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Abstract

The parallel hot wire technique has been widely used for experimental measurements of thermal conductivity of ceramic materi-

als. The theoretical model that is used in the ®tting procedure assumes that the sample behaves as an in®nite medium. The ®nite
dimensions of the actual samples are a source of potential errors. In this work temperature transients in ®nite samples are numeri-
cally simulated and the ones at the measuring point (Mp) are used to calculate thermal conductivities which are compared to the

exact values. Consequently, the errors involved, due to the sample ®nite dimensions can be estimated. Since moving the measuring
point further away from the external boundaries of the sample diminishes those errors, the positioning of the temperature sensor is
numerically investigated. It is shown that for (r/w)(r=distance from wire to Mp; w=sample width) in the range of 0.2±0.3, the

di�erences in the thermal conductivity values are less than 10%. # 2000 Elsevier Science Ltd. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction

In the past three decades the hot wire technique has
been widely used for the experimental determination of
the thermal conductivity of ceramic materials.1ÿ5 This
technique is based upon the experimental detection,
with a small thermocouple, of the thermal transient in a
material specimen that appears due to the sudden elec-
tric heating of a wire placed inside the sample.6ÿ8 The
usual experimental arrangement of that technique is
schematically shown in Fig. 1. The test sample is com-
posed of two rectangular blocks of the ceramic material
that are joined together in such a way as to hold both
the heating wire and the thermocouple joint (Mp =
measuring point in Fig. 1). The experimental determi-
nation of the thermal conductivity of the tested material
is done starting from the analysis of the temperature
transient registered by the thermocouple. However, the
basic theory used in these calculations assumes that
from the point of view of the temperature sensor, the
material in the sample can be considered as a in®nite
medium.9 This assumption implies that the temperature

transient that is picked up by the thermocouple joint, at
the Mp, during the experiment cannot be altered by the
fact that the actual sample has ®nite dimensions. In
short, the heat lost from the external surfaces of the test
specimen cannot signi®cantly alter the temperature rise
at the (Mp in Fig. 1). These considerations mean some
restrictions in the applicability of the hot wire technique
in terms of possible sample sizes and thermal con-
ductivity allowable ranges.
Therefore the main purpose of this work is to investi-

gate how and to what extent the ®nite dimensions of the
actual test specimen can a�ect the results of the mea-
surements of the material thermal conductivity using the
thermal transient registered at the Mp.
In order to accomplish the task of evaluating the

e�ects of dimensions of samples upon the thermal con-
ductivity values that are obtained from the parallel hot
wire technique, a numerical analysis of the temperature
®eld within the sample is done, assuming ®nite dimen-
sions and the heat losses through the external surfaces
of the test specimen. With this procedure the tempera-
ture transient at the Mp is then obtained from a com-
puter simulation. This numerically generated transient
is then regarded as the one that would be obtained in a
hypothetical hot wire experiment. Henceforth, if the
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same non-linear regression analysis procedure4 that is
used in the hot wire parallel technique is applied to the
hypothetical transient, a value for the ®tted material
thermal conductivity (k®t) is obtained and can be com-
pared to the assumed value (knum) that was set in the
transient simulation. The closeness or the distance
between these two values (k®t±knum) for the material
thermal conductivity will be a measure of the sig-
ni®cance of the heat losses out of the external surfaces
of the sample.

2. Background and model formulation

In order to carry out the proposed numerical analysis
one considers a transverse section of the sample (section
AA' in Fig. 1) passing through the measuring point
(Mp). The dimensions of this transverse section of the
sample are w (sample width) and b (sample thickness); r
is the distance between the thermocouple and the hot
wire. The spatial discretization of the transverse plane
(x,y) is then done with a mesh of triangular elements
with nodes (i,j,k) as shown in Fig. 2.

