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Seismic evidence for a global low-velocity layer
within the Earth’s upper mantle
Benoît Tauzin1*, Eric Debayle2 and GérardWittlinger3

Within the upper mantle, the seismic discontinuity at 410-km
depth marks the top of the transition zone and is attributed
to pressure-induced transformation of olivine into wadsleyite
mineral assemblage. Just above the 410-km discontinuity, a
layer characterized by low seismic wave velocities has been
identified regionally1,2. This low velocity layer shows poor
lateral continuity and is thought to represent partial melting
induced by local effects, such as the dehydration of subducted
crust1 or the dehydration of water-bearing silicates beneath
continental platforms in association with mantle plumes2.
However, some models predict that the low-velocity layer
should extend globally, because the weaker water storage
capacity of upper mantle minerals should induce partial melting
of water-bearing silicates throughout this region3,4. Here we
report seismic observations from 89 stations worldwide that
indicate a thick, intermittent low-velocity layer is located near
350 km depth in the mantle. The low velocity layer is not limited
to regions associated with subduction or mantle plumes, and
shows no affinity to a particular tectonic environment. We
suggest that our data image the thickest parts of a more
continuous global structure that shows steep lateral variations
in thickness. The presence of a global layer of partial melt above
the 410-km discontinuity would modify material circulation in
the Earth mantle and may help to reconcile geophysical and
geochemical observations3.

Recent experimental results indicate that melting may occur in
the deep upper mantle or transition zone5,6 and melt could be
neutrally buoyant in the high pressure conditions at the top of
the mantle transition zone7,8. If partial melt is sequestered atop
the 410-km (‘410’) discontinuity, it is expected to reduce seismic
velocities within a low velocity layer (LVL).

Previous reports of a such a LVL have been studies1,9–19 focused
on particular regions of the world. The only exception is a global
study of the LVL based on S-to-P (Sp) conversions2. In that
study, an LVL was found under eleven seismic stations spread
across Africa, Asia and Antarctica. These observations remain very
sparse (Supplementary Fig. S1) and thus the presence of melt over
large areas is unknown.

We built a P-to-S (Ps) conversion database designed to
investigate, by improving its global sampling, whether the LVL
atop the ‘410’ has a global character. We take advantage of the fact
that Ps conversions are observed over a greater range of epicentral
distances than Sp conversions. Furthermore, contrary to Sp with
SKS, Ps phases do not suffer from interference with other main
seismic arrivals. This allows us to improve the signal to noise ratio by
stacking (seeMethods section) a larger number of receiver functions
(RFs) at many more stations. However, in the 300–400 km depth
range, a careful analysis is needed to avoid multiple reverberations
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in the Ps signal. In this study, the data are first processed in the
7–75 s period range to minimize microseismic noise. The entire
data set is then reprocessed in three other period ranges (3–75 s,
5–75 s and 10–75 s). This multiple frequency approach allows us to
ensure that LVL signals are not artefacts introduced during signal
processing (see Methods section).

We start from a global data set of mantle Ps RFs (ref. 20)
completed with data recorded at the Mednet and US permanent
stations. We discard stations with strong oscillations on the stacked
RFs (see Methods section). After a careful visual inspection of
the stacked RFs at each station, we select those showing a good
waveform agreement with synthetics computed with the IASP91
(ref. 21) velocity model. We also check, using slant-stack diagrams
built in the four frequency ranges of analysis, that no ambiguous
reverberated arrivals are present around the time expected for the
P410s arrival (see Methods section). Our final database consists of
152 globally distributed stations, with amuch better global coverage
of the LVL than previous Ps or Sp studies2,10–16.

Our stacked RFs (Fig. 1) show prominent positive amplitude
signals associated with steep downward increases of seismic
velocities at the Mohorovičić (near 35 km depth) and the 410-km
discontinuities. A strong negative amplitude signal (in red in
Fig. 1a) is observed near 350 km depth under 89 stations of our data
set. At each station, this signal emerges from the noise at the 95%
confidence level (see Methods section).

