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Gyrokinetic simulations of a turbulence-reduced Wendelstein 7-X discharge—characterized by a steep
density gradient, moderate temperature gradients, and low plasma beta—show that microtearing mode
(MTM) turbulence dominates transport. The simulated heat and particle fluxes agree with experimental
measurements, leaving MTMs as the only mode consistent with the data. These conditions, the quasi-
isodynamic and nearly max-J magnetic configuration of the Wendelstein 7-X stabilize ion temperature
gradient modes and density-gradient-driven trapped-electron modes, while moderate collisionality and low
magnetic shear further enable MTM growth. Further nonlinear scans of the density gradient reveal a
significant reduction in turbulent transport at the experimentally observed threshold, which we identify as
an ion temperature gradient to MTM-dominated turbulence transition. These findings provide a robust
explanation for the turbulence suppression and deepen our understanding of low turbulent transport
regimes in optimized stellarators.
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The Wendelstein 7-X (W7-X) is the world’s most
advanced stellarator and aims to demonstrate that its
magnetic confinement concept is a viable path toward a
fusion power plant. Recently, the W7-X has achieved
record-breaking discharges with performance levels on
par with leading tokamaks [2], and its improved confine-
ment can be sustained over long durations [3]. This success
is largely attributed to its optimized magnetic configura-
tion, designed to minimize neoclassical transport losses,
among other criteria [4]. As in tokamaks, however, plasma
confinement in the W7-X is ultimately limited by micro-
turbulence [5–9].
Low turbulent transport W7-X scenarios are character-

ized by steep density gradients (∇n), which can be driven
by core fueling techniques such as frozen hydrogen pellet
injection [10] or neutral beam injection (NBI) [11]. Under
these conditions, the plasma exhibits reduced turbulent heat
transport [10–12] and favorable confinement of particles
(hydrogen ions and electrons) [13], but it may also suffer

from impurity accumulation [14,15]. Understanding the
nature of turbulence in these regimes is therefore crucial to
achieve a balance between improved energy and particle
confinement and the expulsion of impurities.
This Letter demonstrates that microtearing mode (MTM)

turbulence not only dominates in a W7-X discharge with
low turbulent transport and high ∇n, but it also constitutes
the residual turbulence once the more deleterious ion
temperature gradient (ITG) mode is suppressed. MTMs
are small-scale electromagnetic instabilities that cause
tearing and reconnection of magnetic field lines. They
are driven by the electron temperature gradient and are
influenced by magnetic shear, a measure of magnetic field
line bending [16,17]. In slab geometry (i.e., in a homo-
geneous magnetic field), they are caused by an imbalance
in the force balance parallel to the magnetic field due to a
time-dependent electron thermal force, and collisions can
be crucial for their destabilization [18,19]. MTM turbu-
lence has been previously identified as relevant in several
tokamak experiments [20–22]. By simulating microturbu-
lence with the gyrokinetic code GENE [23], we (i) identify
MTM turbulence as the only candidate able to reproduce
the experimentally measured heat and particle fluxes, and
(ii) show that once the detrimental ITG turbulence is
stabilized by a large ∇n, the benign MTM turbulence
takes over transport, hence solving the long-standing
question of turbulence suppression in an optimized
stellarator.
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Experimental scenario and numerical setup—The case
studied is the NBI-heated phase of the high mirror
configuration discharge No. 20181009.034 in the W7-X.
After an initial start-up with electron cyclotron resonance
heating (ECRH) and neutral gas fueling, both systems are
turned off once the plasma density is sufficient. Then, the
NBI injected fuel and provided a total heating of P ≈
2.6 MW over a broad plasma volume. During this interval,
the central density and its gradient increase while the
electron and ion temperatures remain constant and roughly
equal to each other [11,13]. Low turbulent transport in
high-density-gradient plasmas is manifested experimen-
tally by a reduced heat diffusivity, χ, at mid radius (defined
by Qtot ¼ 2nχ∇T). In the present NBI-heated discharge χ
is 4 times smaller than in ECRH plasmas that exhibit larger
turbulence and small density gradients [11]. The low
heating per particle in this NBI-heated phase makes that
fren ¼ τE=τISS04 ¼ 0.7 (with τE the energy confinement
time and τISS04 the ISS04 scaling [24]). ECRH plasmas
typically have fren ≈ 0.6 [12,25].
The time analyzed is t ¼ 2.8 s and unless stated other-

wise, the radial location is ρ≡ reff=a ¼ 0.4. The effective
radius is defined as reff ¼

