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Damage caused by freezing wet, porous materials is a widespread problem but is hard to predict or
control. Here, we show that polycrystallinity significantly speeds up the stress buildup process that
underpins this damage. Unfrozen water in grain-boundary grooves feeds ice growth at temperatures below
the freezing temperature, leading to fast stress buildup. These stresses can build up to levels that can easily
break many brittle materials. The dynamics of the process are very variable, which we ascribe to local
differences in ice-grain orientation and to the surprising mobility of many grooves—which further
accelerates stress buildup. Our Letter will help understand how freezing damage occurs and in developing
accurate models and effective damage-mitigation strategies.
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Damage caused by ice growth can arise by two mecha-
nisms. When water freezes in a closed system, like a full
bottle of water, damage occurs due to the ∼9% volumetric
expansion. This expansion pushes on the water’s surround-
ings, causing the pressure to rise. While the water remains
partially unfrozen, this pressure will continue to increase by
∼11 MPaper degree of undercooling [1]. Thismechanism is
almost unique to ice: Most liquids shrink as they freeze,
reducing their pressure until the liquid cavitates [2,3]. When
water instead freezes in an open system, such as in soil pores,
damage can occur through the lesser-known process of
cryosuction [4–8]. Now, water can flow away as ice grows,
preventing pressure buildups during ice’s initial growth.
However, if the ice is below its freezing temperature and in
contact with an unfrozen supply of water, it will sub-
sequently suck water back into the pore, causing the ice
to grow [6,9,10]. Then, the ice can push open the pore,
causing pressure to build up with a maximum pressure of
about 1 MPa per degree of undercooling [1,5,9,11–14].
Importantly, the pore expansion due to cryosuction
can theoretically be unbounded, provided enough
unfrozen water is available. Cryosuction is responsible
for much of the damage caused by freezing wet, porous
solids [8,11,12,15,16] and occurs in any liquid [17–19].
Although the basic mechanisms underlying freezing-

induced stresses are well understood, it is challenging to
reliably predict how and where these appear. For example,
for freezing of a particular soil type, one cannot predict how
fast and in what form ice will grow [15,16,20–23]. This is
despite the availability of a wide range of frost-heave
models (e.g., [5,6,11,14,19,21–36]). Thus, our understand-
ing of freezing is almost exclusively empirical—in fields
ranging from civil engineering and road design to cry-
opreservation, agriculture, food science, medicine, and

low-temperature biology [15,20,37,38]. This suggests
some aspects of the freezing process are not fully
understood.
Here, we show that ice polycrystallinity, a typically

overlooked factor, can play a dramatic role by accelerating
the buildup and expanse of freezing stresses. Water-filled
grain-boundary grooves in ice act as conduits that feed ice
growth across the surface of polycrystalline ice. This
process can cause large, highly localized stresses which
can lead to damage. The dynamics of the stress buildup can
vary greatly between grooves, but the resulting stresses are
always larger than stresses that appear around monocrystal-
line ice. Furthermore, we observe that many grooves are
(often unpredictably) mobile, and these grooves support
even faster ice growth, with greater damage potential.
We study the role of polycrystallinity in freezing damage

by growing ice in the setup shown in Fig. 1(a) [9]. This
consists of an open-ended, water-filled Hele-Shaw cell with
a lower surface coated in a soft, silicone layer. The cell is
placed in a temperature gradient, so that ice fills the cell’s
left-hand side, when viewed in the x, y plane (see Fig. 1).
Any stresses that develop around the ice can be observed as
deformations in the silicone. We measure these with a
confocal microscope by imaging the 3D positions of
fluorescent nanoparticles that are attached to the top and
bottom of the silicone layer [39]. This allows us to calculate
displacement maps of the silicone surface and correspond-
ing maps showing the stress buildup around the ice.
Stresses are calculated from displacements via traction
force microscopy (TFM), essentially by solving an elas-
ticity problem (see Refs. [9,40,47]). Stress and displace-
ment maps show similar qualitative features (see Fig. S2 in
Supplemental Material [40]), but stress maps have lower
resolution due to smoothing in the TFM algorithm.
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Therefore, here, we predominantly present displace-
ment data.
Ice that forms in the cell is naturally polycrystalline. Ice

grains are randomly oriented and have an average size of
Oð100 μmÞ, comparable to the cell thickness [48]. They
naturally form one layer in the cell, with their grain
boundaries oriented vertically [40]. Individual grains appear
with different colors in crossed polarizers [Fig. 1(b)]
[9,49,50]. At the same time, water appears black—the bulk
ice-water boundary is the dashed white line in Fig. 1. Grain
boundaries can also be seen without polarizers, as they
appear as darker lines in images [Fig. 1(d)].
We perform experiments by growing ice to the cell

