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Abstract
We analyze a suspension of deformable particles in a pressure-driven flow. The
suspension is composed of neutrally buoyant initially spherical particles and a
Newtonian carrier fluid, and the flow is solved by means of direct numerical
simulations, using a fully Eulerian method based on a one-continuum formu-
lation. The solid phase is modeled with an incompressible viscous hyperelastic
constitutive relation, and the flow is characterized by three main dimension-
less parameters, namely the solid volume fraction, the Reynolds and capillary
numbers. The dependency of the effective viscosity on these three quantities is
investigated to study the inertial effects on a suspension of deformable particles.
It can be observed that the suspension has a shear-thinning behavior, and the
reduction in effective viscosity for high shear rates is emphasized in denser
configurations. The separate analysis of the Reynolds and capillary numbers
reveal that the effective viscosity depends more on the capillary than on the
Reynolds number. In addition, our simulations exhibit a consistent tendency for
deformable particles to move toward the center of the channel, where the shear
rate is low. This phenomenon is particularly marked for very dilute suspen-
sions, where a whole region near the wall is empty of particles. Furthermore,
when the volume fraction is increased this near-wall region is gradually occu-
pied, because of higher mutual particle interactions. Deformability also plays
an important role in the process. Indeed, at high capillary numbers, particles
are more sensitive to shear rate variations and can modify their shape more
easily to accommodate a greater number of particles in the central region of the
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channel. Finally, the total stress budgets show that the relative particle-induced
stress contribution increases with the volume fraction and Reynolds number,
and decreases with the particle deformability.

Keywords: fluid dynamics, multiphase flows, deformable particles

(Some figures may appear in colour only in the online journal)

1. Introduction

Particles suspended in a carrier fluid can be encountered in several domains, such as biology
and geophysics, but also biomechanical, pharmaceutical and cement industries. Pyroclastic
flows from volcanoes, fluidized beds, the blood flow in veins and arteries, sedimentation in
sea beds and slurry flows are other examples of flows where the knowledge of the particle
dynamics is relevant. Currently, it is still hard to estimate the pressure drop needed to drive
particle laden flows, while it can be precisely forecasted in single-phase flows as a function of
the Reynolds number Pope (2001) and the properties of the wall surface (e.g. porosity Breugem
et al (2006), Rosti et al (2015), Rosti et al (2018) and elasticity Rosti and Brandt (2017)). The
additional complexity of multiphase flows is due to the presence of extra parameters such
as the size, shape and elasticity of particles which become relevant. The density difference
with respect to the carrier fluid and the solid volume fraction, denoted here with Φ, are also
crucial to describe their dynamics. In the present work, we analyze moderate dense suspen-
sions where particles are deformable, fully resolving the fluid–structure interactions thanks
to numerical simulations. In recent years, there has been a growth in the number of studies
related to deformable objects, with the analysis of a single liquid droplet with constant sur-
face tension, red blood cells enclosed by a biological membrane, and cells with stiff nuclei
Loewenberg (1998), Freund et al (2012), Freund (2014), Takeishi et al (2019), Alizad Banaei
et al (2017), Rosti and Brandt (2018). Here, we expand the literature of the field (in particular
the work in Rosti and Brandt (2018)) by studying a full suspension of deformable particles
and by considering the effect of finite inertia (although in the laminar regime), thus studying
the interaction of elasticity and inertia for the first time. Furthermore, we study the problem in
a Poiseuille flow, thus considering a non-uniform shear rate in the domain with the consequent
particle migration and accumulation documented below.

Already in 1911, Einstein (1911) showed that the suspension viscosity increases linearly
with the particle volume fraction Φ, when focusing in the limit of vanishing inertia and for
dilute suspensions. Banaei et al (1977) and Batchelor and Green (1972) added a second-order
correction in Φ, but for higher volume fractions, the viscosity increases faster than a second-
order polynomial Stickel and Powell (2005). In these cases, it is necessary to turn to empirical
fits such as the Eilers fit Ferrini et al (1979), Zarraga et al (2000), Singh and Nott (2003),
Kulkarni and Morris (2008), which matches the rheology of rigid particle suspensions at small
Reynolds numbers, for both low and high concentrations. When inertia becomes finite, devi-
ations from the behavior predicted by the different empirical fits start to occur Lin et al (1970),
Kulkarni and Morris (2008), an effect that can be related to an increase in the effective volume
fraction at intermediate values of Φ Picano et al (2013). Furthermore, at high volume frac-
tions, once friction forces become relevant, other interesting phenomena can also be observed
Morris (2018).

The comprehension of the rheology of deformable objects has been a challenging task for
many years Roscoe (1967). In this case, the capillary number Ca (the ratio between viscous
and elastic forces) is the non-dimensional parameter governing particle deformability. When
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Ca is low, particles easily recover the equilibrium shape, and deformations are small. These
configurations are dominated by elastic forces. In 1932, Taylor first assumed small deform-
ations and showed that, for small Φ, the coefficient of the linear term in Einstein’s relation
is a function of the ratio between the particle and fluid viscosities. Using perturbative expan-
sions, later analytical studies Cox (1969), Frankel and Acrivos (1970), Choi and Schowalter
(1975), Pal (2003) tried to extend the result to higher orders inΦ and Ca, similarly to what done
by Batchelor for rigid particles. Only recently, different authors used high-fidelity numerical
simulations to analyze such problem Ii et al (2012), Krüger et al (2014), Oliveira and Cunha
(2015), Srivastava et al (2016), Matsunaga et al (2016), Rosti and Brandt (2018).