The next step is to write down for each node a general
balance equation that takes into account the contribu-
tions of heat transfer by conduction and by convection,
internal heat generation and the time rate of change of
the internal energy of the material associated with the
node. Following this idea the resulting energy balance is
represented by Eq. (1) for the (i) node.
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where:

�Tij=temperature di�erence between points (i)
and (j);
�Tki=temperature di�erence between points (k)
and (i);
Rij=thermal resistance for heat conduction
between (i) and (j);
Rki=thermal resistance for heat conduction
between (k) and (i);
q000=rate of internal heat generation in triangular
element (i,j,k);
Si=area of element (i,j,k) associated to node (i);
q00ij=heat ¯ux at the surface de®ned by points (i)
and (j);
q00ki=heat ¯ux at the surface de®ned by points (k)
and (i);
Lij=area per unit length of the surface de®ned by
points (i) and (j);
Lki=area per unit length of the surface de®ned by
points (k) and (i);
C=heat capacity of the material within element
(i,j,k);
�Ti=�t=time rate of variation of temperature at
node (i).

By applying the balance [Eq. (1)] to all nodes of the
mesh, adopting a Crank±Nicholson10 formulation for
the time dependence, normalizing parameters and mak-
ing the temperature dimensionless with the relation
(� � T=Tref ;Tref = reference temperature) one is able to
obtain a set of algebraic Eq. (2). The solution of Eq. (2)
is the seeked temperature ®eld in the discretized sample.

�A���k�1 � �B���k � p� �2�

where:

[A],[B]=coe�cient matrices;

�
k�1

=dimensionless temperature vector at time
(k+1);

�
k
=dimensionless temperature vector at time (k);

p=coe�cient vector.

Fig. 1. Parallel hot wire technique. Experimental set-up.

Fig. 2. Sample cross-section and system of coordinates for numerical

calculations (Mp = measuring point).
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The theoretical model which is used in the parallel hot
wire technique to measure thermal conductivities
assumes that the temperature rise, at the measuring
point (Mp), located at a distance (r) from the hot wire
(linear heat source), is given by Eq. (3). In this equation
it is implied the hypothesis of heat transfer throughout
an in®nite medium.9 Therefore for the experimental ana-
lysis both the hot wire and the thermocouple are assumed
to be embedded in a sample of in®nite dimensions.
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where:

T(r, t)=temperature at point (r) at time (t);
T0=initial temperature of the test sample;
q0=linear heat source at the wire;
r=distance from hot wire to MP;
t=time;
C=heat capacity of the material;
k=thermal conductivity of the material; and

ÿEi�ÿx� � exponential integral function �
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In the non-linear regression procedure for the determi-
nation of the test material thermal conductivity, that is
described in details by Santos and Cintra,4 one mini-
mizes the sum of the squares of the di�erences between
the experimentally measured temperatures along the
time transient at the measuring point and the values
predicted by the theoretical model given by Eq. (3). The
result of this ®tting procedure is the thermal con-
ductivity of the test specimen.

3. Numerical results and discussions

The system of Eq. (2) is then solved for a non-uniform
mesh of 94 triangular elements with 65 nodes as shown
in Fig. 3. As a reference case the values for w and b are
set, respectively, to 100 and 60 mm because these are
typical values that appear in parallel hot wire technique
when applied to ceramic materials.
The heat source that generates the temperature tran-

sient within the material is computer simulated by
assuming a prescribed value for the heat ¯ux at the sur-
faces de®ned by the nodes that encircle the heating wire
(nodes 1, 2, 3 and 4 in Fig. 3). The amount of electric
current that is passed through the wire is usually adjus-
ted in such a way as to create in the test specimen a
temperature transient not so small that it can hardly be
detected nor big enough to invalidate the basic assumption

that the material properties are not a�ected by the tem-
perature changes during the measurements. That means
that in the experiments the material properties of the
sample must be assumed as constant values. With that
in mind, one has assumed for the heat ¯ux at the heat-
ing surfaces (1±2, 2±3 and 3±4 in Fig. 3) the typical
value of 3.5�104 W/m2, for all numerical simulations.
The heat lost by convection at the external surfaces of

