
PHYSICAL REVIEW FLUIDS 8, 114701 (2023)
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The vortex dynamics of laminar flow past a rectangular cavity is investigated using
numerical simulations and microfluidic experiments. The flow is inherently three-
dimensional and is characterized by a large, dominant vortex structure that fills most of
the cavity at moderate Reynolds numbers with a weak, yet significant, flow in the axial
direction along the vortex core. Classical bubble-type vortex breakdown is observed within
the cavity above a certain critical Reynolds number, which is a function of the channel
width. The critical Reynolds number for the onset of breakdown is determined as a function
of the channel width, and the evolution and dynamical transitions of the breakdown
regions are investigated as functions of the channel width and Reynolds number. At large
cavity widths, two vortex breakdown bubbles emerge near the sidewalls symmetric about
the center plane, which grow and eventually merge as the Reynolds number increases.
For large-enough widths, the vortex breakdown regions remain well separated, and their
structures become independent of the cavity width. The stability and bifurcations of the
stagnation points and their transitions to stable and unstable limit cycles are analyzed. At
the intermediate width regime, a single vortex breakdown bubble appears above the critical
Reynolds number. In the narrow width regime, the flow exhibits more complicated modes.
An additional vortex breakdown mode with reversed flow patterns is observed in this width
regime, along with multiple shifts in the stability of stagnation points. The experimental
and numerical results also demonstrate the sensitivity of the flow to the inlet conditions,
such that relatively small asymmetries upstream can result in significant changes to the
vortex breakdown behavior in the cavity.

DOI: 10.1103/PhysRevFluids.8.114701

I. INTRODUCTION

A. Shear- and lid-driven flow in a cavity

Despite the relatively simple geometry of a flow past a rectangular cavity, such flows can exhibit a
surprisingly wide range of complex behaviors, such as corner eddies, nonunique flow solutions, and
longitudinal vortices, as well as different instabilities and types of transition [1,2]. This complexity,
along with the canonical geometry of such systems, has led these flows to receive a great deal
of scientific attention and research. Much of the initial research into such systems focused on the
simplified 2D version of the flow, considering both the lid-driven and shear-driven forms of the
problem. These preliminary investigations revealed fairly intuitive dynamics wherein for either case
the predominant flow structure in the cavity is a single large eddy structure that tends to occupy
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the majority of the cavity, with secondary eddies in the corners [3,4]. Studies that considered 3D
effects showed that introducing a spanwise dimension and side walls can significantly change the
qualitative behavior of such flows [5]. For such flows at inertial but laminar Reynolds numbers, the
3D flow still remains dominated by a single main eddy structure, except that the spanwise velocity
along the vortex core is not necessarily zero. Although this velocity component is small relative to
the swirl velocity, it has previously been found to point from the channel center plane towards the
side walls, and such flows have been found to exhibit symmetry about the channel center plane [6].
This axial flow from the center plane towards the wall along the vortex core indicates the presence of
a stagnation point at the channel center on the vortex core, which is unstable on the vortex axis and
stable on the center plane. Here when we refer to the stability of stagnation points, we are simply
indicating the direction of flow either toward or away from the stagnation point. That is to say, if we
refer to a stagnation point as unstable on the vortex axis, this implies that a tracer particle located at
the stagnation point would flow away from the stagnation point along the axis if perturbed in that
direction and vice versa. The combination of a stagnation zone, strong swirl, and weak axial flow
along the vortex core hints at the potential for the onset of vortex breakdown in such systems, though
most previous studies have ignored such effects. Several other key studies that have investigated 3D
cavity flow have considered effects such as the influence of end walls on the formation of Taylor-type
instabilities and Taylor-Görtler-like vortices in the lid-driven system [7–9]. Related research for the
shear-driven system examined the dynamics of the shear layer between the outer channel flow and
the flow in the cavity showing that systems with either deep or shallow cavity depths can become
unsteady at high Reynolds numbers via Kelvin-Helmholtz instability oscillations [10].

One specific application of shear-driven cavity flows that has emerged in recent years is in
the context of drag reduction. Specifically, researchers have used patterned or porous surfaces to
reduce the laminar or turbulent drag over a surface by infusing the surface with various fluids such
as simply air or a variety of oils [11–16]. By doing this, the boundary condition of the external
flow at the surface acquires some effective slip length that reduces the drag overall. The simplest
example of this to consider is the shear-driven flow past a single cavity or array of cavities. As
the external flow goes past this patterned surface, it encounters alternating no-slip conditions with
the surface where there is no cavity, and effective slip conditions where the cavities are present.
By infusing such cavities with different fluids such as oils, as well as alternating the geometry
of the cavity, various drag reduction efficiencies can be achieved. Researchers have investigated
such systems with various approaches. For example, Wexler et al. studied the shear-driven failure
of such surfaces when the cavities were infused with different oils and investigated approaches
for reducing this failure mechanism [12]. Wexler et al. also used chemical patterning strategies
to change the preferential wetting of the cavities in an attempt to prevent this leakage mechanism
[13]. Further research investigated the role of the viscosity ratio on the shear-driven failure mode
and showed that lower viscosity of the driving fluid caused less fluid draining [14]. Solomon
et al. systematically demonstrated the ability of such surfaces to reduce drag in a robust way for
laminar flows, developing scaling models to determine the dependence of drag reduction on the
viscosity ratio [11]. Rosenberg et al. used fully turbulent experiments to demonstrate up to a 14%
drag reduction using such liquid-infused patterned surfaces in a Taylor-Couette flow [15]. Finally,
Alinovi and Bottaro decoupled the turbulent flow past such a patterned surface into the small-scale
Stokes problem within the cavity and coupled this to numerical simulations of the outer turbulent
flow problem, further characterizing the efficiency of such drag-reduction strategies in turbulent
flows [16].

