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In the high-precision world of materials science and engineering, the behavior of solid materials under varying 

temperature conditions is a critical factor for structural integrity and functional reliability. One of the most 

fundamental parameters in this domain is the Coefficient of Linear Thermal Expansion (CLTE) . Understanding 

how a material expands when heated and contracts when cooled is not merely a theoretical exercise; it is a 

prerequisite for designing everything from micro-electronics and aerospace components to large-scale 

infrastructure. The industry standard governing the measurement of this property using Thermomechanical 

Analysis (TMA) is ASTM E831.

This comprehensive guide delves into the technical intricacies of ASTM E831, the physics behind thermal

expansion, the operational mechanics of TMA equipment, and the practical application of these data points in

modern engineering workflows. By examining the methodology, calibration requirements, and potential failure

modes, professionals can ensure higher accuracy in material selection and product development.

The Fundamental Physics of Thermal Expansion

Thermal expansion occurs because the average distance between atoms in a solid material increases as the

temperature rises. At the atomic level, atoms are held together in a lattice structure by interatomic forces, which can

be visualized as being connected by springs. As thermal energy is added to the system, the kinetic energy of the

atoms increases, leading to higher-amplitude vibrations. Because the potential energy well of most materials is

asymmetric (anharmonic), the atoms spend more time further apart than closer together, resulting in a macro-level

increase in volume and length.

Defining the Coefficient of Linear Thermal Expansion (CLTE)

The CLTE, often denoted by the Greek letter &alpha; (alpha), represents the fractional change in length per

degree of temperature change. It is mathematically defined as:

&alpha; = (1 / L&sub0;) &times; (dL / dT)

Where:&alpha;: The coefficient of linear thermal expansion (typically in &mu;m/m&middot;&deg;C or ppm/&deg;C).

L&sub0;: The initial length of the specimen at a reference temperature.dL: The change in length.dT:The change

in temperature.

In technical applications, we often distinguish between the Mean (Average) CLTE, calculated over a broad 

temperature range, and the Instantaneous CLTE, which refers to the slope of the expansion curve at a specific

temperature point. ASTM E831 provides the framework for determining the technical coefficient, which is essential

for predicting thermal stresses in multi-material assemblies.

Overview of ASTM E831: The Standard for TMA

ASTM E831, titled "Standard Test Method for Linear Thermal Expansion of Solid Materials by Thermomechanical 

Analysis," is the primary protocol for measuring expansion in solids. Unlike older methods like ASTM D696 (which 

uses a vitreous silica dilatometer and is often limited to plastics), ASTM E831 utilizes Thermomechanical 



Analysis (TMA), offering superior sensitivity and a wider temperature range.

Scope and Applicability

The test method is applicable to solid materials that exhibit sufficient rigidity to withstand the small probe force 

applied by the TMA instrument. This includes metals, ceramics, glasses, polymers, and composites. The standard 

is typically used for temperatures ranging from -120&deg;C to 600&deg;C, although the range can be extended 

depending on the instrumentation and specimen properties. It is particularly effective for materials with a CLTE 

between 5 and 100 &mu;m/(m&middot;&deg;C).

Why Choose TMA over Dilatometry?

While various methods exist to measure thermal expansion, TMA stands out due to its ability to handle very small

specimens and its high resolution. A modern TMA can detect changes in length as small as a few nanometers. This

is crucial for electronic packaging and thin-film applications where traditional dilatometry is physically impossible.

Technical Mechanics of Thermomechanical Analysis (TMA)

To understand the ASTM E831 test, one must understand the internal workings of the TMA instrument. A TMA

consists of several core components designed to isolate thermal expansion from external noise.

Core Components of a TMA System

•  The Furnace: Provides a controlled thermal environment. It must be capable of precise heating and cooling 

rates, typically ranging from 0.1&deg;C/min to 20&deg;C/min.