the test sample can be calculated if one has the values
for the convection heat transfer coe�cients at those
surfaces. In this work, since the medium in which the
test specimens are placed is usually still air, we have
assumed a value of 400 W/m2 K for the convection heat
transfer coe�cient at all the external surfaces.
The initial temperature of the test material (To) was

set to be equal to the ambient temperature (Ta) and the
value 20�C was adopted for all numerical calculations.
The computer simulations were then carried out for a

standard material with heat capacity of 2�106 J/m3K
and for assumed thermal conductivities varying from
0.15 W/mK up to 30 W/mK.
Fig. 4 shows the numerically calculated temperature

transients at the node that coincides with the measuring
point (Mp) in the hypothetical simulated heating
experiment for di�erent values of the material thermal
conductivity. Actually in that ®gure the transient is
shown as the normalized excess temperature at the
measuring point node [Eq. (5)] versus time.

��MP � TMP ÿ To

Ta
�5�

where:

TMp=temperature at the Mp;
To=initial temperature of the sample;
Ta=ambient temperature.

It can be observed in Fig. 4 that at some time point
the convection heat losses to the surroundings start
a�ecting the assumption that the temperature at the Mp
follows Eq. (3). These losses force the temperature at
that point to go to a steady state value that surely is not
predicted by the theoretical hot wire model given by Eq.
(3). This e�ect can be clearly seen for the calculations
done with the higher thermal conductivity values, for
instance, k=15 and 30 W/m K.
In the next step if one applies the non-linear regres-

sion procedure proposed by Santos and Cintra4 in order
to ®t Eq. (3) to the linear part of the simulated tempera-
ture transient, numerical ®tted values for the thermal
conductivities can be obtained. In Table 1 (k®t) are the
®tted values that are obtained from the least squares ®tting
analysis and (knum) are the values for the thermal con-
ductivities that have been set in the computer simulations
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and which can, therefore, be regarded as the exact
values. At this point it is important to note that in the
theoretical model described by Eq. (3), if one considers
a temperature di�erence given by �TÿTo�=�q0=4�k� and
a dimensionless time given by tk/CL2

ref, where Lref is
some reference dimension, the function normalized
temperature di�erence versus dimensionless time will
always be the same whatever thermal conductivity is
assumed for the test material. Then, in our simulated
hot wire experiments, the di�erences in temperature
pro®les will be due to the e�ects of ®nite dimensions of
the simulated test specimen. Therefore, as expected the
% di�erences, i.e. the % errors in thermal conductivity
values, will increase with the thermal conductivity as
shown in Table 1.

Now, it is also important to evaluate how these errors
change with the position of the Mp in the ®nite sample.
If one takes for the ®tting procedure a temperature
transient registered at a point further away from the
external boundaries of the test sample it is expected that
the di�erence between the ®tted values for the thermal
conductivities and the exact ones will decrease. That is
exactly what is shown in Fig. 5 where the percent dif-
ferences in thermal conductivity values are plotted
against the distance from the Mp to the hot wire (r)
made dimensionless with the width of the sample (w).
As we move the measuring point towards the external

surface of the sample, we increase the ratio (r/w) and as
a consequence the error in the measurement, by a ®tting
procedure to Eq. (3) of the material thermal con-
ductivity will increase. The data points in Fig. 5 show
exactly this behavior. As one can see in that ®gure, even
for the high values of thermal conductivity, at least
theoretically, it is possible to ®nd a position for the
measuring point in such a way as the ®tting procedure
will yield a reasonable agreement between the thermal

Fig. 4. Simulated temperature transients at the measuring point in

parallel hot wire technique.

