can be extracted from the chamber and
calibrated directly in two temperature/two pressure
primary humidity standards as described in NCSL
RISP-5. Additionally, periodic checks (or even cali-
bration) can be performed with these probes using
saturated salts.

The chamber profile should be run for one cycle prior
to use on product. Temperature and relative humidity
should be monitored throughout. If there are wide
swings in the temperature (+3 °C) and relative
humidity (+5% RH), the chamber may need tuning.
Modern chambers have a digital controller. These
controllers will typically have a set of background
parameters, upon which the chamber control is
based. Chamber manuals should have specific ways
to go about changing these background parameters to
tighten the response of the chamber.
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Microprocessor controlled chambers and modern chart
recorders make use of thermocouples or thermistors to
measure temperature and humidity. These thermocouples
or thermistors should be periodically checked (once per
quarter) to make sure they are accurate. The thermocouples
or thermistors should be replaced every two years.

The condition of the wick material, used for wet bulb mate-
rials, should be monitored. If the wick becomes dirty, the
water may not adequately flow up the wick material. The
wick should be replaced every three months.

It is highly recommended that an independent set of ther-
mocouples, or platinum resistance thermometers, be used
to monitor wet-bulb and dry-bulb responses. This should
show if the chamber controls are accurate and if the chart
recorder output is accurate.

5.4.2 The Data Acquisition System The data acquisition
system should be tested to make sure that the readings are
accurate at both ambient temperatures and when the test
parts are at elevated conditions. The use of a calibration
board is recommended such as the one shown in Figure
5-2. A calibration board contains precision, ‘‘known value’’
resistors in the place of test patterns. Precision resistors
exist for values up to 1011 and 1013 Ω.

A calibration board should be used to test every connector
or wire bundle in the setup. The method of attachment
should be as close to the sample attachment as practical. If
the measured values do not track the nominal resistance of
the precision resistor, there may be a leakage in the cable
bundle or scanner card.

It may be a useful exercise to determine what the cable
bundle and connector leakages are at elevated (temperature
only) conditions. All precision resistors can be supplied
with the temperature coefficient for that resistor. Each wire
bundle should be checked with the calibration board at the
proposed elevated temperature, as well as at ambient con-
ditions. The resistances can be corrected for temperature.
This characterization work can show how much leakage
can be expected due to temperature effects. If the value is
excessive, then it may be necessary to consider some other
form of interfacing to the test sample.

It is not recommended to perform this elevated condition
characterization exercise under elevated humidity condi-
tions, unless there are precision calibration resistors that
are hermetically sealed against the environment. Most
resistors are not. Moisture entering the case of the resistor
is expected to significantly alter the resistance. If this
approach is done, it is recommended that the calibration
board substrate resin be PTFE.

Most experts agree that the calibration of cables and con-
nectors at ambient conditions is sufficient.

5.4.3 Test Supplies Ensure that there is sufficient paper
for each of the systems involved, including chart recorders,
data loggers, etc. Ensure that there is no cause for paper
jamming, and that all pens, inks, ribbons, etc., are accept-
able. Ensure that if data is logged to magnetic media that
there is sufficient free space (plus a safety margin) for the
estimated size of the data files. This is a frequently over-
looked practice.

Automated systems will be computer controlled, but it is
important to ensure that there is enough free space on the
selected drive as the system might accumulate over
200,000 measurements during a seven day test.

5.4.4 Power Supplies If the hardware is fed from an
uninterruptable power supply (UPS), ensure the batteries
are fully charged before starting a test.

6 RUNNING A TEST AND TEST CONSISTENCY

Due to the many factors in SIR testing, such as the loose
wording of test methods and the variety of testing equip-
ment, running a test has become highly dependent on the
operator technique used. The following practices are given
to aid an SIR tester in learning acceptable techniques.

6.1 Substrate Preparation Important Notes

a) Process Characterization – If Process Characterization
Testing is being done, such as that detailed in IPC-TM-
650, Method 2.6.3.7, or IEC 61189-5, Method 5E02,
then it is important that the test coupon be manufac-
tured and processed entirely in parallel with the manu-
facturing processes planned for the final production cir-
cuit assembly.