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi

A=π
p

, where A is the area
enclosing the selected flux surface and a ¼ 0.52 m is the
plasma minor radius. The numerical plasma parameters
used to represent the experiment at this position are
a=Lne ¼ 2.37, a=LTe

¼ 1.54, a=LTi
¼ 1.91, Ti ¼ 1.1Te,

βe ¼ 8πneTe=B2
ref ¼ 5.2 × 10−3 (in CGS units), and nor-

malized collision frequency [26] νc ¼ π lnΛq4enea=
ð23=2T2

eÞ ¼ 2.21 × 10−3. Here, a=Lξ ¼ −a=ξðdξ=dρÞ
denotes the normalized scale length of a given quantity
ξ, Bref is the reference magnetic field strength and the
subscripts ðe; iÞ refer to the corresponding electron and
main ion quantities. The magnetic shear at this radial
position is ŝ ¼ ρ0=q0ðdq=dρÞ ¼ −0.021, where q ¼ 1=ι
is the safety factor (with ι being the rotational transform),
and ρ0 and q0 ¼ −1.14 are the reference radial position and
safety factor, respectively.
Simulations were performed using the local version of

the gyrokinetic code GENE, which evolves small-scale
plasma fluctuations while incorporating electromagnetic
effects and collisions. The latter are modeled using the
linearized Landau-Boltzmann operator. The simulation
coordinates are aligned to the background magnetic field,
B0 ¼ ∇x ×∇y, where x ¼ ρ is the radial coordinate, and y
is the binormal coordinate given by y ¼ x0=q0ðq0θ� − ϕÞ,
with θ� ¼ z the PEST poloidal angle [27] and ϕ the toroidal
angle. The velocity space of the perturbed distribution
function δf is discretized in terms of the velocity parallel to
the magnetic field line vk and the magnetic moment μ ¼
miv2⊥=ð2B0Þ.
We performed both linear and nonlinear simulations.

Unless stated otherwise, for the linear runs, the numerical
resolution was ðnx; nky ; nzÞ ¼ ð48; 1; 192Þ in the spatial

directions, and ðnvk ; nμÞ ¼ ð32; 12Þ in velocity space.
The simulation domain in velocity space was ð�lvk ; lμÞ ¼
ð�3

ffiffiffi

2
p

cs; 9Te=B0Þ, where cs ¼
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi

Te=mi

p

is the reference
speed. The standard twist-and-shift boundary condition
[28] was applied after two poloidal turns (“npol”), unless
otherwise specified, in which case the generalized boun-
dary condition of Ref. [29] was used. Nonlinear simula-
tions employed a resolution of ðnx; nky ; nz; nvk ; nμÞ ¼
ð288; 36; 768; 32; 24Þ. The simulation domain sizes were
ðlx; lyÞ ¼ ð288ρs; 314.15ρsÞ, and eight poloidal turns. This
study excludes impurity effects as their contribution has a
negligible impact on the linear growth rates γ, as indicated
in Fig. 1(a). Experimentally, the impurity presence was
characterized by a=LnC6þ

¼ 2.3 and nC6þ ¼ 3 × 10−3ne.
Parallel magnetic field fluctuations were also excluded as
they had no effect on the growth rate (not shown), and it
was corroborated that the kinetic ballooning mode was still
stable [9].
Mode identification—We performed a linear gyrokinetic

stability analysis under the experimental conditions
described above. The results, summarized in Fig. 1,
indicate that the dominant instability over a broad range
of binormal wave numbers (0.1 ≤ kyρs ≤ 1.4) is the micro-
tearing mode. This is characterized by a negative real
frequency ωr < 0, indicating propagation in the electron
diamagnetic direction, as shown in Fig. 1(a). The reference

(a)

(b)

(c) (d)

