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Abstract 
 

Electrostatic lenses are indispensable elements in the manipulation of charged-particle beams, providing focusing, 
collimation, and steering functions in instruments ranging from tabletop mass spectrometers to large-scale particle 
accelerators. This review presents a unified treatment of the physics underlying electrostatic lens action, surveys the 
principal lens geometries used in practice — aperture lenses, einzel (unipotential) lenses, immersion lenses, and cylindrical 
lens stacks — and examines their deployment in ion-optical systems for time-of-flight, quadrupole, and Orbitrap mass 
spectrometers as well as in the injection, extraction, and low-energy transport sections of particle accelerators, including 
electrostatic accelerators such as the Van de Graaff and Cockcroft–Walton machines. The paraxial ray equation and thin-
lens formalism are developed to explain focal-length behaviour, and the dominant aberrations — spherical and chromatic 
— are discussed together with strategies for their mitigation. Numerical simulation approaches (finite-difference and finite-
element field solvers coupled with ray-tracing, as implemented in tools such as SIMION and COMSOL Multiphysics) are 
reviewed as the standard design methodology. The review concludes with a discussion of current challenges, including 
space-charge effects at high beam currents, miniaturisation for portable instruments, and the integration of electrostatic 
optics with radiofrequency and magnetic elements in hybrid systems, and outlines directions for future research. 
 
Keywords: Electrostatic Lens, Ion Optics, Einzel Lens, Mass Spectrometry, Particle Accelerator, Charged-Particle Beam 
Focusing 
 
 

1. Introduction 
 
The controlled focusing and steering of charged-particle beams is a foundational requirement of instruments that rely on 
ion or electron transport, including mass spectrometers, electron microscopes, ion implanters, and particle accelerators. 
While magnetic fields are widely used for beam bending and momentum analysis, electrostatic fields — generated by 
shaped electrodes held at defined potentials — offer a complementary and in many respects more convenient means of 
focusing, particularly at the low to moderate beam energies (from a few eV up to several hundred keV) typical of ion 
sources, mass spectrometer inlets, and the injector stages of accelerators. An electrostatic lens is, in essence, an 
arrangement of two or more electrodes at different potentials whose resulting field distribution acts on a beam of charged 
particles in a manner analogous to the action of a glass lens on light: paraxial trajectories are bent toward (or away from) 
the optical axis, bringing the beam to a focus at a definable image distance. Because the governing equations are those 
of electrostatics, lens behaviour is fully determined once the electrode geometry and applied potentials are specified, 
making these devices attractive for precision instrumentation where reproducibility and stability are paramount. This 
review addresses three interconnected aims. First, it develops the physical principles that govern electrostatic lens action, 
starting from Laplace's equation and the paraxial ray equation. Second, it surveys the principal lens types used in practice 
and relates their geometry to their optical properties, including focal length, aberration coefficients, and voltage-to-energy 
scaling. Third, it examines two major application domains — mass spectrometry and particle accelerators — where 
electrostatic lenses perform distinct but related roles: beam formation and focusing at an ion source, transport through 
field-free or dispersive regions, and matching of beam parameters at the entrance to downstream analysers or acceleration 
stages. 
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2. Fundamentals of Electrostatic Lens Action  
In a charge-free region between electrodes, the electrostatic potential φ(r, z) obeys Laplace's equation: 
 

∇²φ = (1/r) ∂/∂r (r ∂φ/∂r) + ∂²φ/∂z² = 0 
 
for a rotationally symmetric system with z the optical axis and r the radial coordinate. For particles travelling close to the 
axis (the paraxial approximation, r ≪ characteristic aperture radius), the on-axis potential φ(0, z) — often written φ₀(z) 
— together with its derivatives determines the entire field distribution via a Taylor expansion in r. The radial motion of 
a particle of charge q and the axial potential dependent velocity then obeys the paraxial ray equation:  
 

φ₀(z) r″(z) + (1/2) φ₀′(z) r′(z) + (1/4) φ₀″(z) r(z) = 0 
 
This second-order linear differential equation is the electrostatic analogue of the paraxial ray equation in light optics. Its 
solutions, obtained analytically for simple geometries or numerically for realistic electrode shapes, describe how an 
incoming parallel or diverging beam is refracted toward a focal point. Because the equation is linear and homogeneous 
in r, electrostatic lenses share the key property of ideal optical lenses: rays that are initially parallel to the axis converge 
to a common focus, defining a well-behaved focal length that depends only on the axial potential profile, not on the 
individual ray's starting height (within the paraxial regime).  
 