•  The Specimen Holder and Probe: Usually made of quartz (vitreous silica) or alumina. These materials have 

extremely low and well-characterized expansion coefficients, ensuring that the measured expansion is primarily 

from the sample.

•  The Force Motor: Applies a constant, minimal force (often as low as 0.001 N to 0.1 N) to ensure the probe 

maintains contact with the sample without deforming it.

•  Displacement Sensor (LVDT): The Linear Variable Differential Transformer is the heart of the system, 

converting the vertical movement of the probe into an electrical signal with high precision.

•  Temperature Sensor: A thermocouple placed in close proximity to the specimen to record the actual sample 

temperature rather than the furnace temperature.

Operational Workflow

During a test, the specimen is placed on the stage, and the probe is lowered. The furnace heats the environment at

a constant rate (standardly 5&deg;C/min for ASTM E831). As the material expands, it pushes the probe upward.

The LVDT records this movement as a function of temperature. The software then subtracts the known expansion

of the quartz components (calibration correction) to yield the absolute expansion of the sample.

Comparative Analysis of Testing Methods

Engineering teams often have to choose between various standards depending on the material and the end-use

environment. The following table compares ASTM E831 with other common thermal expansion standards.



Standard Methodology Primary Materials Typical Temp 
Range

Key Advantage

ASTM E831 Thermomechanical 
Analysis (TMA)

Solids, Polymers, 
Metals, Ceramics

-120&deg;C to 
900&deg;C+

High precision, small 
sample size.

ASTM D696 Vitreous Silica 
Dilatometry

Plastics -30&deg;C to 
30&deg;C

Simple, cost-
effective for plastics.

ASTM E228 Push-Rod 
Dilatometry

Rigid Solids -180&deg;C to 
2500&deg;C

Ideal for very high 
temperatures.

ASTM E1545 TMA (Glass 
Transition)

Amorphous Polymers Variable Specifically targets 
Tg determination.

Detailed Procedure for ASTM E831 Compliance

Achieving repeatable results in accordance with ASTM E831 requires strict adherence to specimen preparation

and instrument calibration. Minor deviations can lead to significant errors, especially in materials with low

expansion coefficients.

1. Specimen Preparation

The specimen should ideally be a rectangular block or a cylinder. Standard dimensions are typically 2 to 10 mm in 

length and 2 to 5 mm in width/diameter. The ends must be flat and parallel to within &plusmn;25 &mu;m to

prevent the probe from slipping or tilting during the expansion process. For anisotropic materials (like fiber-

reinforced composites), specimens must be cut in specific orientations (e.g., longitudinal and transverse) to

characterize the expansion in all relevant axes.

2. Calibration Protocols

Calibration is a two-step process in ASTM E831:Temperature Calibration: Using pure metal standards (e.g., 

Indium, Tin, or Lead) with known melting points. The TMA detects the onset of melting as a sudden penetration of 

the probe into the sample.Baseline/Expansion Calibration:Running a reference material with a known CLTE

(often an Aluminum or NIST-certified SRM) or performing a "blank run" with no sample to account for the expansion

of the quartz stage and probe.

3. The Heating Cycle

A typical cycle includes an initial stabilization period followed by a ramp. ASTM E831 suggests a heating rate of 

5&deg;C per minute. If the material contains moisture or residual stresses, a "pre-heat" or "annealing" run may be

necessary to stabilize the material before the actual measurement run. This ensures that the data represents the

inherent property of the material rather than a processing artifact.

Calculation and Data Interpretation

Modern TMA software automates much of the calculation, but a technical writer or engineer must understand the 

underlying data processing to identify anomalies. The output is usually a plot of Dimension Change (&Delta;L) vs. 

Temperature (T).

Determining the Slope

The CLTE is calculated from the slope of the &Delta;L/T curve. For many materials, this curve is not perfectly linear. 