middle and then holding it fixed in a constant temperature
gradient. When ice appears, it initially exerts only minor
stresses on its surroundings (see Supplemental Fig. S3 [9]),
but subsequently these stresses grow steadily. Figure 1(e)
shows the normal stresses exerted by the ice on the

underlying substrate, 10 min after initial ice formation.
We see a small stress buildup just on the cold side
of the ice-water interface—a vertical green band. This
type of “ice-front” stress buildup has been previously
reported [9,10,51]. However, these stresses are dwarfed
by the stresses under the grain boundaries, which are up to
5 times larger—Oð20 kPaÞ. The grain-boundary stresses
also extend back to cold temperatures, causing stress
buildup across a broad area of ice-substrate interface.
Stress development is caused by the localized accumu-

lation of ice, fed by unfrozen water at the ice substrate. This
water appears in two forms. First, nanometric, premelted
layers of water exist between ice and a neighboring
substrate [Fig. 1(c) [19,52,53] ]. Such a layer is stabilized
by a repulsive disjoining pressure between the ice and
substrate. The disjoining pressure effectively reduces the
hydrodynamic pressure in the premelted layer, causing
water to be dragged in from nearby sources of bulk water
and feeding local ice growth [6,54]. This mechanism
underlies the ice-front stress band in Fig. 1(e). These
premelted films thicken into macroscopic “grain-boundary
grooves” at the triple junction where two ice grains meet at
a substrate [Fig. 1(a)]. These grooves, the second form of
unfrozen water below 0 °C, occur due to the ice-water
interface’s surface energy [55–57], analogously to plateau
borders in foams. In our experiments, grooves are always
much larger than premelted films: 100 nm radius tracer
particles are easily transported along them (Supplemental
Video 1 [40]). This matches our expectations, as groove
width should decrease inverse proportionally to under-
cooling [56] and be ≳1 μm in our field of view [40].
Stress development at grain-boundary grooves appears to

be driven by ice growth at their sides. This is clear when we
observe “giant,” faceted grooves. In these rare grooves,
adjoining ice grains expose their basal facet toward the
groove [40]. The basal facets grow only at a larger
undercooling of ∼0.03 °C, yielding grooves that are much
larger than ordinary grooves [56,58,59]. Figure 2 shows
examples of ordinary and giant grooves, along with the
associated substrate indentations. The indentation under the
ordinary groove appears as a single trough. However, under
the giant groove, the ice grows only into the substrate at the
groove edges. In themiddle of the giant groove, the substrate
actually bulges back upward—as shown in Fig. 2(f), with a
schematic cross section through a groove (green dots show
experimental data). This indicates that stresses build up only
at the groove sides, where ice and substrate come into close
contact. Here, there is a premelted layer, which can drag in
water to feed ice growth via the samemechanism underlying
ice-front stress buildup [compare Fig. 1(c) with Figs. 2(e)
and 2(f)]. We expect that something similar occurs at
ordinary grooves [Fig. 2(e)] but that the scale is too small
to resolve individual bulge and troughs.
Indentations under the ice continuously grow, while the

extent of the indented area gradually expands (Supplemental

(b)(a)

(e)(d)

(c)

FIG. 1. (a) Schematic of polycrystalline ice in the experimental
cell. (b) An ice-water interface imaged through crossed polar-
izers, highlighting individual grains with different crystal ori-
entations. (c) Schematic of the cryosuction process into a
premelted layer. (d) Grain boundaries (thin lines) in a bright-
field micrograph of ice in the cell. (e) Stresses below the ice in (d).
The image is taken 10 min after the start of the experiment.
Substrate stiffness, 265 kPa; substrate thickness, 130 μm; ice
thickness, 500 μm; temperature gradient, 0.4 K=mm. Crystal
symbols are illustrative.
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Video 2 [40]). For example, Fig. 3(a) shows evolving surface
indentations under the center of a stationary grain boundary.
For comparison, the much smaller indentations that form
away from the grain boundaries are shown at the last time
point (dotted curves, t ¼ 360 min). All curves exhibit a
maximum indentation away from the bulk ice-water inter-
face (x ¼ 0), and this continuously grows, while the
indentation spreads to colder temperatures. Close to the
ice-water interface (within ∼50 μm), ice growth appears to
stall, consistent with the expectation of a temperature-
dependent stall stress that is predicted to increase linearly
with undercooling [1,9].