A defining feature of electrostatic lenses is that their focal length depends on the ratio of electrode potentials, not on their 
absolute magnitude, provided the ratios are held fixed. Equivalently, for a lens operating on particles of kinetic energy 
E, the focal length scales with E and is independent of the particle's charge-to-mass ratio in the non-relativistic regime, 
since the paraxial equation involves only the potential and its derivatives along the axis. This makes a single lens 
geometry usable across a range of beam energies simply by scaling the applied voltages proportionally, a property 
exploited extensively in mass spectrometer ion optics where lens stacks must accommodate ions of different mass but 
similar charge state.  
 
Two limiting classes of behaviour are commonly distinguished. An accelerating (or decelerating) lens changes the beam's 
kinetic energy as it passes through, since the entrance and exit regions are at different potentials; such lenses are described 
as immersion lenses. A unipotential (einzel) lens, by contrast, is constructed so that the particle enters and leaves at the 
same potential — only the central electrode is held at a different voltage — leaving the beam energy unchanged while 
still producing a net focusing action. This distinction underlies the choice of lens type at different points in an instrument, 
as discussed in Section  
 
The simplest electrostatic lens consists of a single circular aperture in a conducting plate separating two regions of 
different field strength or potential. The discontinuity in the axial field gradient at the aperture produces a net radial force 
on passing particles. Aperture lenses are weak (long focal length) but are useful as trim elements or in combination with 
other apertures to form more complex lens stacks.  
 
The einzel lens consists of three coaxial cylindrical or aperture electrodes, with the outer two typically grounded (or held 
at the beamline potential) and the central electrode raised to a focusing voltage. Because the beam enters and exits at the 
same potential, the einzel lens is energy-preserving, which is highly desirable in mass spectrometry where subsequent 
mass analysis (e.g., time-of-flight or quadrupole selection) is sensitive to the ion's kinetic energy. Einzel lenses can 
operate in either the 'decelerate accelerate' or 'accelerate–decelerate' mode depending on the sign of the central electrode 
potential relative to the beamline; the two modes have different aberration characteristics, with the decelerate accelerate 
mode generally exhibiting lower spherical aberration.  
 
Immersion lenses consist of two electrodes at different potentials and are used where a change in beam energy is 
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acceptable or desired, such as at an ion source extraction region or prior to an acceleration stage. Because the beam 
energy changes across the lens, the focal properties on the two sides differ, and object- and image-side focal lengths must 
be treated separately.  
 
For beams that must be transported over longer distances with only mild focusing, extended cylindrical electrodes ('tube 
lenses') provide weak, distributed focusing while also serving to define a controlled potential drift region. These are 
common in the ion-transport optics between an atmospheric-pressure ion source and the high-vacuum mass analyser in 
electrospray and related mass spectrometers.  
 
Real electrostatic lenses depart from ideal paraxial behaviour in two principal ways. Spherical aberration causes rays 
entering the lens at larger radial displacement from the axis to be focused more strongly (or more weakly) than paraxial 
rays, blurring the image or increasing the effective beam spot size. Chromatic aberration arises because the focal length 
depends on particle energy; a beam with an energy spread ΔE/E therefore does not focus to a single point but to a disc 
whose size scales with ΔE/E and the lens's chromatic aberration coefficient. Both aberration coefficients can be computed 
from higher-order terms in the paraxial expansion and are typically minimised, for a given application, through electrode 
shape optimisation and by operating lenses under conditions (e.g., moderate excitation, decelerate–accelerate einzel 
geometry) known empirically and numerically to reduce their magnitude. 
 

3. Electrostatic Lenses in Mass Spectrometers  
Mass spectrometers depend on ion-optical systems to transport ions from the source, through intermediate stages such as 
collision cells or ion guides, and into the mass analyser with well-defined position, angle, and energy characteristics. 
Electrostatic lenses perform several distinct functions along this path. 
 
At the ion source whether electron ionisation, electrospray ionisation, MALDI, or an inductively coupled plasma source 
an extraction lens (typically an immersion-type two- or three-electrode system) accelerates ions away from the source 
region and forms an initial beam with a defined divergence. The extraction field strength directly affects both ion 
transmission efficiency and the initial energy spread of the beam, so its design involves a trade-off between sensitivity 
and the resolving power of downstream analysis stages.  
 