The present work considers the inertial flow of viscous hyperelastic deformable particles,
generally used to describe rubber-like substances. This class of constitutive relations can often
show non-linear stress–strain curves and have a constitutive equation that is only a function of
the current state of deformation. Moreover, if the work done by the stresses during a deforma-
tion process is dependent only on the initial and final configurations, the behavior of the mater-
ial is path independent, and a stored strain energy function or elastic potential can be defined
Bonet and Wood (1997). Many studies used this class of constitutive relations to describe
particles, capsules, vesicles and even red blood cells Sugiyama et al (2011), Ii et al (2011), Ii
et al (2012), Villone et al (2014), Villone et al (2016).

The objective of this paper is twofold: on one hand, we would like to have a better under-
standing of the physics involved in suspensions of deformable particles by considering the
interactions of inertial and elastic effects, while on the other hand, we want to implement a
robust numerical tool that can be applied in many applications involving elastic objects in
inertial flows. Particle-resolved numerical simulations (full DNS) are becoming increasingly
important for analyzing multiscale physical phenomena and providing detailed results, which
can be exploited in modeling (i.e. turbulence or interaction modeling). In this context, we hope
this work will open new pathways, so that more accurate and reliable closure equations will be
derived in the near future. Another aspect to be highlighted is the intrinsic difficulty of the prob-
lem under investigation. First of all, the problem is a 4-way coupling interaction, meaning that
every single object in the simulation can interact with its neighbors and with the surrounding
fluid. Additionally, the resolution required to simulate accurately dense deformable particle
suspensions is significantly higher than for rigid objects.

The obtained results are very promising. We show that suspensions of deformable particles
exhibit a shear-thinning behavior that is much more sensitive to changes of Ca rather than
variations in Re. In particular, deformable particles appear to move toward the center of the
channel, and this phenomenon is particularly marked in dilute suspensions. Finally, our com-
putations reveal that the more deformable particles tend to accumulate more in the central
region of the channel, as they can modify their shape more easily.

2. Formulation

2.1. Governing equations

We consider the flow of a suspension of deformable viscous hyperelastic particles in an incom-
pressible Newtonian viscous fluid. The flow, as in the Poiseuille configuration, is driven by an
imposed constant discharge, and the resulting pressure gradient in the stream-wise direction is
thus computed accordingly. The number of particles in the domain is summarized by the total
solid volume fraction Φ, which is the ratio between the volume occupied by the solid phase
and the total volume. The solid suspension is neutrally buoyant, i.e. it has the same density
of the carrier fluid ρs = ρf = ρ, as in many analyses for biological systems Torii et al (2008),
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Zhao et al (2008). The unstressed reference shape of a particle is a sphere and no external body
forces are applied on the continua.

The fluid and solid phase motion is governed by the conservation of momentum, and the
incompressibility constraint is enforced in each phase

∂ufi
∂t

+
∂ufiu

f
j

∂xj
=

1
ρ

∂σfij
∂xj

if x ∈ Ωf, (1)

∂ufi
∂xi

= 0 if x ∈ Ωf, (2)

∂usi
∂t

+
∂usiu

s
j

∂xj
=

1
ρ

∂σsij
∂xj

if x ∈ Ωs, (3)

∂usi
∂xi

= 0 if x ∈ Ωs, (4)

where the superscripts f and s denote the fluid and solid phase fields. In the previous balance
equations, ui indicates the ith component of the velocity vector, ρ is the mass density and σij
is the Cauchy stress tensor. The latter has a different form in the two phases and characterizes
the solid and liquid behavior.

The kinematic and dynamic interactions between the fluid and solid phases are determined
by enforcing the continuity of the velocity and traction force at the fluid–structure interface,
namely

ufi = usi on ∂Ωf,s, (5)

σfijnj = σsijnj on ∂Ωf,s, (6)

where nj denotes the jth component of the normal vector at the interface.
To numerically solve the fluid–structure interaction, it is useful to introduce the so-called

one-continuum formulation Tryggvason et al (2007), where only one set of equations is solved
over the whole domainΩ= Ωf ∪Ωs. This is achieved by introducing amonolithic velocity vec-
tor field u valid everywhere. We also introduce a local solid volume fraction function ϕ, apply-
ing the volume averaging procedure Takeuchi et al (2010), Quintard andWhitaker (1994). The
latter behaves as an indication function: it is zero in the fluid phase and equal to one in the
solid phase. Due to the finite representation of our discrete grid, we have 0< ϕ < 1 close to
the fluid–solid interface. In this light, we could interpret ϕ as a smoothed Heaviside function
at the grid scale. In particular, the isoline ϕ= 0.5 represents the interface. Moreover, if we
integrate ϕ over the entire volume, we obtain the global solid volume fraction in the domain,
Φ. The one-fluid formulation then reduces to

σij = (1−ϕ)σfij+ϕσsij. (7)

The fluid is assumed to be Newtonian, so that the stress in the fluid phase can be written as

