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Selection Criteria for Thermal Interface Materials
  By: Thomas Ollila, Thermal Marketing Manager

Introduction

As each new generation of electronic products squeezes more power and performance into ever smaller
packages, the relative importance of Thermal Management within the overall product design continues to
increase. An integral part of this thermal design process is the selection of the optimal Thermal Interface
Material (or “TIM”) for a specific product application. This article will describe the general characteristics of
the major families of TIMs and examine the trade-offs involved in the selection process. Hopefully, this
information will be a valuable tool that electronic packaging engineers can use to help meet the thermal
design challenges of the next “hot” product.

Why are Thermal Interface Materials (TIMs) Needed?

Heat generated within a semiconductor component must be removed to the ambient environment to maintain
the junction temperature of the component within safe operating limits.  Often this heat removal process
involves conduction from the component package surface to a heat sink or heat spreader that can more
efficiently transfer the heat to the ambient environment.  This heat sink/spreader has to be carefully joined to
the package to minimize the thermal resistance of this newly formed thermal joint or interface.

Attaching a heat spreader to a semiconductor package surface requires that two commercial grade surfaces be
brought into intimate contact.  These surfaces are usually characterized by a microscopic surface roughness
superimposed on a macroscopic non-planarity that can give the surfaces a concave, convex or twisted shape.
When two such surfaces are joined, contact occurs only at the high points.  The low points form air-filled
voids.  Typical contact area can consist of more than 80 percent air voids, which creates a significant
resistance to heat flow.

TIMs are used to eliminate these interstitial air gaps from the interface by conforming to the rough and
uneven mating surfaces. Since TIMs have significantly greater thermal conductivity than the air they replace,
the resistance across the interface decreases, and the component junction temperature will be reduced.

                                                
Three-dimensional video graphics
boards are an example of an
application for thermally conductive
adhesive tapes.

Phase-change materials combine
grease-like thermal performance
with pad-like handling and
installation convenience.
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Families of TIMs

A variety of TIMs have been developed in response to the changing needs of the electronic packaging market
and can be categorized into the following families:

• Elastomeric Pads/Insulators
• Thermally Conductive Adhesive Tapes
• Phase Change Materials
• Thermally Conductive Gap Fillers
• Thermally Conductive “Cure in Place” Compounds
• Thermal Compounds or Greases
• Thermally Conductive Adhesives

Elastomeric Pads/Insulators  were developed as a user-friendly alternative to greased mica insulators to be
used between discrete power devices and heat sinks. This class of product is characterized by high thermal
conductivity, very high dielectric strength and volume resistivity.  Pads can conduct very large heat loads from
discrete power semiconductors to heat sinks, while providing long term electrical insulation between the live
component case and the grounded heat sink. To work effectively thermal pads require very high (greater than
200psi) clamping pressures.

Thermally Conductive Adhesive Tapes are acrylic or silicone pressure-sensitive adhesive tapes designed to
securely bond metal heat sinks to power dissipating components. Thermal tapes are used primarily for their
mechanical adhesive properties, and to a lesser extent for their thermal properties.  The thermal conductivity of
these tapes is moderate and their thermal performance in an application is highly dependent on the contact area
that can be achieved between the bonding surfaces.

Phase Change Materials provide a combination of grease-like thermal performance with pad-like handling
and installation convenience. They are most commonly used between high performance microprocessors and
heat sinks. Phase change materials are solid at room temperature but behave like thermal pastes or greases
after they reach their phase change or melt temperature. These materials do not undergo a true phase change
and turn into a liquid, but their viscosity does diminish rapidly and they flow throughout the thermal joint to
fill the air gaps that were initially present. This process requires some compressive force, usually a few psi, to
bring the two surfaces together and cause the material to flow. This process continues until the two surfaces
come into contact at a minimum of three points, or the joint becomes so thin that the viscosity of the material
prevents further flow. These materials do not provide electrical isolation because they may allow the two
surfaces to come in contact.

Thermally Conductive Gap Fillers  are low modulus (soft), thermally conductive silicone elastomers for
applications where heat must be conducted over a large and variant gap between a semiconductor component
and a heat dissipating surface. Gap fillers are used to bridge large gaps between hot components and a cold
surface.  The gaps are not only large, but their tolerances can be +/- 20 % or greater.  This means that the gap
filler must have sufficient pliancy to fill such spaces without stressing components beyond their safe limits.
The thermal conductivity of these materials is in the moderate range and their use is typically limited to
moderate to low power dissipation components.

Thermally Conductive “Cure in Place” Compounds  are reactive, one or two-part silicone RTVs (room
temperature vulcanizing) or similar compounds that can be used to form thermal pathways in applications
where the distance between a component and a cold surface is highly variable. A typical application would be
a PCB with many different height components which need to be brought into contact with a chassis or heat
sink. Once cured these materials have properties similar to the thermally conductive gap fillers described
above.
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Thermal Compounds or Greases are typically made up of a silicone oil with a heavily loaded suspension of
a thermally conductive ceramic filler. The actual bulk thermal conductivity of the resulting material is not
high, however, since the paste like consistency of the thermal grease allows the final bond line thickness to be
very thin, the resulting thermal impedance across the interface can be quite low. Thermal greases were the
original TIM, they have a long, proven history and continue to be used in many applications. As a two part
suspension, thermal greases can separate and dry out over time. Their paste like nature, while great for
thermal performance, can lead to inconsistent and messy application issues.

Thermal Adhesives are one or two part adhesive systems which have been loaded with ceramic fillers to
enhance the thermal conductivity of the bulk material. They are typically used to bond small heat sinks to
board level components, thus eliminating the need for clips, screws or other mechanical fasteners to hold the
heat sink in place. As a structural adhesive thermal adhesives are particularly useful for boding surfaces which
are significantly rough or bowed.

1. Elastomeric Pads/Insulators  are typically supplied as die cut parts for standard component package types
2. 3D Video Graphics Cards are an example of an application for Chomerics’ THERMATTACHTM

Thermally Conductive Adhesive Tapes
3. Chomerics’ THERMFLOWTM Phase Change Material shown in a typical microprocessor heat sink

application.
4. Chomerics’ THERM-A-GAPTM Thermally Conductive Gap Fillers  are often used in flat sheet or

molded forms on PCB level applications.
5. For variable gap applications on stress sensitive components, Chomerics THERM-A-FORMTM Thermally

Conductive “Cure in Place” Compounds  provide a reliable thermal connection between component and
heat sink.
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