In time-of-flight (TOF) instruments, mass is determined from the flight time of ions across a field-free drift region, 
making energy homogeneity across the ion population critical for resolution. Einzel lenses are used extensively in the 
transfer optics preceding the pulsed acceleration region to focus and collimate the ion beam without altering its energy, 
thereby avoiding the introduction of energy spread that would degrade time-of-flight resolution. The electrostatic ion 
mirror (reflectron), itself a specialised electrostatic lens/retarding-field system, additionally compensates for the residual 
energy spread of ions of the same mass by giving higher-energy ions a longer path length within the mirror field, 
correcting first- and, in two-stage designs, second-order energy-dependent flight-time errors.  
 
Quadrupole mass filters and ion traps use radiofrequency fields for mass selection, but the ion beam must still be focused 
into and out of the RF field region with matched position and angular spread; einzel lenses and short electrostatic lens 
stacks positioned before the entrance aperture perform this matching. Multipole ion guides operated in RF-only mode 
are sometimes combined with a DC electrostatic gradient superimposed along the axis to assist ion transport through 
collision or reaction cells.  
 
The Orbitrap mass analyser represents a distinct application of electrostatic fields, in which an entire electrostatic field 
configuration (rather than a discrete lens) confines ions in stable orbits around a central spindle electrode, with mass-to-
charge ratio determined from the frequency of axial oscillation. While not a 'lens' in the classical focusing sense, the 
Orbitrap's operation depends on the same underlying field shaping principles used in lens design, and injection into the 
trap requires carefully engineered electrostatic lens elements to compress the incoming ion packet into the narrow spatial 
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and angular acceptance of the trap. 
 

4. Electrostatic Lenses in Particle Accelerators  
Electrostatic optics play a central role both in dedicated electrostatic accelerators, where the entire acceleration process 
is achieved through static high voltage, and in the low-energy injector and beam transport sections of larger accelerator 
facilities that otherwise rely on radiofrequency or magnetic acceleration and guidance.  
 
The Van de Graaff accelerator generates a high electrostatic potential via mechanical charge transport on a moving belt, 
applying this potential across an accelerating tube composed of a stack of ring electrodes; each electrode gap acts as a 
weak electrostatic lens element, and the ensemble of gaps forms an extended immersion-lens structure that both 
accelerates and focuses the beam. The Cockcroft–Walton generator achieves comparable high DC voltages through a 
voltage-multiplier circuit of diodes and capacitors, and is similarly coupled to an accelerating column whose electrode 
geometry is designed to control beam divergence during acceleration. Tandem Van de Graaff accelerators, in which 
negative ions are accelerated toward a high-voltage terminal, stripped of electrons, and then accelerated a second time as 
positive ions away from the terminal, place particularly stringent demands on the electrostatic lens design of the 
accelerating tube to preserve beam emittance across both stages.  
 
In large synchrotron and linear accelerator facilities, ion or electron sources typically deliver beams at energies of a few 
keV to tens of keV, well below the energies at which magnetic focusing becomes efficient. Electrostatic einzel lenses 
and quadrupole doublets/triplets are therefore used extensively in the low-energy beam transport (LEBT) line connecting 
the source to the first RF acceleration cavity, where they focus the beam to match the acceptance of the subsequent RF 
quadrupole or drift-tube linac structure.  
 
Where cylindrically symmetric (einzel) lenses focus in both transverse directions simultaneously but weakly, electrostatic 
quadrupole lenses — four hyperbolic or cylindrical electrodes arranged around the axis with alternating potential — 
focus strongly in one transverse plane while defocusing in the other, analogous to magnetic quadrupoles. Because a 
single quadrupole cannot focus in both planes at once, quadrupoles are deployed in doublets or triplets of alternating 
polarity to achieve net focusing in both transverse directions, a strategy widely used for beam-shaping in ion accelerator 
injectors and in electron and ion microscopes.  
 
At the interface between an electrostatic accelerator section and a subsequent stage — whether a stripper foil, a magnetic 
bending system, or an experimental beamline — electrostatic lenses are used to match the beam's phase-space parameters 
(size and divergence) to the acceptance of the downstream optics, minimising beam loss and preserving emittance. 
Deflection plates, a related electrostatic element based on a uniform transverse field rather than a focusing field, are 
frequently combined with lens elements for fine steering and beam-position correction.  
 

5. Design Methodology and Numerical Simulation  
Because closed-form analytical solutions to the paraxial ray equation exist only for a small number of idealised electrode 
geometries (e.g., the two-aperture lens, certain hyperbolic electrode shapes), practical lens design relies almost entirely 
on numerical field solvers coupled with charged-particle ray tracing. 
 