While the qualitative features of ice growth are repeat-
able, the dynamics can vary greatly between grooves.
Figure 3(b) shows a stationary groove near the one in
Fig. 3(a) but between crystals of different orientations. The
indentation below this groove is much smaller, suggesting
that grain orientation may play an important role in the
dynamics of stress buildup. The inset in Fig. 3 shows the
maximum indentation under the two grooves (continuous
curves). Interestingly, both exhibit approximately power-
law indentation growth, with exponents ∼0.25, while the
indentations far from grooves also follow this power law
(dashed curves). This might be expected, as theory often
predicts power-law behavior in similar processes [34].
However, the power-law exponent is not fixed and varies
in further experiments between 0.25 and 0.33 (see
Supplemental Fig. S4 [40]).
Most grain boundaries at the ice-water interface are also

mobile, and this can significantly accelerate stress accu-
mulation (see Supplemental Material [40] for statistics
regarding grain-boundary mobility). We observe that grain
boundaries can translate steadily, move with stop-start
motion, oscillate about a fixed position, oscillate intermit-
tently, exhibit unpredictable combinations of the above, or
fuse with other grain boundaries [e.g., Figs. 4(a)–4(c) and

(a)

(c)

(e)

FIG. 2. (a),(b) Bright-field images of ordinary and giant
grooves. (c),(d) Substrate indentations caused by ice growth.
(e),(f) Cross sections through the data at the lines indicated in (c),
(d), with corresponding groove schematics. Giant grooves have
basal facets as their walls, while ordinary grooves are unfaceted.
Images are 30 min after the experiment starts. Substrate stiffness,
38 kPa; substrate thickness, 100 μm; ice thickness, 200 μm;
temperature gradient, 0.1 K=mm. Substrate stiffness was chosen
so as to easily visualize stresses [9].

(b)(a)

FIG. 3. Evolution of indentations under (continuous curves)
and parallel to (dashed curves) two grain-boundary grooves [(a)
and (b), respectively] under identical experimental conditions.
Insets, top left: two images through crossed polarizers, showing
the grain boundaries. θc is the angle between the ice-crystal c axis
and the substrate, estimated from the birefringence color [9]. Inset
in (b): evolution of the maximum indentation. The dashed line
shows a power law as a guide to the eye. Substrate stiffness,
280 kPa; substrate thickness, 100 μm; ice thickness, 500 μm;
temperature gradient, 0.4 K=mm.

(d)

(a) (b) (c)

FIG. 4. (a)–(c) Substrate indentations below ice with a sta-
tionary (bottom) and a mobile (top) grain boundary moving in a
stop-start fashion (Supplemental Video 2 [40]). Dashed curves
show the current grain boundary locations. Ice thickness,
∼200 μm; substrate stiffness, 52 kPa; substrate thickness,
45 μm; temperature gradient, 0.1 K=mm. (d) Change in dis-
placed volume below a sporadically moving groove (green
sections indicate motion). Approximate local power laws are
given as guides to the eye. Top panel: the y position of the grain
boundary close to the bulk ice-water interface. Panels I–IV show
surface displacements at the corresponding time points. Ice
thickness, ∼500 μm; substrate stiffness, 52 kPa; substrate thick-
ness, 45 μm; temperature gradient, 0.1 K=mm.
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Supplemental Videos 2–5 [40]). This is important, as ice
growth rates are enhanced under mobile grain boundaries.
For example, Fig. 4(d) shows the total accumulated ice
volume V under a sporadically moving grain boundary. V
increases significantly faster in mobile phases than in
stationary phases. Ice growth always occurs directly at
grain boundaries and does not melt back if the grain
boundary moves on. Thus, mobile grain boundaries result
in widely distributed stresses [e.g., Figs. 4(a)–4(c) and
Supplemental Videos 2 and 3 [40]) and have a very
different damage potential than stationary grooves.
Grain-boundary motion appears to be controlled by

grain orientation and the presence of a soft substrate.
We always observe initial motion driven by grain coars-
ening [48,60–66], whether in silicone-coated cells or in
glass-walled cells (e.g., Supplemental Video 5 [40]).
Subsequently, ice in glass cells shows no movement, while
ice in silicone cells exhibits the unpredictable motion
described above [40]. This suggests the presence of
substrate-mediated grain-boundary instabilities—indeed,
sudden jumps in grain-boundary position were often
accompanied by abrupt changes in substrate deformations
(Supplemental Fig. 6 [40]). In general, boundaries between
grains with large differences in crystallographic orientation
were more mobile than boundaries between grains with
similar orientations (e.g., Fig. 4), in agreement with
previous theoretical predictions [66].
We can qualitatively explain many of our observations

using existing cryosuction theory [1,5,6,27,29,36]. This
suggests that ice will continue to grow by suction into films,
until it reaches a temperature-dependent stress given by the
Clapeyron equation describing thermodynamic equilibrium
between ice and water:

−σ − Pa ¼ ρqm
Tm − T
Tm

: ð1Þ

Here, ρ and qm are the density and latent heat of melting of
ice, respectively, Tm is the bulk freezing temperature at
atmospheric pressure, Pa is the pressure of the nearby bulk-
water source (here, atmospheric pressure), and σ is the
normal stress exerted by the ice on the substrate (σ < 0
when compressing the substrate) [1,9]. Inserting typical
values, we find that the extra pressure exerted by ice on the
substrate (−σ − Pa) can be up to 1 MPa per degree of
undercooling. Hence, we observe larger stresses at the
undercooled grain boundaries than we observe near the
warmer bulk ice-water interface [e.g., Fig. 1(e)].
Although the Clapeyron equation tells us the maximum

stress that can occur in freezing systems, ultimately stress
buildup is governed by water transport. Water cannot travel
large distances along nanoscopic, premelted films due to
viscous drag [5,6,10,34]: Flow rates scale ∼h3, where h is
film thickness, and, thus, flow drops off dramatically as the
films thin [55]. Thus, we see ice buildup only very close to

the bulk ice-water interface in the absence of nearby
grooves, and ice buildup slows at colder temperatures,
where premelted films are thinner [52]. Additionally, the
flow rate dependence on film thickness means that we
expect large differences in how stress builds up at differ-
ently oriented grains. This is because premelted film
thicknesses at a substrate are known to depend strongly
on local ice-grain orientation [52,67,68]. Indeed, this
orientation dependence could explain the variability we
see in our experiments. In future, carefully observing the
effects of grain orientation may offer a way to measure a
premelted film’s thickness dependence on temperature and
grain orientation—an important, but poorly characterized,
property for topics ranging from ice rheology to cryo-
biology and food science [51,52,69,70].
Most importantly, the novel function of grooves is to

transport bulk water to colder temperatures, where large
stresses can build up directly adjacent to the grooves. This
buildup should continue to occur, provided that premelted
film thicknesses do not vanish. Although the critical temper-
ature where this occurs is not precisely known, it is almost
always measured as being below −5 °C [52,71–73]. Thus,
ice should be able to accumulate near grooves down to at
least −5 °C, with associated stresses reaching up to 5 MPa.
This can easily break many stiff, brittle materials and makes
the mechanism we describe here particularly dangerous.
In conclusion, freezing-induced stress buildup is dra-

matically accelerated in polycrystalline ice relative to
monocrystalline ice. Grain-boundary grooves act as con-
duits for unfrozen water that feed ice growth across ice-
substrate interfaces. This growth is very localized to the
grooves and can quickly reach pressures of several tens of
kPa—here, within minutes. Ultimately, this mechanism can
feed stress buildup up to the limit given by the Clapeyron
equation. Thus, in typical freezing conditions, stresses can
reach several MPa, and this mechanism is capable of
breaking many materials. The rapid stress buildup around
grooves (the dynamics of which should depend on the local
temperature gradient [9]) means that this process can play a
key role in stress development and should be accounted for
in models. Interestingly, we see large variability in how fast
stress builds up, and this may explain difficulties in
producing accurate freezing models. Thus, a key question
is whether there is a predictable average behavior to allow
incorporation into models. We ascribe stochasticity in stress
buildup to differences in ice-grain orientation and to the
mobility of some grain boundaries (which is strongly
amplified by the presence of a soft substrate). Under-
standing these factors should give rich insights into the
freezing process.
Our results have important consequences for under-

standing freezing damage. The pressure distribution
applied by ice to a confining material will determine
how this material breaks. Thus, especially in brittle
materials, stress localization at grooves may play a key
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role in determining when and how damage occurs.
Additionally, we expect ice’s growth history to affect stress
buildup. Fine-grained ice will have more grooves where
stress can develop than coarser-grained ice and, thus,
should exert more cumulative forces on its surroundings.
Ice nucleated at large undercoolings will tend to form many
small grains, while slowly grown ice will have fewer, large
grains. Thus, altering how ice forms and ages could alter
how stress builds up. The stress buildup process should
significantly change in the presence of chemicals that bind
to different ice facets and inhibit recrystallization (e.g.,
antifreeze proteins [74–77]). Finally, we anticipate that this
ice-growth process will also occur by water-filled veins
between grains in the ice bulk and by small, unfrozen pores
in frozen porous materials. Cryosuction into premelted
films adjacent to these supplies of bulk water would
increase ice-growth rates, driving even faster stress
accumulation.
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