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ABSTRACT In this paper, a comprehensive review of portable microwave sensors for monitoring moisture
content (MC) is presented. MC monitoring is crucial in different industries, particularly food and farming.
Microwave-based approaches for measuring the MC of the grains and mineral materials are studied. These
approaches are categorized into three groups: S-parameters, dielectric constant, and impedance measure-
ments. While these methods are interrelated, they have differences. The investigated methods use different
microwave antenna sensors for MC monitoring, such as coaxial probes, horn antennas, loop antennas,
microstrip patch antennas, and frequency selective surface (FSS) antenna. State-of-the-art microwave sensors
were investigated thoroughly to clarify the current challenges and possible solutions of MC monitoring.
A comparison between the investigated sensors was made to determine their advantages and disadvantages.
According to the comparison, sensors operating above 10 GHz suffer from cross-interference. Moreover,
microstrip patches can monitor a wide MC range as extensive as 60%. At the same time, the FSS sensor has
the highest sensitivity with an error as low as 0.023% at X-band. Microstrip patch and FSS antennas can be
printed directly on a flexible, low-loss, and lightweight material to monitor the grain MC. The flexibility,
compactness, portability, ease of environment-friendly fabrication, and high sensitivity are among the criteria
determining the most suitable microwave sensors for industrial and consumer MC monitoring applications.

INDEX TERMS Antenna, moisture, portable, printed, sensor.

I. INTRODUCTION
Monitoring the moisture content (MC) is crucial in precision
farming and the food industry as an indicator of the quality of
grains, fruits, and foods [1]–[13]. Monitoring the MC is not
limited to agriculture since it plays a vital role in monitoring
the body hydration, the moisture level of the skin [14]–[16],
microplastic concentration in liquids [17], [18], and the sensi-
tivity of the mineral materials [19], [20] and fabric [21], [22]
to the humidity. It is also essential to investigate the response
of the communication devices in the presence of humidity.

Due to the correlation between electrical properties
of the grain and MC level [4], methods for monitoring
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MC were proposed, including monitoring variations
in the S-parameters (i.e., return loss and insertion
loss) [1], [2], [5]–[7], [14], [23]–[33], [20], dielectric con-
stant [8]–[10], [11], [22], [34]–[36], and impedance (i.e.,
through reflected voltages) [4], [21], [37], [38]. These can
be achieved by implementing coaxial probes [31]–[33], [35],
[18], ring antennas [1], [21], [26], [37], [17], horn
antennas [25], [27], [28], [30], [34], [39], waveg-
uides [27], [28], [31], and microstrip patch anten-
nas [24], [29], [36], [40]–[43], [15], [16], [20]. Using coaxial
probe is a destructive method and may damage the sample
since the sensor needs to be inserted into the sample. Imple-
menting antennas is a preferable method for MC monitoring
because of its contactless nature. It should be noted that
variations in the temperature result in the inaccuracy of the
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MC measurement due to the cross-interference [33]. Hence,
the frequency bands in which the dielectric constant of the
water changes abruptly by varying the temperature should be
avoided.

It should be noticed that the investigated methods are
primarily applicable for measuring the MC of small samples.
However, measuring the MC of the field soil and grains in
large areas is often achieved through remote sensing and
measuring radar cross-section [43], which is out of the scope
of this paper.

A comparison among the state-of-the-art MC moni-
toring approaches and portable sensors are reported in
Tables 1 and 2, respectively. Since the dielectric constant of
the water at some frequency bands changes with the tempera-
ture variations, sensors with no/minor cross-interference sen-
sitivity are more desirable. The portability and compactness
of the sensor are also crucial factors for field applications.

TABLE 1. A summary of different approaches for MC monitoring.

The organization of this paper is as follows; first, the oper-
ation principles of MC monitoring are discussed. Then state-
of-the-art microwave sensors for MC measurement based on
measuring S-parameters, dielectric constant, and impedance
are investigated and compared with each other.