σfij =−pδij+ 2µfDij, (8)

where p is the pressure, µf the fluid dynamic viscosity, δij the Kronecker delta andDij the strain
rate tensor, defined asDij = (∂ui/∂xj+ ∂uj/∂xi)/2. The solid is modeled as an incompressible
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Figure 1. Zoomed view of the volume of fluid function ϕ at the grid level. The interface
is located at the isoline ϕ= 0.5, drawn in white in the picture. We can see that the trans-
ition between ϕ= 0 (liquid phase, in blue) and ϕ= 1 (solid phase, in red) is smooth. The
resolution used, 48 grid points per particle diameter, is the same for every simulation.

viscous hyperelastic material, undergoing only the isochoric motion, with constitutive
equation

σsij =−pδij+ 2µsDij+GBij, (9)

where the last term is the hyperelastic contribution modeled as a neo-Hookean material, thus
satisfying the incompressible Mooney–Rivlin law. In equation (9), µs is the solid dynamic
viscosity, Bij the left Cauchy–Green deformation tensor, and G is the modulus of transverse
elasticity. In the following, we will assume that the solid and liquid phases have the same
dynamic viscosity, so that µf = µs. The set of equations for the solid material can be closed in
a purely Eulerian manner by introducing a transport equation for the volume fraction ϕ:

∂ϕ

∂t
+

∂ukϕ
∂xk

= 0, (10)

and updating the left Cauchy–Green deformation tensor with the following transport equation

∂Bij
∂t

+
∂ukBij
∂xk

= Bkj
∂ui
∂xk

+Bik
∂uj
∂xk

. (11)

Combining all the previous equations we finally obtain

ρ
(∂ui
∂t

+
∂uiuj
∂xj

)
=− ∂p

∂xi
+ 2µf

∂Dij

∂xj
+G

∂Bij
∂xj

, (12)

∂ui
∂xi

= 0, (13)

where Bij is different from zero only in the presence of a solid particle. When Φ= 0, the
governing equations reduce to those for Newtonian fluids.
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Figure 2. Intensity and stencil of the implemented interaction force. (a) y-component
of the interaction force between two particles and (b) z-component of the interaction
between a particle and the lower wall. In the figures, the positive components of the
force are represented in orange, while the negative components are in blue. The forces
are to be thought as applied at the center of each colored cell. Here, the volume fraction
ϕ obeys a linear green color map, and the isoline ϕ= 0.5, in white, locates the interfaces.

The volume of fluid method in general does not include any repulsive force for particle–
particle and particle–wall interactions. Without any kind of repulsive force, if two particles
are close enough, they will eventually touch and merge. While this is possible for certain
fluids in certain conditions (i.e. bubbles), we do not expect this behavior from solid particles
where instead the solid stress will grow abrouptly. Thus, in order to avoid these anomalies, we
introduce a subgrid repulsive force, as previously done in Bolotnov et al (2011). The following
expression for the force is used Clift et al (2005), both for particle–particle and particle–wall
interactions:

fi = µfVbr
(a1
d
+
a2
d2

)
ni, (14)

where µf is the fluid dynamic viscosity, Vb the imposed bulk velocity, r the particle radius, d
the distance between the two objects, ni the ith component of the local normal to the surface
and a1 = 550.0, a2 = 35.0 are two model coefficients. This sub-grid force is only applied when
two objects are close enough, i.e. dx≤ d≤ 3dx, where dx is the uniform cell size used in the
computations. The range and intensity of these interactions are displayed in figure 2. The force
is always computed in the middle of the computational cells situated near the interface of
two interacting particles, and directed toward the nearest surface. It is worth noting that these
forces are applied only in the fluid phase and appear in the momentum balance as localized
volume forces. They may also be interpreted as additional local pressure terms, which cannot
be directly computed because of the grid resolution, which inevitably becomes inadequate
when two particles are about to collide. The same approach has been used to prevent droplet
coalescence in s De Vita et al (2019), De Vita et al (2020).

2.2. Numerical implementation

In order to numerically simulate the flow, we follow the method for fluid–structure interaction
problems first developed in Sugiyama et al (2011). Here, the time integration used to solve
equations (10)–(12) is based on an explicit fractional-step method Kim and Moin (1985). At
each time step the volume fraction ϕ and left Cauchy–Green deformation tensorBij are updated
first, followed by the prediction step of the momentum conservation equations. All the terms
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are advanced in time with a low storage third-order Runge-Kutta scheme, except for the solid
hyperelastic contribution, which is advanced with Crank–Nicolson, as previously done in Min
et al (2001). The procedure is the same used in Rosti and Brandt (2018), Rosti et al (2018),
where suspensions of deformable particle are analyzed in a Couette configuration. For further
detail about the numerical implementation, the reader is referred to Rosti and Brandt (2017).

In order to implement the short-range interaction force, we need to be able to compute both
local distances between particles and local normal directions. The continuous level set function
is an answer to both problems. The level set functionφ is a scalar field defined in every point of
the domain and its value is the (signed) distance from the nearest interface. According to this
definition, the 0 contour surface ofφ represents exactly the solid–fluid interface. As previously
done in Albadawi et al (2013) among others, we reconstruct the level set function starting from
the distribution of the volume of fluid function, at each time step. Once the level set function
is computed, we are able to extract local distances and normal directions and numerically
evaluate equation (14). More details on the reconstruction of the level set function and the
implementation of the interaction force can be found in De Vita et al (2019).

2.3. Numerical setup

We consider the flow of a Newtonian fluid laden with hyperelastic deformable spheres, and
we investigate the final statistical flow configuration for different values of Φ, Re and Ca.