Table 1

Comparison between ®tted and assumed values for thermal con-

ductivities

Thermal conductivities % Di�erence

Fitted values K®t Assumed values Knum

0.142 0.150 5.3

1.407 1.500 6.2

11.878 15.0 20.8

20.821 30.0 30.6

Fig. 3. Rectangular transverse section of sample with mesh of triangular elements for numerical calculations.
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conductivities exact and ®tted. However, from the
practical point of view, these measuring points set close
to the hot wire for high thermal conductivity materials
will be unsuitable in real experiments.
The results shown in Fig. 5 are extremely important

to set the range of positions in which the measuring
point can be placed within the sample if we know the
order of magnitude of the thermal conductivity being
measured with the parallel hot wire technique and the
maximum error that can be accepted due to ®nite
dimensions of the sample. For instance, one can see that
for thermal conductivities up to around 1.5 W/m K, the
typical used experimental positioning of the Mp which
corresponds to (r/w) of approximately 0.2±0.3, will pro-
duce errors of less than 10%. Beyond this value, for the
measuring distance to the hot wire, the in¯uence and the
e�ects of the ®nite dimensions of the sample will
become more and more pronounced and will a�ect the
thermal conductivity measurements with the parallel
hot wire technique.

4. Conclusions

In this work temperature transients in a ®nite sample
are numerically simulated and the one at the Mp is used

to calculate thermal conductivities with the same ®tting
procedure that is used in the parallel hot wire techni-
que.4 The theoretical model that is used in the ®tting
procedure assumes that the sample behaves as an in®nite
medium. The ®nite dimensions of the actual samples are
therefore a source of potential errors in those measure-
ments, since the heat losses throughout external surfaces
alter the temperature pro®les within the sample. The
®tted thermal conductivities are then compared to the
exact ones and the errors involved which are due to the
sample ®nite dimensions, are estimated. Also, since
moving the location of the measuring point further
away from the external boundaries of the test sample
diminishes those errors, the positioning of the tempera-
ture sensor is also numerically investigated. It is shown
that for (r/w) in the range of 0.2±0.3, the di�erences in
the thermal conductivity values are less than 10% for
test materials with thermal conductivities of up to
around 1.5 W/m K.

References

1. Boer, J., Butter, J., Grosskopf, B. and Jeschke, P., Hot wire

technique for determining high thermal conductivities. Refrac-

tories Journal, 1980, 55, 22±28.

2. Hageman, L. and Peters, E., Thermal conductivity comparison of

methods: ASTM method Ð hot wire and its variations. Inter-

ceram, 1982, 2, 131±135.

3. dos Santos, W. N. and Cintra Filho, J. S., DeterminacË aÄ o simul-

taÃ nea da condutividade teÂ rmica e do calor especõÂ ®co de materiais

ceraÃ micos pelo meÂ todo de ®o quente paralelo com ajuste por

regressaÄ o naÄ o linear. Proceedings of the 7th CBECIMAT, 1986.

FlorianoÂ polis, SC, Brazil, 527±529.

4. dos Santos, W. N. and Cintra, J. S. Jr., Metodo de ®o quente

com ajuste por regressaÄ o naÄ o linear na determinacË aÄ o da con-

dutividade teÂ rmica de materais ceraÃ micos. CeraÃmica, 1986,

32(198), 151±154.

5. dos Santos, W. N. and Cintra Filho, J. S., O MeÂ todo de Fio

Quente. CeraÃmica, 1991, 37(252), 101±103.

6. Van Der Held, E. F. M. and Van Drunen, F. G., A method of

measuring the thermal conductivity of liquids. Physics, 1949,

15(10), 865±881.

7. Haupin, W. E., Hot wire method for rapid determination of

thermal conductivity. American Ceramic Society Bulletin, 1960,

39(3), 139±141.

8. Morrow, G. D., Improved hot wire thermal conductivity techni-

que. Am. Ceram. Soc. Bull., 1979, 58(7), 687±690.

9. Carslaw, H. S. and Jaeger, J. C., Conduction of Heat in Solids.

Oxford University Press, 1959.

10. Crank, J. and Nicolson, P. A., Practical method for numerical

evaluation of solutions of partial di�erential equations of the heat

conduction type. Proc. Cambridge Philos. Soc., 1947, 43, 50±67.

Fig. 5. Errors in thermal conductivity measurements versus the rela-

tive position of the measuring point (r/w).

J. de Sylos Cintra Jr. / Journal of the European Ceramic Society 20 (2000) 1871±1875 1875


