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Temperature-dependent thermal diffusivity of the
Earth’s crust and implications for magmatism
Alan G. Whittington1, Anne M. Hofmeister2 & Peter I. Nabelek1

The thermal evolution of planetary crust and lithosphere is largely
governed by the rate of heat transfer by conduction1–3. The govern-
ing physical properties are thermal diffusivity (k) and conductivity
(k 5 krCP), where r denotes density and CP denotes specific heat
capacity at constant pressure. Although for crustal rocks both k and
k decrease above ambient temperature4,5, most thermal models of
the Earth’s lithosphere assume constant values for k ( 1 mm2 s21)
and/or k ( 3 to 5 W m21 K21)6,7 owing to the large experimental
uncertainties associated with conventional contact methods at high
temperatures. Recent advances in laser-flash analysis8,9 permit
accurate (62 per cent) measurements on minerals and rocks to
geologically relevant temperatures10. Here we provide data from
laser-flash analysis for three different crustal rock types, showing
that k strongly decreases from 1.5–2.5 mm2 s21 at ambient condi-
tions, approaching 0.5 mm2 s21 at mid-crustal temperatures. The
latter value is approximately half that commonly assumed, and hot
middle to lower crust is therefore a much more effective thermal
insulator than previously thought. Above the quartz a–b phase
transition, crustal k is nearly independent of temperature, and
similar to that of mantle materials11. Calculated values of k indicate
that its negative dependence on temperature is smaller than that of
k, owing to the increase of CP with increasing temperature, but k
also diminishes by 50 per cent from the surface to the quartz a–b
transition. We present models of lithospheric thermal evolution
during continental collision and demonstrate that the temperature
dependence of k and CP leads to positive feedback between strain
heating in shear zones and more efficient thermal insulation,
removing the requirement for unusually high radiogenic heat
production to achieve crustal melting temperatures. Positive feed-
back between heating, increased thermal insulation and partial
melting is predicted to occur in many tectonic settings, and in
both the crust and the mantle, facilitating crustal reworking and
planetary differentiation12.

Thermal diffusivity data for garnet schist, leucogranite and welded
rhyolitic ash-flow tuff were acquired at temperatures of up to 1,260 K
using laser flash analysis, which isolates the phonon component of
heat transfer from radiative transfer and avoids thermal contact
losses13. Graphite-coated wafers approximately 1-mm thick and
10 mm in diameter are held at some temperature in a furnace.
Thermal diffusivity is determined from the time-dependent response
of the sample to an additional pulse of heat, supplied by a gadolinium–
gallium–garnet laser to the bottom of the sample, which is monitored
using an indium antimonide detector above the sample. The leuco-
granite and rhyolite are homogeneous and isotropic. The schist
is anisotropic owing to alternating mica- and quartz-rich layers, so
samples were cut parallel and perpendicular to foliation.

Room-temperature (,298 K) thermal diffusivities ranged from
1.3 to 1.8 mm2 s21 for the schist, from 1.5 to 2.1 mm2 s21 for the

granite and from 1.8 to 2.2 mm2 s21 for the rhyolite (Fig. 1). For
schist slices cut perpendicular to foliation, heat flow travels parallel
to foliation and averages alternating compositional layers; these per-
pendicular slices yielded values that are intermediate between values
for quartz-rich (high-k) and mica-rich (low-k) layers sampled by
cuts parallel to foliation (when heat flow is across each layer).
Variations in k among different granite and rhyolite samples were
also ascribed to differences in the amount of quartz sampled by the
laser spot, which is 6 mm in diameter.

For all samples, k decreased rapidly with increasing temperature,
and asymptotically approached a high-temperature limit. Variations
among rocks, and among different samples of the same rock,
decreased markedly between room temperature and 600 K. Above
,750 K, the k of the schist samples became very low, probably as a
result of differential thermal expansion and cracking along cleavage
planes, perhaps accompanied by mica dehydration. The data suggest
a break in slope at the quartz a–b transition temperature, followed by
a slight, quasi-linear decrease in k above 846 K. This trend is also
observed in quartzites14.