The computational domain is a box of dimensions 3 h× 6 h× 2 h in the span-wise, stream-
wise and wall-normal directions, where h is the half-channel height, our reference length. The
initial shape of a particle is a sphere of radius r= h/10, as in Picano et al (2013). The domain is
subdivided into an uniform Cartesian mesh, with 48 grid points per particle diameter, resulting
in a computational box of 720× 1440× 480 Eulerian grid points (for a total of almost 500
million points), in order to properly solve the interaction between the solid and fluid phases.
No-slip boundary conditions are imposed on the solid upper and lower walls, while periodic
boundary conditions are enforced in the homogeneous x and y directions.

In the following, three values of the channel bulk Reynolds number are considered, Reb =
ρhVb/µf = 30, 250 and 500. For its definition we use the imposed bulk velocity in the channel
Vb, while ρ and µf are the density and the dynamic viscosity of the fluid phase. At each bulk
Reynolds number corresponds a particle Reynolds number Re= ργ̇r2/µf = 0.45, 3.75 and 7.5,
where γ̇ is the profile-averaged shear rate in the absence of particles, i.e. γ̇ = 3Vb/2 h. The
range of variation of Re was chosen comparable to what done for rigid particles in Picano
et al (2013), where significant differences in the results had been observed.

The total solid volume fraction of the suspension Φ is defined as the volume average of
the local volume fraction ϕ, i.e. Φ= ⟨ϕ⟩V. Hereafter, the double ⟨⟨·⟩⟩ indicates the time and
volume average, ⟨·⟩V the volume average (function of time) and the single ⟨·⟩ the average in
time, in the homogeneous x and y directions and in the lower and upper halves of the channel.
Four values of total volume fractionΦ= 0.025, 0.05, 0.1 and 0.15 are considered, correspond-
ing to a number of particles equal to N= 215, 430, 859 and 1289.

As mentioned above, the capillary number Ca= µfγ̇/G is the main parameter governing
the deformability of the suspension and represents the ratio between the viscous and elastic
forces. Other possible deformability parameters are the modulus of transverse elasticity G
and the non-dimensional Weber number We= ργ̇2r2/G= ReCa (the ratio between the fluid
inertia and the elastic forces). We study suspensions at four different capillary numbers, Ca=
0.009, 0.075, 0.15 and 0.3, in order to investigate the influence of the particle deformability on
the suspension statistics. The smallest value corresponds to an almost rigid particle behavior,
while the highest refers to considerably deformable particles.
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Table 1. Different combinations of non-dimensional parameters under investigation.
Three values of the Reynolds number are considered, together with four capillary num-
bers. For each of the seven combinations of Re (resp. Reb) and Ca under examination
(indicated with an × in the table), four volume fractions are considered, Φ= 0.025,
0.05, 0.1 and 0.15, resulting in a total of 28 numerical simulations. Thanks to this layout
we have multiple simulations at constant Re= 3.75, constant Ca= 0.3, and fixed Re/Ca
ratio (diagonal).

Ca

0.009 0.075 0.15 0.3
7.5 × ×

Re 3.75 × × ×
0.45 × ×

We run a total of 28 simulations, 7 for each volume fraction. The various combinations of
parameters used are displayed in table 1. For all the cases, the solid viscosity is set equal to
the fluid viscosity, µs = µf, and the same holds true for the mass densities ρs = ρf = ρ. All
the simulations are started from the Poiseuille flow, a deterministic parabolic velocity profile
along z with a linear pressure distribution along the stream-wise direction y, together with a
random distribution of the particles across the domain. Each simulation reaches a statistical
steady state after about 4 time units (i.e. t= 4 h/ Vb). After a case reached its steady state,
the calculations are continued for an interval of at least two time units, during which 30 full
flow fields are stored for further statistical analysis. To verify the convergence of the statistics,
we computed them using different numbers of samples and verified that the differences are
negligible. Each case was run for 7 days using 512 cores, for a total of approximately 105

CPU hours per case.
The present work is the natural continuation of Rosti and Brandt (2018), where the rheology

of visco-elastic suspensions in a plane Couette flow is examined in the limit of vanishing inertia
(at fixed Re= 0.1). Here, the authors studied different configurations letting Ca and Φ vary,
with the particle material having the same constitutive equation introduced earlier in this paper.
Also, it is worth noting that the domain size is chosen to be the same as in a previous study
Lashgari et al (2014), where inertial effects on rigid particle suspensions are studied. Similarly
to the box dimensions, also the general setup and most of the parameters used in this study are
chosen as in Lashgari et al (2014) to ease comparisons.

3. Results

We first show in figure 3(a) tridimensional visualization of the suspension at Φ= 0.15,
Re= 3.75 and Ca= 0.075. It can be noticed how dense the suspension appears already at a
volume fraction of 15%. As expected, the particle deformation is a function of the vertical
coordinate and it is more evident near the walls where the local shear is higher.

The typical behavior of the particle distribution and deformation for the same case can
be observed looking at the upper panel of figure 4, where the solid hyperelastic shear stress
is shown in a stream-wise-wall-normal cut plane. The hyperelastic shear stress, always null
(blue) outside the solid phase (red), appears high when two or more particles interact and are
deformed from the unperturbed reference spherical shape. At this capillary number, the shear
rate accounts for a modest deformation, which however becomes considerable near the walls
where the velocity gradient is maximum. In the bottom panel of figure 4 the span-wise vorticity
component is illustrated by contours together with the velocity field (black arrows) in the same
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Figure 3. Instantaneous particle arrangement in the 3 h× 6 h× 2 h computational box,
for a suspension at Φ= 0.15, Re= 3.75 and Ca= 0.075. The interfaces (in green) cor-
respond to a ϕ= 0.5 contour. The figure shows the coordinate system adopted in this
manuscript, with y indicating the stream-wise direction.