Figure 5-2 Example of a Calibration Test Coupon
(Calibration coupon courtesy of Concoat Systems Limited)
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Precleaning must not be done nor should any other test
coupon specific conditions mentioned below be used.

b) Materials Characterization – If SIR testing is being
done to characterize a process material, such as perma-
nent solder mask, solder flux etc., then it is essential
that there be no extraneous matter present that might
compromise the test.

In most SIR testing, it is desirable to examine the
effects of a specific process or a specific sub-process.
To do this, it is necessary to remove the outside influ-
ences (see also 3.4.1).

Precleaning a test assembly is generally recommended
prior to exposure to the candidate manufacturing pro-
cess. Precleaning may be a pass through an existing
cleaning method, or a 10 minute run through an ionic
cleanliness tester. Some process qualification docu-
ments (e.g., J-STD-001) require precleaning the test
substrates until they are below 1.0 micrograms of NaCl
equivalence per square inch. This is a fairly sound
requirement.

Precleaning would not be recommended if the intent is
to look for interactive effects between an existing state,
such as an incoming (as-received) board and the assem-
bly process.

6.1.1 Test Specimen Marking There are a variety of
ways to mark an SIR test vehicle which do not affect the
SIR results, but identifying markings should be made on
every SIR test substrate. Not only does it aid in visual
examinations after an SIR test, it identifies the substrate
long after tests are run on the printed board.

Acceptable marking methods include:

• Indelible ink markers – used on a section of the test
vehicle far removed from the test circuitry (e.g., back
side).

• Vibroengraving – should be done on a metal area, such
as a ground plane or copper ID square (such as on the
IPC-B-24 test board). If such an identification is placed
on the wave solder side of the board, the engraving is
likely to be covered over.

• Epoxy ink – probably the best solution. The ink should be
applied in an area away from any test circuitry and should
be fully cured.

• Adhesive labels – Although they can be used, most label
adhesives are chlorinated and can outgas. Labels applied
across SIR circuitry will cause the test to fail.

Specimen markings should include the minimum follow-
ing information:

Example
• Project Number Project RJ-07
• Customer WhozDare Corp.
• Test Date 7/31/07

v Process ID 4
v Coupon Number 36
v Test Method IPC/IEC/OBE
vMaterial Tested Beta Metals 837A-R

no-clean flux

SIR tested boards are sometimes archived in plastic bags.
It is acceptable to place most of the above markings on the
bags, with an abbreviated ID code on the tested board
itself.

6.2 Test Specimen Controls In almost all tests, SIR lev-
els are compared to either some absolute value, such as 500
megohms, or relative to some other data group. The use of
a control group allows the SIR tester to compare the per-
formance of a target group to a ‘‘known’’ or ‘‘starting’’
point. Typically, a control group is prepared the same as
other test samples, but may not see one or more manufac-
turing operations.

Example: A group of 15 IPC-B-36 bare copper test boards
are fabricated and precleaned to remove fabrication resi-
dues. Three test boards are removed from the sample lot as
controls. The remaining twelve boards are fluxed and wave
soldered. SIR testing is done on all 15 boards, with the
performance of the soldered boards compared to the con-
trol group to see the effect of fluxing and soldering.

If the intent is to examine multiple process conditions, it is
not necessary to have a control group for each set of pro-
cess conditions. The purpose of a control group is to base-
line the starting conditions for process substrates. One set
of control boards is enough for such a baseline, unless
drastically different lots of material were used. Baselining
is highly recommended in any material evaluation for com-
parison of other process groups.

A statistician would consider the sample sizes in the
example above to be too low for an accurate assessment of
any process effects. Ideally, all process groups should have
enough specimens to insure that they are representative of
the process. This implies a statistical sample size based on
the degree of risk willing to be assumed. Sample sizes
exceeding 20 are more sound statistically, but may be
costly to test in a large test matrix. The smaller the sample
size, the smaller the standard deviation must be in order to
draw valid conclusions.

6.3 Pretest Checks The success of an SIR test can often
depend on making various checks of the equipment and
will dramatically cut down on irregularities/faults during
testing.

General Caveat – Chamber designs are highly variable. All
of the following recommendations should be considered as
‘‘where appropriate for your chamber.’’

6.3.1 Chamber The temperature-humidity chamber is
the heart of any SIR test, but is one of the more neglected
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