II. OPERATION PRINCIPLES
TheMC is calculated byMC= (Ww−Wd )/(Ww−Wc) [3], [5]
where Ww, Wd , and Wc are the weight of sample under
test (SUT), dried SUT, and container weight without SUT,
respectively. The MC indicates the amount of water that
exists in the SUT. In other words, the more water be in the
sample, the higher the MC will be. As a first approximation,
we can assume that the dielectric constant of the SUT is
a weighted average of the dielectric constants of the dried
sample and water. Hence, variation in the MC is similar to
varying the dielectric properties of the SUT, affecting dielec-
tric constant, S-parameters, and input impedance. This is the
common foundation of the investigated approaches for MC
monitoring. The coloration between MC, dielectric constant,
and S-parameters for a few grains are shown in Fig. 1 [11].
According to Fig. 1, increasing the MC leads to the rise of

FIGURE 1. The MC of wheat, rough rice, and barley reported in [5]
(a) dielectric constant versus MC, (b) reflection coefficient versus MC

 2002 IEEE.

the dielectric constant and reduction of the reflection coef-
ficient’s magnitude. This indicates that detecting variations
in the dielectric constant and reflection/transmission coeffi-
cients is useful for grains’ MC monitoring.

We categorize different MC monitoring methods as
follows; S-parameters measurement (i.e., reflection and
transmission coefficients measurement), dielectric constant
measurement, and impedance measurement. MC monitoring
can be achieved efficiently through variation in the amplitude
and phase of S-parameters [1], [2], [5]–[7], [14], [23]–[33].
Observing the variations in the dielectric constant is another
attractive method for measuring the MC [8]–[10], [11], [22],
[34]–[36]. Generally, impedance and voltage measurements
are performed accurately in the low frequency band (i.e.,
below 1 GHz) [32]. Monitoring MC through S-parameters
and dielectric constant measurement is typically suitable for
all frequency bands.

A. S-PARAMETERS METHOD
MC monitoring can be achieved by measuring variations
in the amplitude and the phase of S-parameters. This is
because variations in the dielectric properties lead to changes
in the reflection and transmission coefficients. Monitoring
S-parameters can be carried out by measuring the return
and insertion losses (i.e., reflection and transmission coef-
ficients) using a vector network analyzer (VNA). Monitor-
ing MC through return loss measurement is more desirable
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TABLE 2. Comparison among different sensors for MC monitoring.

because it only requires a one-port sensor, simplifying the
fabrication and reducing the cost. Monitoring the return
loss is similar to monitoring the shift in the resonance fre-
quency, which is easier to detect using a VNA integrated
into the sensor. This method was primarily used in [1], [2],
[5]–[7], [14], [23]–[33].

B. DIELECTRIC CONSTANT METHOD
Monitoring MC can be performed by measuring variations in
the dielectric constant as well. Measuring the dielectric con-
stant can be done by monitoring the S-parameters or the time
delay of the reflected signal from the open side of the coaxial
probe inserted into the SUT [45]. This is because changing
MC corresponds to variations in the amount of water inside
SUT, which changes its dielectric properties. It is possible to
measure the dielectric constant directly using a programable
network analyzer (PNA) or indirectly through S-parameters
and post-processing methods, adding to the complexity and
cost of the sensor. The operating principle of the reported
sensors in [8]–[10], [11], [22], [34]–[36] is based on dielectric
constant measurement.

C. IMPEDANCE METHOD
MC monitoring can also be achieved by measuring the input
impedance of the sensor in the presence of SUT. This can
be done through monitoring variations in the capacitance
value of the ring resonators and microstrip patches. Mea-
suring the amplitude and phase of the reflected voltage sig-
nal is another technique. The MC monitoring in [3], [4],
[21], [37], [38], [42], and [43] was accomplished through
measuring the input impedance. It should be noted that

measuring impedance is also possible through S-parameters
measurement. However, in [3], [4], [21], [37], [38], [42],
and [43], MC monitoring was achieved by direct measure-
ment of voltage and impedance. In addition, using VNA is
not favorable in some applications due to the relatively high
cost.

A summary of different MC monitoring methods is
reported in Table 1. Monitoring MC through S-parameter
measurements is suitable for all frequency bands. The only
restrain is the frequency range of the implemented VNA.
Measuring MC through monitoring variations in dielec-
tric constant is applicable mainly for the frequency bands
below 100 GHz since the modern approaches for measur-
ing the dielectric constant, using PNAs or post-processing
approaches, are only accurate up to the V-band. However,
monitoring MC directly through input impedance variations
is only valid in the low frequency band (i.e., below S-band)
using commercial and in-lab sensors. This is because measur-
ing the capacitance and inductance at high frequency bands
is challenging since the transmission line effect needs to
be considered. Measuring S-parameters is also simpler and
cheaper than measuring the dielectric constant.