Figure 4. Middle-plane stream-wise-wall-normal section of the suspension flow at
Φ= 0.15, Re= 3.75 and Ca= 0.075. The panels illustrate (upper) the instantaneous
stream-wise component of the hyperelastic shear stress and (lower) the span-wise com-
ponent of the vorticity vector. The black arrows represent the projection of the velocity
vector on the y− z plane.

plane as in the top panel. The velocity field appears close to the parabolic Poiseuille solution,
with the addition of the perturbation induced locally by the particles. The vorticity appears
intense near the wall and in the gap regions between interacting particles.

9
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Figure 5. Stream-wise time-averaged velocity profiles for (a) different Φ at Re= 3.75
and Ca= 0.009 and (b) different Ca at Re= 3.75 and Φ= 0.15. On the left panel differ-
ent colors represent different volume fractions: black, red, blue and green lines cor-
respond to Φ= 0.15, 0.1, 0.05 and 0.025, respectively. On the right panel, data at
Ca= 0.009, 0.075 and 0.3 is plotted in blue, dark green and light green. As it can be
seen, the velocity profiles are almost indistinguishable from each other and present a
blunt shape typical of shear-thinning fluids.

Figure 6. Averaged particle distributions ⟨ϕ⟩ along the normalized wall-normal direc-
tion, for different total volume fractions, Reynolds and capillary numbers. The color
scheme of both panels is the same of figure 5(a), with black, red, blue and green lines
indicating different volume fractions, i.e. Φ= 0.15, 0.1, 0.05 and 0.025. (a) Solid —,
dashed < ndash>, and dotted · · · lines represent data at Re= 0.45, 3.75 and 7.5, at a fixed
Ca= 0.3. (b) Data at different capillary numbers, Ca= 0.009 (—), 0.075 (< ndash>) and
0.3 (· · · ), at a fixed Re= 3.75.

The mean stream-wise velocity profiles are plotted in figure 5. They do not differ signific-
antly from the quadratic solution of the Navier–Stokes equation in the absence of particles,
and show a slight shear-thinning behavior with a reduction of the centerline velocity and a
slight increase near the walls.

We display the mean particle volume fraction ⟨ϕ⟩ (averaged over x, y and time) versus the
wall-normal direction z for Ca= 0.3 and different Reynolds numbers in figure 6(a). It can be
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Figure 7. (a) Stream-wise and (b) wall-normal root-mean-square velocity profiles of a
suspension at Re= 3.75 and Ca= 0.009. Data for different Φ is plotted with the same
color scheme of the previous figures: Φ= 0.15 (black), 0.1 (red), 0.05 (blue) and 0.025
(green).

noted that for the smallest volume fraction considered here, e.g. Φ= 0.025, particles avoid
the near-wall region, which appears depleted. Indeed, single deformable particles are known
to migrate toward the pipe/channel center in Poiseuille flows, away from high shear regions
Alghalibi et al (2190). In dilute cases, particle mutual interactions are rare and particles can
migrate toward the channel center more freely, resulting in an empty portion of the channel
near the wall. On the contrary, the volume fraction profiles of denser configurations, i.e. Φ≥
0.05, show that the particles are distributed through the whole channel, with a clear layer
near the wall. This is due to the mutual interactions between particles, increasing in number
as Φ increases, forcing them to occupy the whole channel. In the figure, it is also evident
that the maximum of the volume fraction profiles, denoting wall layering, moves closer to
the wall as Φ increases because of the augmented mutual interaction between the particles.
The particle distribution appears weakly affected by changes in the Reynolds number in the
range considered here. A near-wall region depleted of particles is noteworthy. Indeed, this
result implies that, not only the wall-region has to be properly modeled to account for particle
layering, but also the bulk of the channel can have a non-uniform distribution of particles, thus
making the problem fully dependent not only on the local shear-rate as for rigid particles, but
also on the local volume fraction.

Figure 6(b) illustrates the local mean volume fraction at a fixed Re= 3.75 and different
Ca. As Ca increases, it can be seen that the particles tend to show a peak slightly further
away from the wall. This is because the more deformable particles are more sensitive to the
shear rate variations (shear-induced migration), and they can modify their shape more easily
to accommodate more particles in the channel center, thus leaving empty a bigger portion of
the channel near the wall.

Stream-wise and wall-normal root-mean-square velocity profiles are plotted in figure 7 for
different volume fractions at a fixed capillary number Ca= 0.009. It can be observed that
the former have higher intensities and present some peaks in correspondence with the particle
layers, while the latter are less intense and smoother. Both the fluctuation components increase
with the particle volume fractions, slightly increase with Re and are only marginally affected
by Ca (not shown here).
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Figure 8. Suspension effective viscosity µ/µf as a function of the shear rate. The gov-
erning parameters are chosen so that the Re/Ca ratio is constant. The lower x-axis shows
the values of the non-dimensional shear rate ˜̇γ, while the upper x-axis displays the cor-
responding particle Reynolds numbers. The black, red, blue and green lines represent
data at different solid volume fraction, Φ= 0.15, 0.1, 0.05 and 0.025, respectively, and
the error bars are computed based on the stationary distributions of the effective viscos-
ity for the various cases.