In the current work, we show that the shear-driven flow in a cavity can exhibit vortex breakdown,
a phenomenon that can potentially alter the mass transport, flow stability, and slip behaviors in
systems such as those described above. An illustration of the specific system we study is shown
in Fig. 1. The system consists of a channel flow past a single rectangular cavity of length �, width
w, and depth d . The inlet and outlet lengths of the channel are �i and �o, respectively. To reduce
the potential parameter space, we fix the main flow channel to also have a depth of d , and we use
sufficiently long inlets and outlets such that the fluid dynamics in the cavity are independent of �i
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FIG. 1. System setup and coordinate system for studying the shear-driven flow past a rectangular cavity.

and �o. With these constraints, the two key nondimensional numbers that fix the geometry of our
system are w/d and �/d . For this preliminary investigation, we consider cases where �/d = 1 to
further constrain the geometry. We define Re = U�

ν
, where U is the average inlet velocity and ν

is the kinematic viscosity of the fluid. For simplicity, we place the origin of the geometry at the
center of the bottom wall. The center plane is therefore z = 0. At any point along the vortex core,
we characterize the vortex as having an outward axial flow if it is directed away from z = 0, and
an inward axial flow if it is directed toward z = 0. Before proceeding to describe our methodology
and characterize the types of flow behaviors we observe in such systems, we first provide a brief
introduction to the vortex breakdown phenomenon in the following section.

B. Vortex breakdown

In many vortex-dominated flows, the vortex core can often be approximated as axisymmetric.
Within the vortex core, the balance of the axial and swirl velocity components plays an important
role in determining the dynamics of the vortex. In particular, in certain flows the vortex core can
experience a sudden transition in which an internal stagnation point appears in the flow. As the
flow decelerates towards this point, the stream surfaces suddenly diverge. This phenomenon is
called vortex breakdown. Different types of such behaviors have been observed, the two most
common of which are the spiral type and the nearly axisymmetric bubble type breakdown [17–20].
Early research into vortex breakdown primarily centered on the field of aeronautics [21–24]. For
example, such breakdown behaviors were originally discovered in the relatively high-speed flows
over delta wings with highly swept leading edges at steep angles of attack [23,25,26]. However,
modern research has identified vortex breakdown in a much wider range of flow systems, from
high-speed external flows to simple swirling pipe flows and even in low- to moderate-Reynolds
number microfluidics [24,27–39].

Despite the classic nature of vortex breakdown in the fluid dynamics community, controversies
about its physical origins remain. Various explanations have been explored, but none of these
have received broad acceptance in the community [17,40–44]. The three main categories for
these explanations of vortex breakdown are summarized by Hall [17] as (1) vortex breakdown is
analogous to 2D boundary-layer separation [45], (2) vortex breakdown is due to hydrodynamic
instability [46], and (3) vortex breakdown depends on the existence of a critical state in which the
vortex can support certain types of standing waves [47–50]. In particular, this was the interpretation
given by Benjamin, who analyzed axisymmetric swirling flow in a circular pipe of radius R and
argues that breakdown is a transition between subcritical regions, which are capable of supporting
standing waves, and supercritical regions, which are not capable of supporting standing waves [49].
Theoretical progress has been made toward each of these explanations, but the third appears to be
the most favorable. Towards this explanation, Ruith et al., for example, has proposed a method to
predict the criticality of vortex breakdown regions by axisymmetrizing the vortex core and then
seeking zeros to the solutions of a particular differential equation within the axisymmetrized region

114701-3



WANG, YU, CHAN, DUREY, SHEN, AND AULT

[51]. In practice, this criticality condition can be determined from a velocity field by solving the
ordinary differential equation

[
d2

dr2
− d

rdr
+ 1

ruz

duz
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+ 1
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d(ruθ )2

dr
− 1

uz

d2uz
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]
φc = 0, (1)

subject to the boundary conditions that φc(0) = 0 and dφc(0)/dr = 1. If the solution φc(r) has a
root (that we designate as rcrit) between 0 < r < R, then the region is subcritical. Otherwise the
flow is supercritical. For additional insights and examples of these ideas, see, e.g., Refs. [27,30,51].
One difficulty in applying this approach to general 3D vortex flows is that it was strictly developed
in the context of axisymmetric flows in a pipe with a clearly defined radius R. For general 3D flows,
such as those studied here, the flow is clearly not perfectly axisymmetric about the vortex core,
and so the flow must first be axisymmetrized. Furthermore, the selection of the outer limit for this
axisymmetrized region (equivalent to R in Benjamin’s work) is not obvious and must be chosen
arbitrarily. Finally, even in these simple swirling cavity flow cases, the vortex core is not perfectly
straight, so one cannot simply define a cylinder of radius R about the axis in which to axisymmetrize,
but rather a curving vortex tube must be used instead. We have tested applying this approach to a
select few cases of our cavity flow in which the vortex is nearly axisymmetric and found that the
model does predict a subcritical region in the vicinity of the flow recirculation. However, due to
the aforementioned limitations and the inability to apply this approach generally, we have excluded
these results from this work. Finally, one outstanding issue is that such types of analysis still require
a priori knowledge of the flow field and the approximate location of any potential vortex breakdown
regions. Recent work by Katsanoulis et al. reported an algorithm to find the closest first integral to a
given vector field and construct approximate stream surfaces for the flow, facilitating the detection
of vortex breakdown regions. Nonetheless, it still requires the full simulated flow field [52].