FIG. 1. Linear gyrokinetic characterization of instabilities.
(a) Growth rate and real frequency as a function of kyρs. Impurity
contribution (orange) is negligible. The dotted line indicates the
electron diamagnetic frequency ω�

pe
. (b) Growth rate versus

normalized collision frequency for various kyρs. The experimen-
tal collisionality is marked by a vertical dashed line. Full circles
denote MTMs; hollow triangles denote a trapped-particle mode
(TPM). The changes for kyρs ¼ 0.1 were ðnx; nzÞ ¼ ð64; 288Þ
and 3 npol. (c) Ratio of the contributions to the growth rate from
ions and electrons. (d) Tearing parity at kyρs ¼ 0.5: odd parity in
ϕ (blue) and even in Ak (orange), normalized to their respective
maxima. Only the central ballooning angle region is shown.
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gyroradius is ρs ¼ cs=Ωref , and Ωref ¼ qeBref=ðmicÞ is the
reference gyrofrequency (in CGS units). Moreover, the real
frequency closely follows the electron diamagnetic drift
frequency, ωr ≈ ω�

pe
¼ kyρscsð1=LTe

þ 1=LnÞ, consistent
with the slab semicollisional MTM regime predicted by
analytical theory [16,17].
Additional features reinforce the identification of the

linearly dominant mode as an MTM. The parity structure of
the eigenmodes [Fig. 1(d)] has odd parity in the electro-
static potential ϕ and even parity in the parallel vector
potential Ak, as expected for tearing modes. The species-
resolved contributions to the growth rate [30], shown in
Fig. 1(c), shows a clear dominance of the electron response.
Furthermore, the growth rate dependence on collisionality
in Fig. 1(b) exhibits a nonmonotonic trend, a characteristic
trend of MTMs [16]. At lower collisionalities, a trapped-
particle mode (TPM) emerges, characterized by its electro-
static nature with ballooning parity, ωr ≲ 0, driven by ∇n,
and heat flux localization at magnetic wells (not shown),
and is similar to what was referred to in Ref. [31] as the ion-
driven trapped-electron mode (iTEM). Because γi=γe ≳ 1
for this case, it is unlikely to be the collisionless trapped-
electron mode (TEM) [32].
Linear parametric scan—The presence of the MTM

instability in this NBI-heated plasma can be attributed to a
combination of destabilizing and stabilizing mechanisms.
According to slab semicollisional theory, MTMs are driven
by the electron temperature gradient a=LTe and are
influenced by the magnetic shear ŝ [16,17]. Although
the W7-X has a much more complex geometry than the
slab model, we find that the qualitative behavior of MTMs
remains consistent with these theoretical predictions.
Figure 2(a) confirms that the MTM growth rate increases
with the electron temperature gradient. For the W7-X,
decreasing jŝj enhances the MTM growth rate [Fig. 2(b)].
To execute this scan, the magnetohydrodynamic equilib-
rium was modified self-consistently by introducing local-
ized artificial currents near ρ ¼ 0.4; this altered ŝ while
leaving the remaining geometric quantities essentially
unchanged. Earlier work [16,33] showed that the MTM
growth rate dependence on ŝ is generally nonmonotonic: at
modest shear an increase of ŝ is destabilizing, whereas at
very low shear the same increase becomes stabilizing
[21,33,34]. The trend observed in Fig. 2(b) is consistent
with the latter regime. A theoretical explanation of the shear
dependence in this regime is left for the future.
To test the robustness of MTMs within experimental

error bars, we performed scans of the ion temperature
gradient a=LTi

and the density gradient a=Ln. Figure 2(c)
shows that a=LTi

has a negligible effect on MTMs except
when ηi ¼ Ln=LTi

≳ 1.7—about twice the experimental
value ηi;expt ¼ 0.8, where ITGs become unstable. The
density gradient a=Ln has a minimal impact on MTMs
[Fig. 2(d)] and even slightly stabilizes them as a=Ln
increases. Unlike tokamaks, the simulations indicate a

strong resilience against the deleterious collisionless
∇n-driven TEM as a result of the quasi-isodynamic (QI)
geometry of the W7-X, its nearly max-J property, and the
low experimental ηe and ηi [35]. Interestingly, MTMs
remain unstable even at low a=Ln, and this contrasts with
a subset of ECRH plasmas with flat density profiles where
the ITG is expected to prevail [25]. To examine this
discrepancy, we used as reference the ECRH discharge
No. 20180920.017, which exhibits characteristics of ITG
dominance both in the experiment and in flux-matched
gyrokinetic simulations [8,36]. At ρ ¼ 0.4, its normalized
collision frequency νc ¼ 5.6 × 10−4 (ne ≈ 6 × 1019m−3