Data for the two rhyolite samples, two granite samples and the
perpendicular schist were fitted by the following equations, which
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Figure 1 | Thermal diffusivity of crustal rocks as a function of temperature.
Data are given in Supplementary Information. Uncertainties are smaller
than symbol size in most cases. Curve for average crust calculated using
equations (1) and (2) below and above the quartz a–b transition,
respectively. Curves for KAlSi3O8 glass and liquid are from ref. 28. para,
parallel; perp, perpendicular.
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should be a good estimate of the temperature dependence of thermal
diffusivity in the continental crust:

kcrust(Tv846K)~567:3=T{0:062 ð1Þ

kcrust(Tw846K)~0:732{0:000135T ð2Þ
Here k is measured in square millimetres per second and T (temper-
ature) is measured in kelvin. Crystalline garnet, pyroxene and olivine
all have low average k values in the range 0.6–0.7 mm2 s21 at upper-
mantle temperatures10,11,15, so any change in k across the crust–mantle
boundary is likely to be minor. Rather, it is within the middle and
upper crust that k changes significantly, by a factor of 3–5.

To calculate thermal conductivity, we derived the following ‘bulk
crustal’ specific heat capacity equations from end-member mineral
data16, on the basis of a mineralogy of 30% quartz, 60% albite, 5%
phlogopite and 5% annite:

CP,crust(Tv846K)~199:50z0:0857T{5:0|10{6T{2 ð3Þ

CP,crust(Tw846K)~229:32z0:0323T{47:9|10{6T{2 ð4Þ
Here CP is measured in joules per mole per kelvin, the average molar
mass is 221.78 g mol21 and T is measured in kelvin. Although the
precise values of CP depend on modal mineralogy, calculated differe-
nces in CP among several possible assemblages such as tonalite, granite
and schist are ,3% at 1,000 K. We assumed a constant density of
2,700 kg m23, because the increase in density due to compression is
partly off-set by the decrease due to higher temperatures, and these
changes are small in comparison with changes in CP and k.

Calculated values for crustal k decrease with increasing temper-
ature, from ,3.8 W m21 K21 at the surface to ,1.9 W m21 K21 at
the quartz a–b transition, and then decrease only very slightly at
higher temperatures (Fig. 2). Our calculations suggest that the k of
the lower crust is 25% lower than previous estimates17, although this
depends in part on assumed mineralogy. At 1,000 K, the k of olivine15

is 3.0 W m21 K21, which is 60% higher than that of the crust.
Therefore, the middle to lower crust is the most thermally insulating
portion of continental lithosphere.

Negative temperature derivatives of k and k may lead to a positive
feedback between temperature increase and heat retention due to
decreased thermal diffusivity, in the presence of a heat source.
Potential heat sources for continental crust include heat flux from
the mantle, radioactive decay, strain heating in deforming rocks and
intrusion of mantle-derived basaltic magma. Collisional orogenic
belts such as the Himalayas do not derive heat from basalts, yet
crustal melting and the generation of leucogranites is a universal
feature of such orogens18. The mechanism for achieving this has long
been debated19, with most models favouring either unusually high
radiogenic heat production in the middle crust20,21 or strain heating
in major shear zones22–24.

To test the effect of a temperature-dependent k on the thermal
structure of orogenic belts, we used the finite-difference code
OROGEN25 to model the one-dimensional thermal evolution of a
doubly thickened crust. The code was modified to incorporate the
temperature-dependent k and CP from equations (1), (2), (3) and
(4), and solves the heat flow equation:

LT

Lt
~

L
Lz

k
LT

Lz
z

AradzAs

rCP

ð5Þ

The initial conditions assume stacking of 35-km-thick crust giving the
initial sawtooth geotherm. A vertical grid spacing of 250 m was used.
The models included radiogenic heat production (Arad) as follows: Arad

was 2mW m–3 at the surface and reduced exponentially with depth,
with a drop-off length of 15 km, to 35 km. Between depths of 35 and
70 km, Arad was constant at 0.2mW m–3, and between 70 and 130 km
it was constant at 0.02mW m–3. For the mantle, the temperature-
dependent values of CP and k were assumed to be those of olivine.
Strain heating (As) occurred within a 3-km-wide shear zone at a depth

of 35 km. The rate of strain heating was given by tn/z where t (shear
stress) is 30 MPa, n (thrusting velocity) is 3 cm yr21 and z denotes the
characteristic width of the shear zone. The effect of strain heating
decreased in a Gaussian fashion with distance from the centre of the
shear zone (dz) according to exp(2dz2/z2). Temperature was fixed at
1,300 uC at the bottom of 130-km-thick lithosphere. Thrusting was
assumed to occur for 40 Myr, followed by 40 Myr of thermal relaxation.