Furthermore, although vortex breakdown has typically been considered in the context of single-
phase flows, recent work shows that it can have significant consequences for mass transport
and mixing in multiphase and particle-laden flows. For example, while investigating particle-wall
impacts in a branching T-junction flow, Vigolo et al. demonstrated unexpected bubble trapping
that they later attributed to the onset of vortex breakdown above a critical Reynolds number of
Re ≈ 320, where their Re is based on the side dimension of the square inlet channel [53,54]. Ault
et al. later expanded on this work by considering the role of both the geometry and strength of the
flow through a branching junction in triggering vortex breakdown [27]. They combined single-phase
simulations and bubble- and particle-laden microfluidics experiments to show that vortex breakdown
in the single-phase flow is a necessary condition for the onset of particle and bubble capture in the
experiments. However, it is not a sufficient condition, since particles and bubbles also experience
centrifugal effects as they swirl around the vortex core, such that only low-density objects will be
pulled toward the core and ultimately trapped. Later Oettinger et al. used numerical simulations
along with an analytical approach to show that this capture is due to anchor-shaped 3D flow
structures, and they identified the particle size and density regimes for capture via a stability analysis
[28]. Shin et al. demonstrated a practical application of this system by demonstrating the capture
and rapid fusion of lipid vesicles in the high-shear vortex breakdown regions as a novel system to
produce giant unilamellar vesicles (GUVs) [29]. A similar system was used by introducing a small
cavity in the vicinity of the junction to develop a versatile intracellular delivery method [55]. Beyond
these examples, vortex breakdown in general can have broad applications across microfluidics for
all areas of mass transport, by introducing symmetry breaking, unsteadiness, unexpected particle
and bubble trapping, or even local hot spots in reacting flows [56,57]. Thus, it is critical to be able to
understand and predict when vortex breakdown will occur in such systems and how the breakdown
will affect dynamics such as particle and mass transport and mixing. For a more comprehensive
overview of the nonlinear and inertial fluid dynamics in microfluidic systems including those
described above, see [58].
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FIG. 2. Schematics illustrating the two fluid flow behaviors described by [62] at Reynolds numbers of
35 (a), (b) and 100 (c), (d). Panels (a) and (c) correspond to the diagrammatic depictions of the qualitative
explanation of the dynamics by [62] at the two Reynolds numbers, and panels (b) and (d) correspond to
individual streamline visualizations from our 3D numerical simulations at similar flow conditions. Stagnation
points are indicated by red dots. The flow clearly goes through a dynamical transition at some intermediate
Reynolds number in which two new stagnation points appear and bound a new closed recirculation region
that closely resembles classical bubble-type vortex breakdown. The flow is from bottom to the top, and we
designate (a) and (b) as “diverging single stagnation point flow” and (c) and (d) as “single-bubble breakdown
flow” (see Fig. 6).

Upon first consideration, the shear-driven flow in a cavity does not seem to be relevant to vortex
breakdown. In particular, the natural first consideration of such a problem as a 2D system precludes
the possibility of breakdown since no axial flow along the vortex core is possible. But even in
the 3D case, breakdown does not at first appear to be likely. At least qualitatively the system is
quite different from the typical systems that can experience breakdown. Typically, such flows have
a strong axial flow component along the vortex core and correspondingly strong swirl velocities.
Furthermore, the vortex axis is typically parallel or at least nearly aligned with the incoming main
flow (e.g., the flow through a rotating pipe). In contrast, in the shear-driven flow in a cavity, the
vortex axis is perpendicular to the incoming flow. The component of flow along the vortex core
is relatively small, going to zero in the limit of small cavity widths w. Nonetheless, we will show
that cavity flow can experience multiple types of bubble-type vortex breakdown that evolve and
transform as the cavity geometry and Reynolds numbers are varied.

Studies on inertial microfluidic cavity flow have previously demonstrated particle trapping
mechanisms within the cavity. For example, Haddadi and Di Carlo studied the particle-laden flow
over a narrow, long cavity (w/� = 0.22, �/d = 2 − 5) and observed recirculating, closed particle
trajectories within the cavity [59]. Trapping has also been observed in width-confined flows over
different cavity geometries such as in cavities that are symmetric on both sides of the main flow
channel [60] and in round cavities [61]. While vortex breakdown has previously been explored as a
mechanism for particle trapping, it was not considered in the context of these studies. Specifically,
these studies focused on width-confined channels (w/� < 0.25 in all cases), which precludes the
possibility of vortex breakdown due to the nearly negligible flow along the axial direction of the
vortex. Specific evidence for the possibility of vortex breakdown in cavity flows was demonstrated
in the numerical simulations of Torczynski and O’Hern, in which they showed two distinct flow
regimes as illustrated in Fig. 2 for Reynolds numbers of 35 and 100.
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Figures 2(a) and 2(c) correspond to diagrammatic depictions of the flow features seen by
Torczynski and O’Hern at the two Reynolds numbers, and Figs. 2(b) and 2(d) correspond to
individual streamline visualizations from our numerical simulations for similar conditions. At
Re = 35, Torczynski and O’Hern observed that the incoming flow along the centerline spirals
down into the cavity toward a stagnation point, where it then diverges off of the center plane in
two streamlines that proceed out of the cavity and downstream. This is consistent with the idea
of a dominant eddy structure occupying the cavity with a relatively weak outward axial flow
along its axis. For Re = 100, Torczynski and O’Hern observed a “kidney-bean-shaped” closed
region in which two additional stagnation points appeared near the side walls symmetric about
the center plane. These stagnation points appeared to bound the bubble region, defining the limits of
a recirculation zone. These two new stagnation points are unstable along the vortex core and stable
along the surface of the bubble region.