Two principal numerical approaches are used to compute the electrostatic potential for a given electrode geometry: the 
finite-difference method, which discretises the potential on a regular grid and solves Laplace's equation iteratively (e.g., 
successive over-relaxation), and the finite-element method (predominant in commercial packages such as COMSOL 
Multiphysics), which better accommodates complex, non-orthogonal electrode shapes via unstructured meshes. The 
widely used ion-optics program SIMION implements a fast finite-difference/over-relaxation solver together with an 
efficient ray-tracing engine and is a de facto standard tool in mass spectrometer and ion-source lens design.  
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Once the field is known, particle trajectories are computed by numerically integrating the equations of motion under the 
Lorentz force (reducing to the electric force alone in purely electrostatic systems). Launching a fan of rays at varying 
initial radius and angle allows direct evaluation of focal length, spherical aberration (from the spread in focal position as 
a function of launch radius), and, by repeating the calculation at several beam energies, chromatic aberration. Such 
simulations also allow evaluation of practical, non-ideal effects such as manufacturing tolerances, electrode 
misalignment, and surface charging, which are difficult to treat analytically.  
 
At high beam currents, the mutual Coulomb repulsion between ions or electrons in the beam (space charge) modifies the 
effective focusing field and can significantly degrade lens performance, an effect not captured by single-particle paraxial 
theory. Self-consistent particle-in-cell simulations, which iteratively solve Poisson's equation including the beam's own 
charge density alongside particle tracking, are required to design lenses for high-current applications such as ion 
implanters and high-intensity accelerator injectors.  
 

6. Recent Advances and Emerging Directions  
The development of compact and portable mass spectrometers for field, environmental, and point-of-care applications 
has driven interest in miniaturised electrostatic lens systems, including microfabricated einzel lenses produced by 
lithographic techniques, which must maintain acceptable focusing performance despite the tighter aberration tolerances 
associated with reduced electrode dimensions.  
 
Many modern instruments combine electrostatic lenses with radiofrequency ion guides or magnetic sector elements 
within a single beamline, requiring co-design of the electrostatic and RF/magnetic fields to avoid unwanted coupling 
effects at the boundaries between elements. This is particularly relevant in hybrid mass spectrometers (e.g., Q-Orbitrap 
and Q-TOF instruments) and in accelerator injector lines where electrostatic LEBT sections interface with RF quadrupole 
accelerating structures.  
 
Electrostatic lens design has also benefited from, and contributed to, precision metrology efforts such as high-resolution 
electron microscopy and atomic clock ion traps, where sub-nanometre control of beam position and minimisation of 
chromatic aberration are essential; techniques developed in these contexts (e.g., aberration-corrected electrode profiling) 
are increasingly cross-applied to mass spectrometer and accelerator lens design.  
 

7. Challenges and Future Outlook  
Despite decades of development, several challenges remain active areas of research. Simultaneous minimisation of 
spherical and chromatic aberration typically requires trade-offs against focal length and lens compactness, motivating 
continued work on optimised, often asymmetric or multi-electrode geometries designed with modern numerical 
optimisation techniques rather than analytical formulas alone. Surface effects — contact-potential variation, dielectric 
charging, and outgassing under vacuum — remain difficult to model a priori and are a persistent source of discrepancy 
between simulated and as-built lens performance, motivating ongoing work in surface characterisation and cleaning 
protocols for precision instruments. Finally, the increasing use of machine-learning-assisted optimisation of electrode 
shapes, in place of or alongside traditional parametric design sweeps, represents an emerging methodological direction 
likely to influence lens design practice over the coming years. 
 

8. Conclusion  
Electrostatic lens systems remain a core enabling technology across charged-particle instrumentation, from the transfer 
optics of a benchtop mass spectrometer to the injector line of a large accelerator facility. Their behaviour is governed by 
a common theoretical foundation — Laplace's equation and the paraxial ray equation — while their practical realisation 
spans a wide range of geometries (aperture, einzel, immersion, cylindrical, and quadrupole lenses) tailored to the specific 
requirements of energy preservation, focusing strength, and aberration control demanded by each application. Continued 
advances in numerical simulation, miniaturisation, and hybrid integration with RF and magnetic elements are likely to 
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keep electrostatic lens design an active and practically significant area of applied physics and instrumentation 
engineering. 
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