Models with a constant k of 1 mm2 s–1 (Fig. 3a) show that the schist
solidus18,26 is not reached during 40 Myr of thrusting, and thermal
relaxation towards a steady-state geotherm after thrusting does not
result in attainment of the temperatures required for crustal melting.
Incorporating a temperature-dependent k accelerates the effect of
strain heating because heat does not diffuse efficiently away from
the hot shear zone (Fig. 3b). In this model, the schist solidus is
reached after 40 Myr. Models with constant radiogenic heat produc-
tion throughout the lithosphere, for example of 0.1 mW m23 (not
shown), produce straighter steady-state geotherms, but the effect of
a temperature-dependent k on strain heating is similar.

Our models indicate that the high degree of thermal insulation
provided by hot rocks leads to retention of heat generated by strain
heating, and that unusually high radiogenic heat production at mid-
crustal levels is not required for melting in orogenic belts. We
emphasize that the amounts of radiogenic heating used in our models
are conservative, and that higher values will lead to earlier and more
widespread crustal melting. Moreover, because thermal diffusion
through the hot lithospheric mantle and lower crust is slow, there
is a more pronounced curvature to the steady-state geotherm with
more potential for melting in the lower crust.

Once melting begins, rock strength decreases and the strain-heating
mechanism should cease to be effective27. However, the k of KAlSi3O8

6

4

3

2

1

0
250 850450 650 1,050 1,250

Temperature (K)

Th
er

m
al

 c
on

d
uc

tiv
ity

 (W
 m

–1
 K

–1
)

Quartz α–β transition
7

8

5

250 500 750 1,000 1,250

2.0

1.5

1.0

0.5

0.0

2.0

1.5

1.0

0.5

0.0

Th
er

m
al

 d
iff

us
iv

ity
 (m

m
2  

s–
1 )

S
p

ecific heat cap
acity (J g

–1 K
–1)

Temperature (K)

κ

CP

KAlSi3O8 glass
KAlSi3O8

liquid

Average crust

Olivine

Upper crust
(ref. 17)

Lower crust (ref. 17)

Figure 2 | Thermal conductivity as a function of temperature. Curve for
average crust calculated using equations (1), (2), (3) and (4) and a density of
2,700 kg m23. Curve for olivine calculated from ref. 13. Curves for upper and
lower crust calculated from ref. 17; dotted curves include pressure
dependence of k, assuming a geotherm of 15 uC km21, and solid curves
ignore pressure dependence. Curves for KAlSi3O8 glass and liquid are from
ref. 28. Inset, contrasting temperature dependence of thermal diffusivity and
specific heat capacity, calculated for average crust from equations (1), (2),
(3) and (4).
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glasses and melts is ,20% lower than that of KAlSi3O8 crystals28, the k
of KAlSi3O8 glasses and melts is 15–20% lower than that of the bulk
crust (Fig. 2), and dissolved water also decreases k (ref. 29), meaning
that hydrous granitic liquids should be particularly efficient insulating
materials. The onset of crustal melting may therefore lead to the
production of a more insulating layer than the surrounding crust.
This positive feedback between melting and thermal insulation may
promote increased melt fraction, and allows strain heating to play a
significant role in triggering crustal anatexis even though it must
become negligible once melting is achieved.

The results of our study pertain to other settings in which partial
melting occurs. In both arc and intraplate volcanic settings, basaltic
intrusions supply the heat necessary for crustal melting and produc-
tion of voluminous silicic magmas. Thermal modelling shows that
the low thermal diffusivity of hot crust reduces both the long-term
flux of mafic magma needed to produce the observed quantities of
silicic magma, and the incubation time between the onset of basalt
injection and the first eruption of rhyolites30. We find values of k for
crustal rocks that are even lower than used in these models, which
should result in shorter calculated incubation times. Furthermore,
the positive-feedback relations between heating, increased thermal
insulation and partial melting will also occur in the mantle, facilitat-
ing basaltic magmatism and planetary-scale differentiation.

Received 4 November 2008; accepted 16 January 2009.

1. Thompson, W. The age of the Earth as an abode fitted for life. Science 9, 665–674
(1899).

2. Turcotte, D. L. & Schubert, G. Geodynamics 2nd edn, Ch. 4, 132–194 (Cambridge
Univ. Press, 2001).
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a b Figure 3 | Thermal models for doubly thickened
continental crust with a shear zone at a depth of
35 km. a, Model with a constant k of 1 mm2 s21.
Long-dash line is the initial geotherm (t 5 0),
solid lines are geotherms during thrusting at 10-
Myr intervals, short-dash lines are relaxation
geotherms after cessation of thrusting, also at 10-
Myr intervals. Times are indicated in megayears.
Schist solidus is from ref. 26. b, Model with a
temperature-dependent k, from equations (1)
and (2).
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