In addition, Torczynski and O’Hern also report that the stagnation point on the center plane
experiences a shift in its stability, becoming unstable on the center plane and stable on the vortex
axis at this higher Reynolds number. Fluid along the surface of this closed region spirals toward the
bounding stagnation points, where it then diverges back toward the center plane along the vortex
axis, and then spirals back out toward the bounding surface. Thus, this region represents a 3D
closed recirculation region that resembles the classical bubble-type vortex breakdown. In this study,
we expand on these preliminary findings by [62] by characterizing the vortex breakdown dynamics
in such systems across a wide range of cavity geometries and Reynolds numbers. In particular, we
highlight multiple transitions between different breakdown types using a combination of numerical
simulations and microfluidics experiments. We perform criticality calculations on the identified
recirculation zones to show that they demonstrate criticality consistently as expected for vortex
breakdown regions. We also demonstrate the strong sensitivity of the vortex breakdown structure to
relatively weak asymmetries in the incoming flow. To briefly outline the remaining structure of this
paper, in Sec. II we describe our experimental and numerical methods, in Sec. III we present both
our numerical and experimental results, along with analysis and discussion. In Sec. IV we present
conclusions.

II. METHODOLOGY

A. Numerical methods

Fully 3D computational fluid dynamics simulations were performed using the open source toolkit
OpenFOAM [63]. Steady-state solutions were obtained using the simpleFoam solver that uses the
Semi-Implicit Method for Pressure Linked Equations (SIMPLE) algorithm [64]. We verified that
the steady-state solutions were stable by using the icoFoam transient flow solver that is based on
the Pressure-Implicit with Splitting of Operators (PISO) method [65,66]. Simulation geometries
were created using the built-in mesh-generation tool blockMesh, with total numbers of cells in the
domains ranging from 4.5×106 for the smallest width cases with w/� � 1 up to 1.125×107 for
the largest width case with w/� = 15. The simulation domains consist of hexahedral cells that are
uniform in length in each of the three dimensions, ranging from side lengths of �/70 to �/50. For
each case, convergence tests were performed with simulations containing both one-half and double
the number of cells to quantify the uncertainties in the calculated critical Reynolds numbers for the
onset of vortex breakdown. By comparing the critical Re value where vortex breakdown first occurs
using each of these three grid resolutions (0.5×, 1×, and 2×), we found that the critical transition
Reynolds number for the 1× grid differs by at most 3% from the 2× grid. Individual differences are
measured for each case and presented as error bars in the Results section.

Unless otherwise specified, the inlet and outlet lengths for each case were fixed at 2�. The
steady-state simulations converged to velocity and pressure residual tolerances of 1 × 10−6 in
approximately 0.5 h when running on 32 cores on the Brown University Center for Computation
and Visualization high-performance computing cluster. The boundary conditions for the simulations
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were specified as follows: No-slip and zero normal pressure gradient conditions were imposed on
all of the walls. At the channel inlet, unless specified otherwise, the velocity profile was set to be
the analytical solution for the fully developed rectangular channel flow. Furthermore, a zero normal
pressure gradient condition was set at the inlet, which improves stability and convergence of the
solver, but introduces some minor errors within the first couple of cells of the inlet. At the outlet,
the fluid velocity is assumed to be fully developed, and so a zero normal velocity gradient condition
was imposed, and the pressure was set to a uniform value of zero. Initial conditions were set to
zero velocity and pressure everywhere. For the majority of cavity widths, steady-state simulations
were performed with Re ranging from 20 to 250, with Reynolds numbers reaching up to 450 for
widths around w/� = 5 in order to resolve a specific transition that occurs in that regime which
will be described below. The specific cases that were tested for stability were those with (w/�, Re)
values of (0.5, 40), (0.5, 70), (3, 80), (5, 130), and (5, 450), respectively. For these simulations,
the converged steady-state results of simpleFoam were used as the initial condition in the transient
icoFoam solver, and all cases were confirmed to be stable. Adaptive time stepping was used to
ensure a maximum Courant number less than 0.5.

Postprocessing, visualizations, and streamline calculations were performed using the open-
source data analysis software ParaView. Based on our prior experience, vortex breakdown regions
were identified by judicious placement of individual streamlines. For this particular flow geometry,
all of the symmetric flows have a vortex core that intersects a stagnation point on the center plane,
provided the Reynolds number is not too small. Thus, the flow along the vortex core and the vortex
breakdown regions themselves can be quickly identified by seeding a single streamline on the center
plane (z = 0) and adjusting its x, y position to find this stagnation point. This process is helped by
the fact that these stream lines on the center plane spiral in or out from this stagnation point, which
makes visual identification of its position straightforward.