In order to investigate the rheology of the suspension, in figure 8 we select the simula-
tion parameters to mimic experiments in a fixed geometry and same particle material, while
changing the bulk shear rate γ̇ = 3Vb/2 h (i.e. varying the flow rate in the channel). In terms
of dimensionless parameters, this corresponds to consider cases at constant Re/Ca ratio and
varying the non-dimensional shear rate ˜̇γ =

√
We=

√
ReCa. The parameter ˜̇γ can be thought

of as the ratio between the convective time scale in the flow and the material deformation
time scale. In the figure we show the suspension relative viscosity µ/µf , computed as a cross-
sectional average, versus the non-dimensional shear rate ˜̇γ. The relative viscosity proves to be
a decreasing function of the shear rate, which confirms that the suspension has a shear-thinning
behavior, as expected for suspensions of this type of deformable particles. The denser the sus-
pension, the more intense this behavior.

According to the definition of the Weber number We=ReCa, both the capillary and Reyn-
olds numbers may contribute to this shear-thinning. We analyze therefore the dependency of
the suspension relative viscosity on these two parameters by fixing one and varying the other.
In figure 9 we plot the relative viscosity versus Re at constant Ca= 0.3 in the left panel, and
versus Ca at constant Re= 3.75 in the right panel, for different volume fractionsΦ. The particle
Reynolds number varies between 0.45 and 7.5, while the capillary number between 0.009 and
0.3. The data indicate that the relative viscosity weakly depends on Re, while it appears a
decreasing function of Ca. Hence, for the range of parameters investigated in this study, the
viscosity depends more on the capillary than on the Reynolds number.

To gain further insight into the suspension behavior, we plot the same data as explicit func-
tions of the volume fractions in figure 10. It can be noted that cases at different Reynolds
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Figure 9. Effective viscosity µ/µf as a function of (left) the particle Reynolds number
Re, at fixed Ca= 0.3, and (right) the capillary number Ca, at fixed Re= 3.75. The plots
illustrate data for different total volume fractions,Φ= 0.15 (black), 0.1 (red), 0.05 (blue)
and 0.025 (green).

Figure 10. Effective viscosity versus suspension volume fraction. The panels depict the
same data of figure 9, this time plotted using the volume fraction as horizontal coordin-
ate. Cases for (a) different Reynolds and (b) different capillary numbers are shown. In
the left panel, violet, orange and pink represent simulations at Re= 0.45, 3.75 and 7.5,
respectively. Likewise, in the right panel each color represents a different capillary num-
ber, Ca= 0.009 (blue), 0.075 (dark green) and 0.3 (light green). Finally, the black line in
the figures represents the viscosity of rigid particle suspensions predicted by the Eilers
fit.

numbers (left panel) cluster together and do not show any significant difference, while the
effective viscosity curves vary as Ca changes (right panel). In particular, the effective viscos-
ity decreases as Ca increases and this effect is more pronounced at high Φ. In figure 10 we
also plot the Eilers fit, which is valid for rigid spherical particles in the inertialess limit, both
for dense and dilute suspensions:

µ

µf
=
[
1+BE

Φ

1−Φ/Φm

]2
. (15)
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Figure 11. (a) First and (b) second normal stress differences of a solution at Ca= 0.3,
plotted versus Re. The different colors represent cases at different Φ, with the usual
color scheme.

Figure 12. (a) First and (b) second normal stress differences of a solution at Re= 3.75,
plotted as functions ofΦ. The different colors represent data at Ca= 0.009 (blue), 0.075
(dark green) and 0.3 (light green).

In the previous equation Φm = 0.58− 0.63 is the geometrical maximum packing, and BE =
1.25− 1.7 a fitting coefficient.Φm= 0.58 and BE = 1.7 appear to be good values for our simu-
lations. It can be remarked in figure 10(b) that the most rigid case essentially follows the Eilers
fit, especially at high volume fractions. However, interestingly for small volume fraction, e.g.
Φ= 0.025, the Eilers fit does not provide a good approximation and the suspension viscosity
is closer to that of the unladen case. We explain this peculiar behavior by the shear-induced
migration of deformable particles. In particular, deformable particles tend to migrate toward
the middle of the channel, where the shear rate vanishes. In other words, to avoid deformation,
particles tend to avoid the high shear rate region near the wall and stay near the centerline.
This is a direct consequence of what previously observed in figure 6, further showing that
simple correlations extracted from a Couette geometry may be not enough to fully describe
more complex flow configurations such as the present one.