The negative signal seen near 350 km depth (Fig. 1a) is not a
side-lobe of the P410s waveform because (1) we do not observe a
symmetric side-lobe with a similar amplitude underneath the ‘410’
in the four period ranges of analysis, (2) the distance between the
negative signal and the ‘410’ varies with the station location, (3)
changing the filter does not change the position of the negative
signal (Supplementary Fig. S2), (4) synthetic RFs computed using
the IASP91 velocity model do not show spurious side lobes (Fig. 2a)
and (5) the negative signal near 350 km depth is very weak or absent
under the other 63 stations (Fig. 1b) although the amplitude of the
‘410’ is not significantly different.

The negative signal near 350 km depth is also not a reverberation
between the surface and a discontinuity located in the uppermost
mantle. First, this signal has a positive slowness, compatible
with Ps direct conversions, whereas for multiple reverberations,
a negative slowness would be expected (see Methods section).
Second, reverberations always show greater depth variations than
the original discontinuity (for example ±42 km for the standard
deviation of the PpSms+ PsPms phase against ±10 km for the
Moho standard deviation, Fig. 1a,b). The signal observed near
350 km (Fig. 1a) occurs at an average depth of 354 ± 24 km.
If this signal is produced by multiple reverberations between a
discontinuity and the surface, this discontinuity must be present in
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Figure 1 | Signal associated with the mantle structure under individual seismic stations. a, 89 stations show a negative signal atop the ‘410’. b, 63 stations
show no clear signal atop the ‘410’. Blue and red colours indicate positive and negative amplitudes respectively. Amplitudes in the first 250 km have been
reduced by a factor 4. Stations are sorted according to the depth of the 410-km discontinuity. The depth of the Mohorovičić discontinuity is marked with a
thin black line. The depth interval blurred by the PpPms and PpSms+PsPms reverberations is shaded in grey.
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Figure 2 |Modelling the low velocity layer. a,b, Synthetic receiver functions (a) and associated seismic models (b) for different thicknesses H of a LVL
atop the ‘410’ (see Methods section). c,d, Observed RFs (c) for the 89 stations of Fig. 1a and synthetic waveforms (d) computed using the same LVL
thickness distribution as in the data in c. Each seismic trace (c,d) is made of the juxtaposition, from left to right, of the 10, 7, 5 and 3 s low-pass filtered RFs
at the stations, aligned on the ‘410’ waveform and ordered by increasing LVL thickness. Black crosses indicate the top of the LVL.

many regions of the world and be remarkably flat. Although several
discontinuities have been observed in the uppermost 200 km of the
mantle, none of them present such characteristics22,23.

A signal similar to that observed near 350 km depth in our
data was found in regional conversion, reflection and refraction
datasets1,2,9–17and was associated with a downward negative velocity
gradient marking the top of a LVL above the ‘410’ discontinuity.
We produced a set of synthetic RFs (Fig. 2a) using the IASP91

velocity model modified with a low velocity layer atop the ‘410’
(Fig. 2b). A trade-off exists between the velocity contrast and the
vertical extension of the gradient at the top of the layer9. We use
constraints from prior studies for both the velocity contrast2,9,12,13
and the geometry of the layer2 (see Methods section) and vary the
vertical extension of the top gradient (Fig. 2b). Our data do not
resolve a LVL thinner than 20 km because the noise level is too
high at the shortest periods (Supplementary Fig. S2). However,
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Figure 3 |Mapping the layer atop the 410-km discontinuity. a, Global map
of the LVL. Stations where the LVL is detected are shown with red stars.
Our strongest observations (see Methods section) are outlined with red
circles. Black triangles indicate stations where the LVL is not observed.
b, Global map of the estimated LVL thickness.

our experiments show that in the range of observable thicknesses
(>20 km), a close fit to the observed signal is obtained, assuming a
0.2 km s−1 downward shear-wave velocity decrease (Fig. 2c,d).

The LVL is found beneath all continents and, despite a sparse
sampling of the oceans, at a few oceanic stations (Fig. 3a and
Supplementary Fig. S3). The LVL is not related to a particular type
of geodynamical environment atop the ‘410’: it is found below 34
stations located in the vicinity of large igneous provinces (LIPs) or
hotspots, below 9 stations located in the vicinity of deep subduction
zones and below 46 stations located away from recent volcanism
and subduction (Supplementary Figs S4, S5). Also, among the
63 stations where it is not observed, 21 are located near LIPs or
hotspots, 7 are in the vicinity of recent subduction zones and 37
are located away from LIPs, hotspots and subduction. Finally, the
detection of the LVL is not correlated to a particular subdivision of
the lithosphere according to its age24 (Supplementary Fig. S6).