B. Experimental methods

1. Device fabrication

Microfluidic experiments were performed for channels with nondimensional cavity widths w/�

of 0.55, 1.01, 1.48, 1.97, 2.84, 3.96, and 4.83. All but the largest width case were fabricated
directly in glass using the LightFab 3D printer (LightFab GmbH, Germany) based on the selective
laser-induced etching (SLE) technology [67,68]. In this process, the designed channel structures
are printed in a rigid piece of fused silica using ultrafast laser pulses which alter the chemical
structure of the glass. The printed structures are then chemically etched with potassium hydroxide
in an 80 ◦C ultrasonic bath. The results are multiple transparent, rigid pieces of glass with the
microfluidic cavities and channels embedded. Compared to the more commonly used polydimethyl-
siloxane (PDMS) or polymethyl methacrylate devices, the glass devices can endure higher pressure,
making them more suitable for the moderate and high Re experiments conducted in the current
study. In dimensional units, the fabricated microfluidic cavities have widths and depths in mm
of (w, �) = (0.47, 0.85), (0.89, 0.88), (1.29, 0.87), (1.68, 0.85), (2.50, 0.88), and (3.30, 0.83),
respectively.

The inlet and outlet lengths for all cases were designed to be 9.5w to ensure the flow is fully
developed before reaching the cavity. Due to limitations in the size of devices that can be fabricated,
SLE was not feasible to produce devices with w/� > 4 with sufficiently long inlets and outlets to
achieve fully developed flow before the cavity. However, as we will show later in the Results section,
one of the key vortex breakdown transitions that we identified occurs in the range 4 < w/� < 5.
Thus, we used soft lithography to create one more flow channel with w/� = 4.83. To produce this
channel, we first milled out a model of the channel from raw aluminum using an end mill. For this
case, the milled dimensions of the mold were w = 2.07 mm, � = 10.0 mm, �i = 7w, and �o = 2w.
This model was then glued to a glass slide, and Sylgard 184 PDMS was then used to create the
channel from the mold. The PDMS channel was then bonded to a clean piece of glass after plasma
treatment to ensure a secure bond.
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FIG. 3. Bottom-view time-lapse visualization of the dye-trapping experiments for a channel with w/� =
1.97 at a Reynolds number of Re = 59.6. In the experiments, a dye-filled channel is flushed with fresh water,
making the vortex breakdown recirculation bubble visually identifiable. Panels (a)–(f) are captured at a time
interval of 2 s. Results are compared to a streamline visualization of the single-phase simulations in panel
(g) from the numerical results with w/� = 2 and Re = 60. The flow is from left to right and corresponds to
single-bubble breakdown flow. The scale bar is 0.5 mm.

2. Experimental procedures

Vortex breakdown structures are visualized using a dye-trapping approach that is based on the
recirculating nature of the vortex breakdown regions. The flow channels are initially flushed with
a dye made from diluted black watercolor ink until the entire channel and the cavity are saturated
by dye. Next, clear water is flushed through the channel at a constant flow rate to set the desired
Reynolds number of the experiment. The fresh water flushes away the dye except inside the vortex
breakdown regions, where the streamlines form closed recirculation zones. These regions slowly
fade as the dye diffuses out of the channel. To control the flow, we utilize a Harvard Apparatus
PHD ULTRA syringe pump using a 60 ml syringe for the largest width case and a neMESYS
(Cetoni GmbH, Germany) syringe pump with a 25 ml syringe for all of the other cases. The syringe
pumps accelerate rapidly and achieve the target flow rates in less than 0.5 s. Experimental videos
recording the flow behavior within the cavity were captured using a Leica K5 camera with a Leica
DMi8 microscope for the largest width case and a Sony ILCE-6000 digital camera with a Nikon
SMZ1270 stereo microscope for all other cases. For most cases with widths w/� � 1 (e.g., Fig. 3),
this visual identification process is rather straightforward and provides reasonable agreement with
simulated results.

Due to the diffusive nature of the dye, identifying the exact transition Reynolds numbers precisely
is difficult. This is because as the Reynolds number approaches the critical value for transition, the
region in the vicinity of where the bubble will appear is already becoming a stagnation region,
leading to long dye-flushing times even below Recrit. These cases are difficult to differentiate
between those in which dye is trapped and slowly diffusing out of the breakdown bubble. Figure 4
illustrates some of the difficulties in using this approach to precisely identify the transition Reynolds
number Recrit. There is an obvious distinction between the dynamics of the dye between the
Re = 60.6 and the Re = 121.2 cases. For the lower Re case, at t = 15 s, the only remaining
dye is along the vortex core, which is a low-velocity region. Sufficiently long time is needed
before the dye can diffuse off of the vortex core and finally be flushed downstream. In contrast,
for the higher Re case, a significant amount of dye is clearly trapped in some recirculating flow
structure.