and Te ≈ 1.4 keV) is roughly one fourth of the normalized
collision frequency of the NBI-heated discharge analyzed
(νc ¼ 2.2 × 10−3, with ne ¼ 7.9 × 1019m−3 and Te ¼
0.79 keV). This is an important parameter as a very low
value of collisionality can stabilize MTMs [Fig. 1(d)].
Indeed, repeating the linear scan with this ECRH-νc, ITG
modes appear at flat density profiles, MTMs appear at
moderate a=Ln and the TPMs described earlier become
dominant at high a=Ln, as shown by the dashed line in
Fig. 2(d).
These observations lead to two qualitative conclusions.

First, MTMs are mostly insensitive to density gradient,
confirming that they are primarily driven by electron
temperature gradient. Second, the numerical transition
observed from ITG dominance in the reference ECRH
case to MTM dominance in the NBI case cannot be
explained by the change in density gradient alone, but it
also needs to consider the magnitude of the collisionality.
Having identified the parameters that control MTMs, we

investigated the radial region over which they remain
active. MTM activity is not localized and remains unstable

(a) (b)

(c)

(d)

FIG. 2. Dependence of MTM growth rate on (a) electron
temperature gradient, (b) global magnetic shear, (c) ion temper-
ature gradient, and (d) density gradient. The nominal NBI
collisionality (solid line) and the reduced collisionality of the
ECRH reference case mentioned in the text were used (dotted
line). Vertical dashed lines indicate experimental values.
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throughout the radial interval 0.2 ≤ ρ ≤ 0.6, as illustrated
in Fig. 3(a), which shows linear simulations using the
corresponding experimental parameters at the selected
radii. MTMs are facilitated by the low magnetic shear ŝ
in the inner plasma, which mitigates MTM damping and
the sufficiently large density gradients that stabilize ITG
modes, as shown in Fig. 3(b).
Microtearing mode turbulence—Nonlinear gyrokinetic

simulations using the full set of experimental parameters
for ρ ¼ 0.4 yield turbulent fluxes in good agreement
with the measured ones: the simulated heat and particle
fluxes are AhQisim ¼ 0.84� 0.02 MW and AhΓisim ¼
4.3� 0.03 × 1019 s−1, compared to the experimental esti-
mates of AhQiexpt ¼ 0.6 MW and AhΓiexpt ¼ 9.9� 4.4 ×
1019 s−1 (see Figs. 8 and 12 of Ref. [11]). Here, h·i indicates
a flux surface and time average.
The heat and particle flux spectra are shown in Figs. 4(a)

and 4(b) (the total fluxes correspond to the sum of their
respective spectral components at all wave numbers kyρs
[37]). Electron electromagnetic heat flux dominates over
the electrostatic contributions—a well-established signa-
ture of MTM turbulence [38]. ITG turbulence is absent due
to a combination of the low ηi and moderate νc, consistent
with the linear scans in Figs. 2(c) and 2(d). Turbulence
generated by the electron temperature gradient mode is
considered negligible as this mode is stable in linear
simulations (not shown), in line with the low ηe ¼ 0.65.
Both branches of the TEM—those driven by ∇Te and
∇n—are absent. The background E × B shear has minimal
impact on the time-averaged electromagnetic flux, with
γ̂E×B ¼ 0.037 ½cs=a� (not shown), consistent with standard
tokamak simulations where MTM growth rates are com-
parable to the shearing rate [21,39].