All the investigated methods can be used to monitor MC
remotely without touching the SUT. However, it is necessary
to insert sensors into the SUT in some applications, such
as measuring the MC of soil. Moreover, all the investigated
sensors are inherently portable and can be integrated into
portable reading instruments (e.g., portable VNAs). It should
be noted that the reading instrument of the dielectric con-
stant is often more complex than a simple VNA used for
measuring the S-parameters. This is among the advantages of
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the s-parameters method compared to the dielectric constant
approach. Overall, measuring the MC by monitoring varia-
tions in S-parameters is the most popular approach due to
the contactless nature, simplicity, wide frequency bands, and
small size of the sensor.

III. MC MONITORING MICROWAVE SENSORS
As stated before, different antenna sensors, such as horn
antennas, microstrip antennas, and ring resonators are imple-
mented to monitor the MC by measuring S-parameters,
dielectric constant, and impedance. In this section, we inves-
tigate the state-of-the-art microwave sensors forMCmonitor-
ing of grains and mineral materials. The sensing mechanism
of the MC monitoring sensors investigated in this section is
based on variations in the dielectric properties. As discussed
in section II, these variations can be detected by measuring
the S-parameters, dielectric constant, or impedance. It should
be noted that the focus of this manuscript is a survey on
the microwave sensors for grains and mineral materials’ MC
monitoring.

A. GRAIN MC MONITORING SENSORS
MC of different types of rice can be measured using two horn
antennas at 10.5 GHz, as demonstrated in Fig. 2 [5]. The
MC is obtained by monitoring the transmission coefficient.
The SUTwas located between two horn antennas, connecting
to VNA ports. The measured MC ranges from 11% to 27%
at 10.5 GHz [5]. Horn antennas can also be implemented
to measure the MC of red winter wheat in the frequency
band of 10−18 GHz through monitoring the transmission
coefficient, as shown in Fig. 3 [7]. The measured MC ranges
from 10.6% to 19.2%, with a mean absolute error of 0.135%.
Horn antennas can be used to monitor the MC of soya in the
range of 0−20% at 4.5 GHz [9]. The proposed method in [9]
is based on variations in the phase and the amplitude of the
transmission coefficient.

FIGURE 2. The measurement setup for MC monitoring of rice reported
in [5] 
2002 IEEE.

The MC monitoring of wheat can also be made by mea-
suring the dielectric constant using the reflection and trans-
mission coefficients [10]. The measurement was carried
out using two horn antennas and a VNA in the frequency
range of 11.3−18 GHz [10]. The MC ranges from 10.6%
to 19.2% with the error ranging from 0.524% to 0.696% at
14.2 GHz [10].

Using a microstrip trapezoid-shape patch mounted in
the inner wall of an industrial container, the MC of red

FIGURE 3. The measurement setup for MC monitoring of red winter
wheat reported in [7] 
1998 IEEE.

winter wheat in the range of 15−25% can be measured
at 93 MHz [1]. The MCs of wheat and rice in the range
of 1−26% at 4 GHz can also be measured using the UWB
probe inserted into the sample, as shown in Fig. 4 [11].
Coaxial probes can also be implemented to measure the MC
of biomass (alfalfa) in the frequency band of 1−18 GHz [8].
The measured MC of [8] ranges from 11.5% to 73%. The
invasive methods reported in [8] and [11] are not desirable
since inserting the probe can damage the sample.

FIGURE 4. The measurement setup for MC monitoring of wheat and rice
was reported in [11].

The MC monitoring of corn ear can be carried out non-
destructively using a handheld sensor based on a ring res-
onator antenna, as shown in Fig. 5. [4]. The reported portable
sensor operated in the frequency range of 140−165 MHz.
The operating principle of the investigated sensor is based
on measuring the capacitance variation as a function of MC.
The measurement was carried out on 73 samples at 160 MHz
covering the MC ranges of 15.7%−31.5% with an error
of 3.54%. The proposed sensor includes a double ring antenna
based on PTFE substrate, an active reflection bridge, direct
digital synthesizer, low pass filter, power splitter, 3dB atten-
uator, microprocessor control, and detection chip to measure
the amplitude and the phase of the reflection coefficient. The
MC of the corn was determined using the measured phase of
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FIGURE 5. The proposed microwave sensor for moisture monitoring of
corn ear reported in [4] 
2020 IEEE. (a) fabricated handheld sensor,
(b) schematic of the sensor.

the reflection coefficient. The MC in the middle of the corn
ear can be considered a suitable indicator for the total MC of
the corn [4].