Hence, identifying the precise transition between these two behaviors is not trivial, especially
because the vortex breakdown regions shrink smoothly and eventually vanish as Re is decreased.
Thus, near the transition Re values, the vortex breakdown regions are typically very small, such
that the dye can diffuse out of them relatively quickly, and the dye-trapping visualizations may
appear nearly identical to those slightly below the transition Re. Thus, this effect introduces some
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FIG. 4. Time lapse and Re comparison of dye trapping in a channel with w/� = 3.96. Results illustrate the
transition from a case with no apparent dye trapping at Re = 60.6, where the only remaining dye at t = 15 s is
on the vortex core and is slowly diffusing away, to a case with significant dye trapping at Re = 121.2. These
results also highlight the difficulty in identifying precise Recrit transition numbers experimentally, since cases
with very small vortex breakdown regions can appear indistinguishable from those without vortex breakdown.
Similarly, this technique also has some uncertainty in identifying whether one or two vortex breakdown regions
exist in the flow for different Re. Due to the dissipative nature of the dye visualization, distinguishing precisely
between the different flow modes is challenging, but as Re increases, these cases correspond to transitions
from diverging single stagnation point flow to double-bubble breakdown flow to single-bubble breakdown flow
(see Fig. 6). The scale bar is 0.5 mm.

uncertainty into the experimental measurements of Recrit. Nonetheless, the results agree reasonably
well with numerical simulations for most cases. For ambiguous cases, we simply label those
experimental results as transition cases without specifying whether they exhibit breakdown or
not.
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FIG. 5. Overview of the various types of dye-trapping behavior observed in the microfluidic experiments
over a range of cavity widths and Reynolds numbers. A variety of behaviors are observed including multiple
separated trapping regions [e.g., (a)], individual symmetric [e.g., (c), (d)] or asymmetric [e.g., (b), (f)] trapping
regions, large trapping regions that occupy nearly the entire cavity [e.g., (k)], and cases where dye appears to be
trapped near the side walls [e.g., (m)]. The values of (w/�, Re) for panels (a)–(p) are (3.96,91.0), (2.84,70.0),
(1.97,41.1), (1.97,59.6), (1.97,119), (1.48,51.4), (1.48,77.9), (1.48,117), (1.01,56.2), (1.01,112), (1.01,225),
(0.55,38.3), (0.55,53.2), (0.55,78.7), (0.55,106), and (0.55,213), respectively. Again, precisely categorizing
these results based on dye visualizations is challenging, but here (a) appears to show double-bubble breakdown
flow, (b)–(k) and (o) and (p) appear to show single-bubble breakdown flow (with symmetric and asymmetric
results), (l) shows the corner vortex trapping mode, and (m) and (n) appear to show the fully reversed flow
condition (see Fig. 6). All scale bars are 0.5 mm.

III. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

In this section we present and discuss the results of our 3D numerical simulations and experi-
ments. As a brief introduction to the types of vortex breakdown and trapping that have been observed
in such systems, Fig. 5 presents characteristic results from the microfluidic experiments spanning
a wide range of Reynolds numbers and cavity widths. These results illustrate a variety of observed
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FIG. 6. Overview of the numerical and experimental results. Background colors indicate the different
observed vortex behaviors, which we have designated as (1) converging single stagnation point (SP) mode, (2)
single-bubble breakdown mode, (3) double-bubble breakdown mode, (4) “fully reversed” flow, (5) diverging
single stagnation point mode, and (6) corner vortex trapping. Solid lines indicate the critical Reynolds numbers
identified in the simulations for transitions between modes. Panel (a) shows just the numerical results over
the full range of w/�, and panel (b) includes the experimental results as data points overlayed on the phase
diagram. The dashed blue and red lines in panel (a) correspond to the streamline visualizations presented in
Figs. 8 and 9, respectively.

behaviors including results that show two separated dye-trapping regions as in Fig. 5(a), single
asymmetric regions as in Fig. 5(b) or 5(f), single symmetric regions as in Fig. 5(d), large trapping
regions that occupy nearly the entire cavity except near the walls as in Figs. 5(j), 5(k), or 5(p), and
cases where the dye appears to be trapped near the side walls, as opposed to an internal bubble
region as in Fig. 5(m). The internal structure of the recirculation regions can even be observed as
in Figs. 5(d) and 5(g), where the swirling dye clearly illustrates the symmetric counter-rotating
vortical structures inside the trapping regions. These preliminary observations indicate the types of
behaviors we can expect to observe in the single-phase simulations, and they are used to inform the
parameter regimes that we explore numerically.

Through simulating the shear-driven cavity flow across Reynolds numbers ranging from Re = 0
to 450 and cavity widths ranging from approximately w/� = 0.4 to 15, we have identified six
different flow regimes based on the vortex dynamics in the cavity, reflecting the complex dynamical
transitions possible in such systems. To present all of these transitions and flow regimes effectively,
we first present the full phase diagram capturing all of the transitions, and then describe the
individual modes and transitions in detail. The phase diagrams summarizing the experimental and
numerical results are shown in Fig. 6. In this figure the background colors indicate the different
modes of the observed vortex behaviors in the cavity, which we designate as (1) converging single
stagnation point (SP) mode, (2) single-bubble breakdown mode, (3) double-bubble breakdown
mode, (4) “fully reversed” flow, (5) diverging single stagnation point mode, and (6) corner vortex
trapping. Each of these modes will be described and explored below. The solid lines in the
figure represent the numerically calculated critical Reynolds numbers at which transitions occur
between different modes. Figure 6(a) shows the results over the full range of simulated w/�, while
Fig. 6(b) restricts the view to the regime in which experiments were performed, and the experimental
results (symbols) are overlayed on the phase diagram. The colors of the symbols denote whether the
experiments demonstrated no trapping of dye, trapping of dye in a single region, trapping of dye in
two separate regions, or transitional cases that are difficult to categorize just by visual inspection.
The dashed blue and red lines in Fig. 6(a) correspond to the streamline visualizations presented in
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Figs. 8 and 9 below, respectively. As indicated by the phase diagram, the shear-driven flow in a cavity
experiences a complex landscape of dynamical transitions. In Sec. III A we investigate the large
cavity width regime corresponding to approximately w/� > 4.5 in which only a single transition is
observed. Next, in Sec. III B we consider intermediate cavity widths in the range 1 � w/� � 4.5
in which an additional transition type appears for higher critical Reynolds numbers. Finally, in
Sec. III C we explore the relatively narrow width cavities with widths of approximately w/� < 1 in
which several additional vortex modes and dynamical transitions appear.