14



Fluid Dyn. Res. 52 (2020) 065507 Luigi Filippo Chiara et al

The elastic nature of the particles is evaluated here in terms of the first and second normal
stress differences, defined as:

N1 = ⟨⟨σ22 −σ33⟩⟩= ⟨⟨ϕGB22 + 2µf
∂v
∂y

−ϕGB33 − 2µf
∂w
∂z

⟩⟩, (16)

N2 = ⟨⟨σ33 −σ11⟩⟩= ⟨⟨ϕGB33 + 2µf
∂w
∂z

−ϕGB11 − 2µf
∂u
∂x

⟩⟩. (17)

These two quantities are a measure of the anisotropy of the flow and are important when char-
acterizing the non-Newtonian behavior of fluids, since together with the effective viscosity can
provide information of the full stress tensor. Furthermore, when considering particle suspen-
sions, they are usually associated to the particle migration.N1 andN2 are reported in figure 11
as a function of the Reynolds number for different volume fractions at the largest value of Ca
considered, and in figure 12 as a function of the volume fraction for different values of Ca.
When the capillary number is fixed and sufficiently large,N1 is positive,N2 negative, and their
ratio−N1/N2 larger than unity. This is consistent with what found for other elastic fluids, such
as polymeric solution Shahmardi et al (2019), capsule Matsunaga et al (2016) and fiber sus-
pensions Banaei et al (2020). We observe that, N1 grows as the Reynolds number increases,
while N2 reduces, thus enhancing their difference. Very different results are observed when
the capillary number is varied. Indeed, when Ca is small (almost rigid particles)N1 is actually
negative and becomes positive only for Ca≈ 0.1. This is consistent with what typically found
when considering rigid particle suspensions Kulkarni and Morris (2008). Also, N2 assumes
an opposite sign when the capillary number is small, in the limit of rigid particles. In general,
a negative value for N1 can be interpreted as a signature of the importance of particle inter-
actions and contacts, which is dominant for the rigid ones but negligible for the deformable
ones, whenN1 even changes sign. Also, the increase of the first normal stress difference with
Re and Φ for the deformable cases indicates a stronger tendency of the fluid to displace the
particles towards the centerline Banaei et al (2020).

The increase of the relative viscosity is linked to an increase in the stress across the channel.
The total shear stress σ23 can be decomposed into the sum of the fluid σf23 and particle stress
σs23, as in equation (7). The mean fluid stress is the sum of the viscous and Reynolds stresses,
while the solid one is the sum of the viscous, Reynolds, hyperelastic and collision stresses
Rosti and Brandt (2018), Rosti et al (2019), Picano et al (2015)

⟨σ23⟩= ⟨(1−ϕ)

(
µf
∂v
∂z

− ρv ′w ′
)

︸ ︷︷ ︸⟩
fluid stress

+ ⟨ϕ
(
µf
∂v
∂z

− ρv ′w ′ +GB23

)
+

ˆ z

0
fydz︸ ︷︷ ︸⟩

solid stress

. (18)

If we consider the monolithic formulation independent of the actual phase, the total shear
stress can also be decomposed into the sum of the total viscous, total Reynolds, hyperelastic
and collision stresses in the following way

⟨σ23⟩= ⟨µf ∂v
∂z︸ ︷︷ ︸⟩

viscous stress

+ ⟨−ρv ′w ′︸ ︷︷ ︸⟩
Reynolds stress

+ ⟨GB23︸ ︷︷ ︸⟩
elastic stress

+ ⟨
ˆ z

0
fydz︸ ︷︷ ︸⟩

collision stress

. (19)

In particular, the total shear stress ⟨σ23⟩ in a plane channel flow is a linear function, equal to the
total wall shear stress at the wall and null in the centerline. All the shear stress contributions
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Figure 13. Decomposition of the total shear stress ⟨σ23⟩ in its contributions, normal-
ized by the total wall value τw = ⟨σ23⟩|w. The data refer to a suspension at Re= 3.75,
Ca= 0.3 and (a) Φ= 0.05, (b) 0.1 and (c) 0.15. In the plots, the light gray, dark gray
and black solid lines represent the viscous, Reynolds and particle hyperelastic stresses
respectively, while the black dashed line represents the total shear stress.

are averaged and displayed in figure 13 as functions of the wall-normal distance z for the cases
at Re= 3.75, Ca= 0.3 and volume fractions Φ= 0.05, 0.1 and 0.15. The stresses are normal-
ized by the total wall value. In the figures, the light gray, dark gray and black color represent
the viscous, Reynolds, and particle stresses respectively. The collision stress contribution is
negligible in all the cases considered here, thus not shown in the plots for greater clarity.

As expected, the viscous stress is the only not vanishing component at the wall. For all
cases, since we are dealing with laminar suspension flows, the viscous stress is the dominant
contribution. It however decreases in correspondence of the location of the maximum particle
concentrations (see figure 6), where the particle stress reaches its maximum. As the volume
fraction is increased, the viscous stress becomes smaller, which is compensated by an increase
in the particle stress contribution, which eventually accounts for up to 50% of the total shear
stress in the central region of the channel atΦ= 0.15. Concerning the Reynolds stresses, it can
be observed that they are almost negligible in every case shown here, rising slightly as Φ and
Ca are increased, with a maximum located at around z= 0.3 h.

In figure 14we summarize the stress budgets for fixedRe= 3.75 andCa= 0.009 by showing
the volume-averaged contributions of all the components of the total shear stress. Viscous
(light gray), Reynolds (dark gray), and particle stresses (black) are plotted both as percentages
of the total stress and as bulk values. Comparing the budgets at different volume fractions,
we observe that as the volume fraction increases, the bulk value of the viscous stress remains
essentially the same, while the particle-induced stress increases, becoming of the same order
of magnitude as the viscous stress at Φ= 0.15. The Reynolds shear stress, although slightly
increasing, remains secondary.

Finally, we display in figure 15 the budgets for different Re at fixed Ca and vice versa.
At fixed Ca, when increasing Re we note that the particle stress increases in importance with
respect to the viscous stress when inertia becomes more relevant. Concerning the increase of
Ca at fixed Re, the total amount of the viscous stress is essentially unchanged, but the particle
stress amount reduces, so that, in relative terms, the viscous stress becomes more dominant.