While MTMs typically generate negligible particle trans-
port in tokamaks [39], in this particular case they appear to
drive all the particle flux, which is mostly electrostatic. This
can be observed in the frequency spectrum [Fig. 4(b)],
where the electrostatic potential matches the MTM
frequencies identified in linear simulations [Fig. 1(a)],
and no other dominant or subdominant modes at relevant
wave numbers for the particle flux are found.
Compatibility with W7-X experiments—MTM turbu-

lence is characterized by Qe ≫ Qi. This situation is
experimentally plausible in NBI-heated plasmas because,
as explained in Ref. [11], it is within the limits of diagnostic
uncertainty that the turbulent ion heat flux Qi is zero at the
analyzed radius of this NBI-heated plasma.
Two other experimental observations support the exist-

ence of MTM turbulence in high-density-gradient regimes.
First, in discharges with a=Ln > 1, the ion heat flux
channel is small and the electron contribution dominates
[12], also seen in high performance scenarios requiring a
large a=Ln [10]. Second, the total turbulent heat flux for
discharges with a=Ln > 1 (including this one), is low
compared to cases with a=Ln < 1 and is not exacerbated
by the density gradient [11,12], suggesting that the main
driving instability is insensitive to a=Ln. This behavior is
explained if MTMs dominate: the turbulent heat flux is
primarily carried by electrons (Qtot ≈Qe), and is unaffected
by the density gradient. This is evident from the triangle
markers in Fig. 4, where all the nominal parameters were

(a)

(b)

FIG. 3. (a) Growth rates and unstable modes as a function of
kyρs at different radial positions. MTMs are indicated by circles
and solid lines, while ITGs by hollow squares and dotted lines.
(b) Normalized gradient scale lengths and magnetic shear ŝ
versus radius. The color of the vertical dotted lines indicate the
radial positions of the linear simulations in (a).

(a) (b)

(c) (d)

FIG. 4. Particle flux, electrostatic (es) and electromagnetic (em)
heat flux spectra of (a) electrons and (b) ions in gyro-Bohm units,
½Γ� ¼ necsðρs=aÞ2 and ½Q� ¼ neTecsðρs=aÞ2. (c) Frequency
spectrum of electrostatic potential as a function of kyρs; the
dashed line indicates the real frequency obtained in linear
simulations [Fig. 1(a)]. (d) Flux-surface-averaged heat and
particle fluxes as a function of a=Ln. Results are shown for
the collisionality of the experimental NBI case νNBIc (solid
triangles) and for the reference ECRH plasma νECRHc (hollow
circles). Orange markers depict the sum of electron and ion heat
fluxes. Ion electromagnetic heat flux is not shown.
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held fixed and a 20% increase in a=Ln did not affect the
heat flux substantially. A similar behavior has been
observed in MTMs in tokamak pedestals (Fig. 17 of
Ref. [38]). The decoupling between Qtot and a=Ln for
MTMs is in stark contrast to density-gradient-driven modes
such as the ∇n-driven TEM branch, and the previously
proposed iTEM and universal instability (UI) in electro-
static and/or collisionless conditions [40–44]. This reflects
the fact that MTMs are primarily driven by the electron
temperature gradient.
To further exclude the presence of the iTEM and the UI

in this case, we performed nonlinear simulations keeping
all physical parameters fixed except for νc, set to zero, and
βe, reduced to 10−5. In these limits, the TPMs resembling
the iTEM and the UI modes became dominant, respec-
tively. The numerical parameters for the collisionless and
the electrostatic cases had the grid resolution and box sizes
ðnx;nky ;nz;nvk ;nμÞ ¼ fð128;64;192;32;12Þ; ð256;32;384;
32;12Þg, ðlx; ly; npolÞ ¼ fð128ρs; 157ρs; 2.05Þ; ð384ρs;
209.44ρs; 4Þg, applying the generalized and twist-and-shift
parallel boundary conditions, respectively. In both cases,
the total turbulent flux-surface and time-averaged heat and
particle fluxes were several orders of magnitude larger than
those of the experiment: AhQνc¼0i ¼ 6.7 MW and
AhΓνc¼0i ¼ 1 × 1022 s−1 for the collisionless case, and
AhQβe¼10−5i ¼ 32 MW and AhΓβe¼10−5i ¼ 4.2 × 1022 s−1

for the electrostatic case. Collisionality suppresses the
iTEM [45] [see also Fig. 1(d)], while βe stabilizes the
UI [46–48]. These results rule out iTEM and UI, leaving
MTM as the only mode consistent with the measured
fluxes. Furthermore, the experimentally observed negli-
gible ion heat flux at large a=Ln is not reproduced when the
UI or iTEM dominate, as seen in our simulations and in
earlier works (see, e.g., Fig. 21 of Ref. [44]). The exclusion
of these instabilities in high-density-gradient scenarios
suggests that the current explanation of the turbulence
suppression mechanism in the W7-X is incomplete.
Therefore, we revisit this topic in the next section.
Turbulence suppression mechanism—The analysis of