The LVL thickness varies from ∼30 to ∼100 km. Variations ex-
ceeding 20 km at stations distant by∼200 km are frequent (Fig. 3b).
Furthermore, the LVL can disappear over short distances (Fig. 3a),
as can be seen in regions where the station coverage is dense, such as
North America, Europe and Asia. Short-scale horizontal variations
from a thick (>30 km) to a thin layer, undetectable with our
data, could explain these differences. Our results can be compared
with two previous regional studies of the LVL in the western US
(refs 9,15) (see Supplementary Fig. S1). From the dense networks of
stations available in this region, the LVL atop the ‘410’ was found to
change rapidly in thickness over length scales of about 100–200 km.
Our global observations indicate that thickness variations over
similar length scales could be present at a global scale.

Our observations indicate a compositional origin for the LVL:
lateral variations of the LVL thickness are difficult to reconcile
with the effect of temperature alone. Furthermore, there is no

correlation between the presence of a LVL and the depth of the
‘410’ (Fig. 1a) or the transition zone thickness, which are supposed
to be markers of the temperature. Partial melting is the most
probable candidate1–3,5–9 and can be explained by either high water
concentrations, which decrease the solidus temperature of mantle
rocks under the Earth geotherm, or anomalously high temperatures
exceeding the dry solidus of mantle silicate rocks.

A subset of our observations located in the vicinity of subduction
zones may be explained by dehydration, either due to volatile
entrainment by subduction1 to the top of the ‘410’, or to bottom-up
water release from a stagnant slab in the mantle transition zone
(MTZ; refs 9,17). Another subset could be attributed to the effect of
high temperatures on water rich mantle silicate rocks, as has been
suggested in previous Sp studies2,12,13. Our results, on the basis of
a larger sampling of the Earth mantle, indicate however that the
LVL is not solely found beneath subduction zones or Precambrian
platforms in associationwithMesozoic orCenozoicmantle plumes.

The transition zone water filter (TZWF) model3,4 predicts the
existence of a partial-melt layer atop the ‘410’, extending over great
areas, and could explain a greater variety of our observations. In
this model, a global diffuse vertical ascendant flow is transmitted to
the material of the MTZ to compensate the excess mass penetrating
into the deep mantle under the subduction zones. On reaching
the pressure condition of the phase transition at 410 km depth,
phase transforming and hydrated MTZ minerals would become
water saturated or super-saturated as a result of the weaker water
storage capacity of the upper mantle minerals25. The high water
content of the rocks above the ‘410’ would decrease the wet solidus
temperature under the Earth geotherm and initiate partial melting
even without anomalously high temperatures.

However, this model also predicts a reduced LVL thickness in
the vicinity of mantle plumes, due to high ascent velocities or
to a thermally induced decrease of the water solubility in MTZ
minerals26. This reduced thickness is not observed in our data, as we
find a ‘thick’ (>30 km) LVL in the vicinity of several possiblemantle
plumes (for example, the Afar plume on Fig. 3b).

Our observations of a ‘thick’ LVL atop the 410-km discontinuity
in various regions of the world, including the vicinity of mantle
plumes, remain to be explained. Short-scale variations in the LVL
thickness indicate a possible lens-type structure with localized thick
pockets of partial melt. Our results show that the development of
such pockets is not specific to a particular geodynamical environ-
ment and seems to be largely controlled by local conditions near the
410-kmdiscontinuity. It is possible that we sample the thickest parts
of a global partial melt layer showing rapid variations in thickness.
If the melt layer has a global character, it must change global mantle
circulation and geochemistry, for instance by filtering incompatible
elements3. Melt distribution and interconnectivity play an impor-
tant role in the stability and steady-state thickness of a melt layer27.
A recent work28 suggests that grain boundary tension may prevent
simple gravitational settling of a heavy melt into a thin completely
decompacted layer, and may give rise to a thicker boundary layer.
The effect of grain boundary tension is modulated by the grain size
and the matrix viscosity, which can vary by orders of magnitude
in the Earth mantle. Consequently, the steady state thickness of the
densemelt-rich layer will also show substantial variation.