4. Conclusion

We studied suspensions of deformable particles to characterize the effect of elasticity in
the presence of finite inertia and non-uniform shear rate. The flow is characterized by three

16



Fluid Dyn. Res. 52 (2020) 065507 Luigi Filippo Chiara et al

Figure 14. Total volume-averaged shear stress ⟨⟨σ23⟩⟩ decomposed into viscous (light
gray), Reynolds (dark gray) and particle hyperelastic (black) contribution. The histo-
grams give information about a suspension at fixed Re= 3.75 and Ca= 0.009, for dif-
ferent volume fractions, both in (a) percentages and (b) absolute values.

non-dimensional parameters: the solid volume fraction, the Reynolds and the capillary num-
bers. The suspensions proved to have a shear-thinning behavior as the relative viscosity hap-
pens to be a decreasing function of the shear rate even for finite Reynolds numbers. The denser
the suspension, the more this behavior is emphasized.

We started examining the averaged mean velocity, particle distribution, and velocity fluc-
tuation profiles along the wall-normal coordinate. To begin with, the mean velocity is very
close to the parabolic solution of the Navier–Stokes equations but exhibits a blunt shape typ-
ical of shear-thinning fluids. It does not vary considerably in the cases under investigation.
The particle distribution profiles show some concentration peaks at off-center locations, which
point to a layered structure. These profiles depend mostly on the total volume fraction and the
capillary number. On the other hand, the velocity fluctuations are more sensitive to changes of
Φ and Re rather than Ca.

A separate analysis of the dependency of the suspension relative viscosity on the Reynolds
and capillary numbers was carried out by fixing one parameter and varying the other. The data
indicate that the relative viscosity weakly depends on the Reynolds number, while it appears
a decreasing function of the deformability parameter. Hence, for the range of parameters

17



Fluid Dyn. Res. 52 (2020) 065507 Luigi Filippo Chiara et al

Figure 15. Contributions to the total volume-averaged shear stress ⟨⟨σ23⟩⟩ plotted
versus Re and Ca. The color scheme is the same as in the previous figures, with light
gray, dark gray and black bars indicating the viscous, Reynolds, and particle hypere-
lastic contribution respectively. Panels (a) and (c) display data at Ca= 0.3 and Φ= 0.1
for different Reynolds numbers, both in relative and absolute terms. Panels (b) and (d)
illustrate the same quantities for a suspension at Re= 3.75, Φ= 0.1 and different capil-
lary numbers.

investigated in this study, the viscosity is much more dependent on the capillary than on the
Reynolds number.

We showed that for small volume fraction the Eilers fit does not provide a good approxima-
tion of the suspension viscosity, which is closer to that of the unladen case. We explained this
peculiar behavior by the fact that deformable particles tend to migrate toward the middle of
the channel, where the shear rate is low. In other words, to avoid deformation, particles tend
to stay away from the high shear rate region near the wall and cluster toward the centerline
of the channel. Because of the small value of the shear rate in the core region, the suspen-
ded phase does not contribute to the rise in the effective viscosity as in the rigid case, where
no migration occurs. This phenomenon is particularly marked for very dilute suspensions,
where a whole region near the wall is empty of particles at stationarity. When the volume
fraction is increased, this near-wall region is gradually occupied. This is due to the mutual
interactions between particles, increasing in number as the volume fraction increases, forcing
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them to occupy the whole channel in dense configurations. Moreover, as the capillary number
increases, this deformation-driven migration is more noticeable. Indeed, the more deformable
particles are more sensitive to shear rate variations, and they can modify their shape more eas-
ily to accommodate a greater number of particles in the channel center. This behavior makes
the suspension highly non-uniform across the domain, demonstrating the difference with what
usually measured and observed in a more standard Couette rheological configuration.

The analysis of the first and second normal stress differences allowed to better evaluate the
elastic properties of the particles, and their dependency on the Reynolds and capillary numbers
was investigated. We showed that when the capillary number is fixed and sufficiently large,N1

is positive,N2 negative, while when Ca is smallN1 is actually negative and becomes positive
only for Ca≈ 0.1. Also,N2 assumes an opposite sign when the capillary number is small, in the
limit of rigid particles. The change of sign of the normal stress differences marks the change
of behavior of the suspension, from a rigid-like behavior dominated by particle–particle inter-
actions to the deformable one dominated by the particle deformation and consequent tendency
to migrate towards the centerline.

Finally, the total stress budgets revealed that the relative particle-induced stress contribution
grows with the volume fraction and Reynolds number, and reduces as a function of the particle
deformability. For all cases, since we are dealing with laminar suspension flows, the viscous
stress is the dominant contribution and, as expected, is the only not vanishing component at
the wall. It becomes smaller as the volume fraction is increased, but this is compensated by a
larger particle stress contribution. Concerning the Reynolds stresses, it can be noted that they
are almost negligible in every case under investigation.

The present analysis demonstrated the importance of studying suspension of deformable
objects at finite inertia and for non-uniform shear rates. Indeed, we show that results can be dif-
ferent from what observed in Couette flows due to non-uniformity of the shear which, coupled
with particle defomation, brings to a suspension behavior which is dependent not only on the
shear rate, but also on the local particle concentration. This should be carefully considered
when proposing macroscopic models for suspensions of deformable objects.
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