the W7-X experimental database in Ref. [12] concluded
that a=Ln is the main parameter for suppressing turbulence,
a tendency observed in all fueling and heating schemes.
This indicates a fundamental plasma physics property
rather than a consequence of any specific mode of
operation of the device. Earlier modeling aimed at explain-
ing this phenomenon either employed adiabatic electrons
[40] or kinetic electrons with a nonzero a=LTe

but in the
electrostatic, collisionless limit [49]; these studies yielded
only modest stabilization and could not be compared
quantitatively with experiment. By adding the missing
physics—collisionality and electromagnetic fluctuations–
we demonstrated that MTM turbulence dominates transport
when a=Ln is steep. We agree that increasing a=Ln
stabilizes the ITG drive, but the residual transport must

be carried by a mode that (i) is insensitive to a=Ln and
(ii) exists under experimentally relevant conditions. To
illustrate that the MTM fulfills these conditions, we
performed a series of nonlinear simulations in which all
physical parameters of the NBI discharge were held fixed
while a=Ln was varied and the collisionality was reduced to
the reference ECRH value, similarly as in Fig. 2(d). The
results [Fig. 4(d), hollow circles] show a clear transition
from ITG-dominated turbulence—characterized by large
electrostatic heat fluxes—to MTM-dominated turbulence
—featuring dominant electron electromagnetic heat flux—
thereby leading to a considerably lower transport.
Remarkably, this transition occurs near a=Ln ≃ 1, roughly
where experimental scenarios indicate a drastic change in
behavior [12]. Once the MTM dominates, a broader
operational window becomes available, allowing higher
a=LTi [Fig. 2(c)], and consequently, larger pressure gra-
dients. Simulations at a=Ln ¼ 1.2 and 1.5 used the same
numerical parameters as the nominal NBI case. For a=Ln ¼
0.2 and 0.8, they were ðnx;nky ;nz;nvk ;nμÞ¼fð256;64;96;
32;12Þ;ð256;81;192;32;12Þg,ðlx;ly;npolÞ¼fð256ρs;125ρs;
1.0527Þ;ð256ρs;251ρs;2.091Þg, respectively, using the gen-
eralized parallel boundary condition.
Conclusions—This Letter reports the first observation of

MTM turbulence in the Wendelstein 7-X stellarator, which
dominates transport once the more deleterious ITG turbu-
lence is suppressed. In the NBI-heated scenario studied,
MTMs arise from the sufficiently large density gradient,
moderate temperature gradients, QI geometry, and max-J
that inhibit the appearance of ITG and TEM turbulence.
The emergence of MTMs is facilitated by the moderate
collisionality and the low magnetic shear of the W7-X. The
simulations presented here reproduce the experimental heat
and particle fluxes, with collisionality and electromagnetic
effects playing a crucial role. MTM-driven turbulence
yields Qe ≫ Qi, a result that lies within the experimental
error bars in the analyzed NBI-heated discharge. In
addition, the heat flux associated with this mode is
electron-dominated and is insensitive to the density gra-
dient, in agreement with W7-X experimental observations
on plasmas with a=Ln > 1 [12]. After excluding the
instabilities proposed in previous studies in these condi-
tions, we revisited the turbulence suppression mechanism
in the W7-X. By increasing the density gradient, we
confirmed ITG stabilization and showed that the benign
MTM turbulence dominates, thus yielding a considerably
lower overall transport, which previous studies were unable
to reproduce [40,42,44,49].
Although a study of MTMs in reactor-relevant scenarios

is beyond this work, a future stellarator power plant could
possibly benefit from low turbulent transport driven by
MTMs (compared to the ITG-driven one) as current
designs feature QI geometry, low magnetic shear, max-J,
and pellet injection [50,51]. The benefited region is likely
located near the last closed flux surface, where the
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comparatively low Te yields a sufficiently high collision
frequency, enabling MTMs, while the steep density gra-
dient produced by local pellet ablation (whose location
empirically scales as T−5=9

e [52]) stabilizes ITG.
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