The MC of corn can also be measured through the
impedance variations using a ring resonator, VNA, and
quarter-wave coaxial line, as presented in Fig. 6 [3]. More
precisely, MC was measured through the standing wave ratio
and phase angle of the output voltage. In other words, the MC
measurement was carried out by transmitting a sinusoidal
wave into the systems and measuring the reflected voltage
due to the mismatch of the ring impedance and the impedance
of the quarter-wave transmission line. Overall, measuring
the electrode output impedance in the frequency band of
0.3−500 MHz, the MC in the 12.59−36.5% range was
determined.

Another suitable sensor for MC monitoring is the FSS
antenna [46]–[50], [13], which can be printed on the inner
wall of the container to minimize the container blockage
effect, as shown in Fig. 7. The reported sensor is the novel
work of the authors presented here for the first time. The
investigated FSS antenna is a 30 × 1 array of complemen-
tary square-shaped ring resonators (CSRRs) made of con-
ducting ink layer with a thickness of 0.127 mm. The inner
square-shaped ring has a side length of 2 mm with a gap
of 0.3 mm. The spacing between adjacent CSRR is 2 mm.
The container is a cylinder made of PF-4 substrate that is
flexible, low-loss, and lightweight. The height, inner radius,
and outer radius of the container are 26 mm, 27 mm, and
28.6 mm, respectively. Monitoring the MC of barley in the
range of 10−25% is performed by measuring variations in
the resonance frequency of the FSS antenna. This sensor can

FIGURE 6. The proposed double-ring sensor for moisture monitoring of
corn ear [3]. (a) VNA connected to the sensor, (b) double-ring resonator
sensor.

be integrated with a mini-VNA, indicating the portability and
ease of use in the field. Moreover, the additive manufacturing
technique can lead to environment-friendliness fabrication.
The S11 of the antenna is presented in Fig. 8, indicating a
200 MHz shift in the resonance frequency by varying the MC
from 10% to 25%. It should be noted that FSS is suitable for
MC monitoring due to the high frequency sensitivity to the
MC variations. In other words, small variations in MC lead to
relatively large variations in the resonance frequency, which
can be easily detected using a VNA.

Another FSS-based sensor for monitoring theMCof barley
at X-band, center frequency of 10 GHz, is reported in [13].
The schematic of the investigated FSS sensor is presented in
Fig. 9, indicating the compact size of the proposed sensor.
According to [13], changing MC from 10 to 25% leads to a
650MHz shift in the resonance frequency of the CSSRs. This
indicates the high sensitivity of the investigated sensor. How-
ever, the reported sensor suffers from cross-interference due
to the sensitivity of the water dielectric constant to the tem-
perature at high frequency [51]. In other words, the accuracy
of the sensor changes by varying the temperature.

The MC of several granular materials such as bean, rice,
and peanuts were measured by monitoring transmission
coefficient and attenuation [12]. The reported sensor is a
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FIGURE 7. The Schematic of the proposed novel FSS antenna by the
authors. (a) Top view, (b) 3D view.

FIGURE 8. The S11 of the proposed FSS antenna for different MC values.

2 × 2 microstrip patch array antenna connected to a VNA,
as demonstrated in Fig. 10. The proposed sensor was able to
measure MC in the range of 0−30% at 2.45 GHz.

B. MINERAL MATERIALS MC MONITORING SENSORS
The MC of soil in the range of 0−20% can be measured
through a low-cost and non-invasive sensor based on mon-
itoring the variations in the return loss and resonance fre-
quency [32]. The proposed sensor is a microstrip patch
antenna operating in the frequency band of 1.8−2 GHz,
as presented in Fig. 11. The SUT is placed on top of
the microstrip patch. Changing the MC leads to variation
in the dielectric constant and the resonance frequency of
the microstrip patch antenna. It should be noted that the
variations in the resonance frequency are mainly due to
the variations in the real part of the dielectric constant.
It was found that increasing the water content leads to

FIGURE 9. The top view of the compact FSS antenna sensor for MC
monitoring at X-band [13] 
2021 IEEE.

FIGURE 10. The proposed sensor reported in [12] 
2021 IEEE.
(a) microstrip patch array antenna, (b) measurement setup.

reducing the resonance frequency and minimum value of the
S11 [32].