Therefore, the standard requires reporting the temperature range over which the measurement was taken (e.g., 

&alpha; from 20&deg;C to 100&deg;C). If the curve shows a sharp change in slope, it often indicates a phase 

transition, such as the Glass Transition Temperature (T<sub>g</sub>) in polymers or a Curie point in magnetic

materials.

Identifying the Glass Transition (Tg)

In amorphous and semi-crystalline polymers, the CLTE increases significantly above the Tg. Below Tg, the polymer

is in a "glassy" state with restricted molecular motion; above Tg, it is in a "rubbery" state. ASTM E831 is frequently

used to identify this transition by finding the intersection of the two linear slopes of the expansion curve.

Practical Implementation and Field Guide

In industrial settings, CLTE data is used for Thermal Stress Analysis. When two materials with different CLTE

values are bonded together (e.g., a silicon chip on a ceramic substrate), temperature changes create mechanical

stress at the interface. This can lead to delamination, cracking, or fatigue failure.

Step-by-Step Industry Application

1.  Material Selection: Match CLTE values as closely as possible for components that will undergo thermal 

cycling.

2.  Tolerance Design: Calculate the clearance required for moving parts in engines or actuators to prevent 

seizing.

3.  Quality Control: Use ASTM E831 to verify that incoming batches of raw materials meet the specified thermal 

stability requirements.

Example: CLTE Values for Common Engineering Materials



Material CLTE (&mu;m/m&middot;&deg;C) Technical Significance

Borosilicate Glass 3.3 High thermal shock resistance.

Silicon 2.6 Benchmark for semiconductor 
packaging.

Aluminum 23.1 High expansion; requires careful 
clearance design.

Steel (Carbon) 10.8 Moderate expansion; standard for 
construction.

Epoxy Resin (Below Tg) 45 - 65 High expansion; often filled with silica 
to reduce CLTE.

PTFE (Teflon) 120 - 150 Extremely high expansion; prone to 
dimensional instability.

Case Studies: Failure Modes and Troubleshooting

Even with a rigorous standard like ASTM E831, errors can occur. Understanding common pitfalls is essential for

data integrity.

Case Study 1: The "Bowing" Effect in Thin Samples

When testing thin, sheet-like materials, the probe force can cause the sample to bow slightly. This bowing is 

recorded by the LVDT as a contraction or an artificially low expansion. Solution:Reduce the probe force to the

minimum possible (e.g., 0.001 N) or use a specialized "macro-expansion" probe with a larger surface area to

distribute the load.

Case Study 2: Moisture Desorption in Polyamides

Nylons and other hygroscopic polymers often shrink as they lose moisture during the heating ramp. This shrinkage 

can mask the actual thermal expansion, leading to a negative CLTE reading. Solution:Perform a primary heating

run to 100&deg;C to drive off moisture, cool the sample, and then perform the "official" ASTM E831 measurement

run.

Case Study 3: Surface Roughness Artifacts

If the specimen surface is rough, the probe may settle into a "valley" as the material softens slightly, creating a false 

step in the expansion curve. Solution:Polish sample surfaces to a 600-grit finish or better to ensure a stable

contact point.

Summary and Broader Engineering Implications

The measurement of linear thermal expansion via ASTM E831 is a cornerstone of modern material

characterization. As industries push toward more extreme environments—from cryogenic storage to high-

performance aerospace engines—the accuracy of CLTE data becomes the dividing line between success and

catastrophic failure. By utilizing Thermomechanical Analysis, engineers gain a high-resolution window into the

molecular behavior of solids, allowing for the creation of more resilient and reliable products.



Furthermore, the integration of ASTM E831 data into Finite Element Analysis (FEA) software allows for the

simulation of complex thermal-mechanical stresses before a single physical prototype is ever built. This digital twin

approach, powered by accurate laboratory data, is currently revolutionizing the speed of innovation in electronics,

automotive design, and additive manufacturing. As materials become more complex, including the rise of graded

composites and smart alloys, the rigorous protocols defined by ASTM International will continue to provide the

essential framework for global engineering excellence.
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