A. Large cavity widths (w/� � 4.5)

In the limit of very large cavity widths, the bulk of the flow in the cavity behaves as approximately
2D away from the sidewalls. Therefore, if any vortex breakdown is to occur in such cases, it must
be localized near the side walls, where a flow component along the vortex axis is significant. Thus,
if vortex breakdown is to occur in such systems, it must consist of two distinct separated bubble
breakdown regions, which should be relatively insensitive to w/� since they are well separated.
This is precisely what we observe in the shear-driven cavity flow at large w/�. As shown in Fig. 6,
only two possible modes exist above w/� ≈ 4.5, consisting of the modes we have designated as the
“diverging single stagnation point” mode and the “double-bubble breakdown” mode. Furthermore,
as w/� → 15, the critical Reynolds number transition between these two modes asymptotes to
Recrit ≈ 125, independent of w/�.

The first of these two modes, the “diverging single stagnation point” mode, is the same as the
lower Re example described by Torczynski and O’Hern [62], which is shown diagrammatically in
Fig. 2(a) and as a streamline visualization in Fig. 2(b). In this mode the flow on the channel center
plane z = 0 enters the cavity, spirals down towards an internal stagnation point (corresponding to
the vortex center in the 2D and nearly 2D cases), then diverges toward both side walls along the
vortex core before ultimately exiting the cavity and proceeding downstream. Generally, the axial
velocity component on the vortex core is extremely small, especially for large w/�, except near
the side walls where the flow becomes fully 3D. Thus, the variation of the relative magnitude of
axial and swirl flow along the vortex core with respect to the axial position and Reynolds number
sets up the circumstances where vortex breakdown may occur. This is precisely what we see as we
increase the Reynolds number above the critical solid gray transition line in Fig. 6. Specifically,
two distinct vortex breakdown bubbles form simultaneously as this limit is crossed, creating the
“double-bubble breakdown” mode. The appearance of this mode is visualized in Fig. 7. Figure 7(a)
first visualizes the form of the double-bubble breakdown mode. The vortex core is colored by the
magnitude of the flow velocity, which highlights the stagnation points (blue regions) on the channel
center plane as well as bounding the upstream and downstream limits of the breakdown bubble.
As can be seen, flow along the vortex axis proceeds towards the side wall, decelerating towards
an internal stagnation point. The flow then diverges out along the stream surface that bounds the
bubble shape [see the gray streamline in Fig. 7(a)], converging at the back towards a second internal
stagnation point. Here the flow again diverges either out of the cavity towards the outlet or into the
breakdown bubble where the flow continues to recirculate. Note that the flow is symmetric about
the channel center plane z = 0 such that the second vortex breakdown region exists in the proximity
of the other side wall. Figure 7(b) illustrates how these vortex breakdown regions originally form
as the critical Reynolds number transition line is crossed. The curves indicate the magnitude of the
fluid velocity on the vortex core as a function of axial position and Re. In this case Recrit ≈ 98. As
can be seen, even below Recrit, the fluid velocity in the vicinity of the breakdown region is relatively
low. As Re → Recrit, the velocity magnitude begins to drop in the location where the breakdown
will occur. At Re = 97, this low-velocity region splits into two even lower-velocity regions. Finally,
at Re ≈ 98, two distinct stagnation points appear. This indicates the onset of vortex breakdown and
demarcates the extent of the breakdown bubble. As Re increases beyond Recrit, the stagnation points
separate farther, and the vortex breakdown region enlarges.
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FIG. 7. Formation of the “double-bubble breakdown” mode as the Reynolds number is increased across
the gray transition line in Fig. 6. Panel (a) shows the qualitative structure of the double-bubble breakdown
mode in which low-velocity flow proceeds along the vortex axis, decelerates to an internal stagnation point,
diverges along the surface of the breakdown bubble, converges to a second stagnation point, and then diverges
both downstream toward the outlet and into the breakdown bubble where it recirculates. Here w/� = 5 and
Re = 115). The vortex core is colored by the velocity magnitude, highlighting the stagnation points (blue) in
the flow. Panel (b) shows the magnitude of the velocity along the vortex core and highlights the appearance
of the stagnation points as the Reynolds number approaches and crosses the critical value. As can be seen,
as the Reynolds number approaches the critical value, a low-velocity region begins to appear, which splits
into two low-velocity regions around Re = 97, finally becoming true stagnation points around Re = 98 and
demarcating the boundaries of the breakdown bubble.

