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Michael Cardiff is an Assistant Professor 
in the Department of Geoscience at the 
University of Wisconsin-Madison with a joint 
appointment in the Geological Engineering 
Program. Michael’s research is focused pri-
marily on aquifer heterogeneity across a 
range of spatial scales, and the practical im-
pacts of this heterogeneity on natural and en-
gineered systems. He and his research group 
investigate a variety of problems, from water 

supply protection to geothermal energy extraction to monitoring of 
contaminant movements. They regularly combine numerical model-
ing, field studies, and laboratory experimentation to understand and 
monitor these heterogeneous subsurface systems, and to provide sup-
port for engineering decisions.

 Michael grew up in the Baltimore area, where he first gained an 
appreciation for water through frequent visits to the Chesapeake Bay 
and frequent sufferings through humid East Coast summers. He at-
tended Oberlin College, obtaining a BA in 2001 with a dual major 
in Mathematics and Geology. From 2001-2004 Michael ventured 
outside of academia, working as an environmental consultant in 
Arlington, Virginia. In 2004, Michael married his long-time girl-
friend, Gwyneth, after which they were both fortuitously admit-
ted to Stanford University. Under the mentorship of Dr. Peter K. 
Kitanidis in the Department of Civil and Environmental Engineering, 
Michael’s thesis developed new methods for analyzing hydraulic 
and geophysical data in order to “image” subsurface aquifer proper-
ties and improve flow and transport predictions. Six years later with 
two PhDs in hand, the couple moved to Boise, Idaho where Michael 
was a post-doc under Dr. Warren Barrash of Boise State University. 
At the Boise Hydrogeophysical Research Site, Michael designed and 
carried out field applications of hydrogeophysical imaging methods, 
including 3D aquifer characterization via hydraulic tomography. In 
2012, with the new addition of their son, Brenyn, the family moved to 
Madison, where Michael began his position as an Assistant Professor 
of Geoscience. Gwyneth, meanwhile, maintains partial appointments 
at both Boise State and UW-Madison, providing mathematical pro-
fessional development for K-12 teachers. Together, they look forward 
to introducing their son to the world of mathematics and modeling.

Michael Cardiff



It is my privilege to congratulate my colleague Michael Cardiff 
as the 2015 recipient of the GSA Hydrogeology Division Kohout 
Early Career Award. Mike received his PhD from Stanford and 
then spent two years as a post-doctoral researcher at Boise State 
University before joining our faculty in the fall of 2012. During 
our faculty search, Mike stood out as someone who could bring 
the ideal combination of 21st century computational skills and hy-
drogeologic insight to fill the large hole left by the retirement of my 
senior colleague Mary Anderson. 

In his dissertation research Mike made fundamental contribu-
tions to improved subsurface imaging through combined geophys-
ical and hydrologic data inversion and to optimizing remediation 
strategies considering uncertainty and risk. His PhD research was 
recognized by the Straub Award for the most meritorious disserta-
tion in hydraulic engineering. Mike’s post-doctoral work at Boise 
State focused on field and modeling approaches to the challeng-
ing topic of hydraulic tomography and his work over a short time 
there led to significant advances in 3-D imaging of heterogeneous 
aquifer properties. During his post-doc he also began to explore 
the possibility of using oscillatory pumping signals in hydraulic to-
mography tests, a topic that he has continued to pursue since his ar-
rival at Madison. His approach, which is recognized for its creative 
coupling of theory and practice, has led to a number of significant 
publications and to an invited keynote lecture at the NovCare 2013 
conference. He is now extending his tomographic work to a major 
collaborative project for poroelastic characterization of enhanced 
geothermal reservoirs.

Not only is Mike an outstanding researcher, but he is also a tal-
ented teacher and an active contributor to the hydrogeologic com-
munity. He has put his own mark on UW-Madison’s groundwater 
flow modeling course and is a popular instructor of our introduc-
tory Environmental Geology course. His exceptional work as a 
reviewer has been recognized by the 2013 AGU Editor’s Citation 
for Excellence in Refereeing. Perhaps most impressive for someone 
early in his career, Mike is helping to frame the discussion of the 
future of hydrogeology with publications such as a recent essay in 
Hydrogeology Journal.

— Jean M. Bahr and Peter K. Kitanidis, Citationists
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The Kohout Early Career Award is considered annually in accordance 
with the bylaws of the Division. It is awarded to a distinguished early-
career scientist (35 years of age or younger throughout the year in which 
the award is to be presented or within 5 years of receiving their highest 
degree or diploma) for outstanding achievement in contributing to the 
hydrogeologic profession through original research and service, and for 
the demonstrated potential for continued excellence. The recipient need 
not be a member of the Hydrogeology Division, or of the Society.

The Kohout Early Career Award is funded by a generous bequest from 
the estate of Francis A. Kohout, a long-time USGS hydrologist. Francis 
Kohout was the 1961 recipient of the AGU’s Robert E. Horton Award 
(now Hydrologic Sciences Award). Kohout conducted hydrogeologic 
and marine geologic research primarily along the continental margin of 
North America. He is probably best known for the so-called “Kohout 
convection”, the geothermally driven circulation of sea water deep into 
carbonate platforms (as illustrated in the figure below).

Figure from Kohout, F.A., 1965, A hypothesis concerning cyclic flow of salt water related to 
geothermal heating in the Floridan aquifer: New York Academy of Sciences Transactions, ser. 2, v. 
28, no. 2, p. 249-271.
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