Methods
The receiver functions are time series showing the elastic response to an excitation
of the Earth structure beneath the receivers. These RFs are computed from
seismograms filtered in four period ranges ([3; 75] s, [5; 75] s, [7; 75] s, [10;
75] s) using a methodology explained in ref. 19. The type of filtering (forward
and reverse using linear-phase Butterworth filters) enables us to reduce signal
phase distortions on the seismograms. The deconvolution method20 is chosen
to reduce frequency-dependent artefacts (side-lobes) on the RFs. During the
deconvolution20 process, the RFs are normalized so that Ps amplitudes are
expressed as a percentage of the P-wave amplitude. At a given station, the RFs are
(1) stacked20 in the time domain and (2) time-to-depth converted20 using a 3D
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shear-wave velocity model29. These operations are performed for all stations in the
four period ranges of analysis.

Multiple frequency analysis. The dominant period of the Ps waves is smaller than
10 s. Therefore, by decreasing the lower corner period of our Butterworth filter from
10 to 3 s, we should in principle improve the vertical resolution. However, the level
of noise also increases (Supplementary Fig. S2). We found the multiple frequency
analysis very useful to detect possible multiple reverberations and to cross-check
that the LVL signal is not a side lobe of the ‘410’ (Supplementary Fig. S2).

Selection by waveform. We checked by visual inspection that the stacked RFs
have no strong signal distortion in comparison to synthetic RFs computed with
the IASP91 (ref. 21) velocity model. We show in Supplementary Fig. S7 examples
of waveforms consistent with the IASP91 velocity structure at BOSA and ARU
stations, and a more complicated and oscillating waveform at MAJO station, which
is located near a subduction zone. In general, strongly oscillating RFs in the 20–75 s
time window (equivalent to the 200–750 km depth range) are associated with
structural complexities in the vicinity of subduction zones and orogenic regions,
or are related to the presence of an ice sheet. Stations, such as MAJO, where
oscillations could mask a LVL signal are rejected.

Selection by slowness. We built slant-stack diagrams (see Supplementary Fig. S8
and ref. 20) for each station and in the four period ranges of analysis to check
that there are no multiple reverberations arriving around the P410s arrival. Such
diagrams give constraints on the apparent slowness of waves recorded at the
stations. Direct conversions are expected with a positive differential slowness,
whereas multiple reverberations are expected with a negative differential slowness.
For station Wushi (Supplementary Fig. S8), the negative signal preceding the
P410s arrival is probably a direct conversion, as it comes with the right slowness.
The negative signal preceding the P410s arrival at Palmer Station (Supplementary
Fig. S8) is apparently associated with a multiple reverberation. Stations showing a
signal dominated bymultiple reverberations, such as PMSA, are discarded.

Noise level and the 350-km depth signal. We look for any significant negative
Ps conversion emerging from the noise in the 300 to 410 km depth interval. To
measure the noise level, we apply a bootstrap re-sampling approach30. At each
station, and for each sample t of the stacked RF, we obtain a distribution of
amplitude, a mean and a standard deviation σ (t ). Any amplitude on the stacked
data which goes beyond the ±2σ (t ) level (95% confidence level) is considered
as emerging from the noise. We give in Supplementary Fig. S7 examples of such
waveforms (in grey) for BOSA and ARU stations. Any successful observation of
P350s must have in the 7–75 s period range (1) an amplitude greater than the noise
level and (2) an amplitude greater than an absolute threshold fixed at 0.8% of the
signal on the P-component. Our observations are split in two groups: group 1
includes our strongest observations for which amplitudes are greater than 1% of the
signal on the P-component; group 2 shows intermediate signal amplitudes (falling
in a 0.8–1% interval). The two groups are shown in Fig. 3a.

Modelling the low velocity layer. Wemodel the layer assuming the same geometry
as in ref. 2. The maximum shear-wave-velocity decrease in the middle of the
layer is set to ∼0.2 km s−1 (−4% of IASP91). This value has been found to
explain the amplitudes on Ps (refs 9,13), Sp (refs 2,12,13) and S-wave triplication9

observations. The compressional velocity model is scaled using the IASP91
Vp/Vs ratio. We vary the vertical extension of the velocity gradient at the top of
the layer (Fig. 2b). The top of the layer gives in the four period ranges (3–75 s;
5–75 s; 7–75 s; 10–75 s) a negative amplitude on the synthetic RFs (for example,
in red in Fig. 2a), whose maximum is located in the middle of the downward
negative-velocity gradient (Fig. 2b).
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