A microstrip ring resonator antenna can also be imple-
mented as the sensor for the MC monitoring of soil at
1.25 GHz, as illustrated in Fig. 12 [41]. The operational
principle of the proposed sensor is based on measuring
the dielectric constant using the variations in the resonance
frequency and quality factor of the resonator. The SUT is
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FIGURE 11. Microstrip patch antenna proposed in [32] for the MC
monitoring of the soil 
2009 IEEE. The SUT is placed on top of the
microstrip patch.

FIGURE 12. The proposed ring resonator antenna for MC monitoring of
soil was reported in [41] 
1997 IEEE. The SUT is placed on top of the ring
resonator.

FIGURE 13. The measurement setup for MC monitoring of sand reported
in [31] 
1991 IEEE.

placed over the ring resonator. The proposed sensor measured
the MC of the soil from 0 to 30%.

The MC of sand can be measured using a waveguide,
as shown in Fig. 13 [31]. The proposed sensor measured
the MC below 16% with an accuracy of 0.1% at 2.45 GHz.
It was found that the MC affects the dielectric constant and
transmission coefficients. Increasing the MC leads to the rise
of the real part of the dielectric constant, loss, and phase
of the transmission coefficient, while the magnitude of the
transmission coefficient reduces. A rectangular waveguide
was filled with the sample, and the transmission coeffi-
cient was measured using two coaxial probes and a network
analyzer [31].

The MC of soil can be measured using an interdigital
microstrip lines probe at 500 kHz, as shown in Fig. 14 [42].
The MC of soil can also be measured using a microstrip
RFID tag on a probe in the frequency band of 0.8−1 GHz,
as shown in Fig. 15 [43]. It should be noted that the reported
sensors in [35] and [43] can damage the soil since they
need to be inserted into it. On the other hand, the reported
sensor in [20] measures the soil humidity at 5.5 GHz using
a microstrip patch without being inserted into the sample,
as shown in Fig. 16. The sensing mechanism in [20] is based
on monitoring the shift in the resonance frequency.

FIGURE 14. The measurement setup for MC monitoring of soil reported
in [42]. (a) Interdigital microstrip line, (b) Measurement probe.

FIGURE 15. The proposed antenna for MC monitoring of soil [43].

FIGURE 16. The reported sensor for humidity measurement of soil [20]

2020 IEEE.

IV. COMPARISON BETWEEN MC MONITORING
PORTABLE SENSORS
In this section, a comparison between state-of-the-art portable
MCmonitoring sensors is performed in Table 2. According to
Table 2, novel FSS antenna sensors reported here and in [13]
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by the authors have the highest sensitivity (i.e., smallest
error) in MC monitoring with little to no cross-interference
(i.e., small/no MC changes due to the temperature vari-
ations). The reported sensor in [8] has the broadest MC
range, whereas it suffers from cross-interference. Gener-
ally, sensors operating below 8 GHz have small to no
cross-interference since the dielectric constant of the water
changes very slowly by varying the temperature at those
frequency bands [51]. Therefore, [5], [7], [8], and [10] suffer
from cross-interference. It should be noted that the sensors
operating below 1 GHz has large size and not suitable as
portable sensors. Some of the investigated sensors in Table 2
are not flexible, which degrades their potential usage in the
field. Overall, the compactness, portability, no/small sen-
sitivity to the temperature variations, minor error, ease of
environment-friendly fabrication process, and flexibility of
the FSS antenna make it suitable for MC measurement
applications.

V. CONCLUSION
Monitoring MC is crucial in different fields, including farm-
ing and the food industry. A comprehensive survey of the
portable sensors for MC monitoring was made in this paper.
This comprehensive review paper acts as a starting point
for the MC monitoring sensor designers, enlightening the
advantages and challenges of different sensors. The fun-
damental concepts of microwave methods for measuring
MC were investigated first. Comparison between different
approaches indicates the S-parameters method is the most
suitable approach for MC monitoring. Then state-of-the-art
portable microwave sensors for MC monitoring were stud-
ied with the focus on grains and mineral materials as the
SUTs. A comparison between MC monitoring sensors was
performed as a guideline for the consumers and designers.
According to the comparison, the FSS antenna is the most
suitable portable sensor for MC monitoring. This is due to
its high accuracy, compactness, portability, flexibility, ease
of fabrication, and no/small cross-interference sensitivity.
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