B. Intermediate cavity widths (1 � w/� � 4.5)

As described in the previous section, for large cavity widths only two distinct vortex breakdown
modes exist, with a single transition line between them. At smaller cavity widths of approximately
1 � w/� � 4.5, the situation becomes slightly more complicated, as shown in Fig. 6. Here the flow
can exhibit a third mode, the “single-bubble breakdown” mode, associated with two additional types
of transitions. These correspond to the transition from diverging single stagnation point mode to
the single-bubble breakdown mode, as well as the transition between double-bubble breakdown
mode and single-bubble breakdown mode. The single-bubble breakdown mode corresponds to
that originally observed by Torczynski and O’Hern [62] for a channel of width w/� = 2.125
[see Figs. 2(c) and 2(d)]. In this mode, as in the diverging single stagnation point mode, the flow
on the center plane enters the cavity and proceeds to spiral down towards the vortex core. However,
rather than spiraling down to a stagnation point, the flow in the single-bubble breakdown mode
spirals down to a limit cycle. The flow then diverges off of the center plane along the stream surface
of the recirculation bubble and spirals down to two bounding stagnation points. Here the flow again
diverges both downstream out of the cavity and toward the outlet, as well as into the recirculation
zone along the vortex axis to the center plane stagnation point. From here, the flow diverges off of the
vortex axis on the center plane and spirals out toward the limit cycle, completing the recirculation.
Having described the structural features of this mode, we now consider transitions that occur in the
moderate cavity width regime.
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First, when the cavity width is approximately within the range 1 � w/� � 3.5, only a single
transition can occur, namely, the transition from the diverging single stagnation point mode to the
single-bubble breakdown mode. This is precisely the transition found by Torczynski and O’Hern
[62]. As Re approaches and exceeds Recrit, the entirety of the single-bubble breakdown mode
emerges from the original stagnation point of the diverging single stagnation point mode. When Re
is just slightly above Recrit, the vortex breakdown bubble is quite small, and it grows in size as Re is
increased. This can be seen clearly in Figs. 5(c), 5(d), and 5(e), which correspond to w/� = 1.967
and Re = 41.1, 59.6, and 119.2, respectively. For cavity widths approximately within the range
3.5 � w/� � 4.5, two transition lines are observed in Fig. 6. First, at the lower Recrit value, the flow
goes through the transition from the diverging single stagnation point mode to the double-bubble
breakdown mode as described above for large cavity widths. Recall that as the Reynolds number
increases for the double-bubble breakdown mode, the separation increases between the stagnation
points bounding the breakdown region as the region grows. At the intermediate cavity widths
between approximately 3.5 and 4.5, the separate breakdown regions are close enough to each other
and the center plane that their inner stagnation points can eventually merge with the original center
plane stagnation point, corresponding with a transition from the double-bubble breakdown mode to
the single-bubble breakdown mode. When this occurs, the three stagnation points merge and become
a single axially converging stagnation point and the limit cycle that was previously described. The
shift in stability of the centerline stagnation point can be described as follows. Before the transition
occurs, the center plane stagnation point is stable to perturbations in the center plane and unstable
to perturbations on the vortex core, whereas after the stagnation points have merged, the centerline
stagnation point shifts to be stable on the vortex core and unstable on the center plane. The emergent
limit cycle is stable on the center plane and unstable along the surface of the breakdown bubble. This
transition is analogous to that which was observed for the flow in a branching junction in which
multiple vortex breakdown regions merged and underwent similar transitions in stability [27].

The full transitioning process from diverging single stagnation point flow to double-bubble
breakdown to single-bubble breakdown is shown in Fig. 8 for a cavity of width w/� = 4.
Figures 8(a) through 8(e) correspond to Reynolds numbers of 80, 95, 100, 120, and 150, respec-
tively, which correspond to the blue dashed line in Fig. 6(a). Here the critical Reynolds numbers
for the transition to double-bubble breakdown and then single-bubble breakdown are approximately
84 ± 1 and 105 ± 5. The top row in Fig. 8 shows a perspective view of the streamline patterns
and recirculation zones. The middle row in the figure shows a view looking from the bottom in
the x-z plane with stagnation points visualized as red circles. The stability of the stagnation points
and the recirculation directions are indicated by black arrows. Thus, for example, at Re = 80 in the
“diverging single stagnation point” mode, the center plane stagnation point is stable on the center
plane and unstable on the vortex axis. Moving on to Re = 95, the inner stagnation points of the
vortex breakdown bubbles (i.e., those that are closer to the center plane) are stable on the vortex
axis and unstable on the shell of the vortex breakdown region, while the outer stagnation points
have the opposite stability. Once the two breakdown bubbles merge, the stability of the center plane
stagnation point switches, and it becomes stable on the vortex axis and unstable on the center plane.
This leads to the appearance of a periodic orbit on the center plane. This can be seen through
the bottom row of Fig. 8, which shows a side view visualization of the recirculation on the z = 0
center plane. The center plane stagnation point is shown on all panels, and the flow direction is
shown by black arrows. In this row, blue streamlines indicate those that spiral downwards toward
the stagnation point. The dark red region that appears for Re = 120 and 150 indicates the region
where streamlines spiral outwards away from the stagnation point. The solid white line in the right
two panels indicates the periodic orbit that appears from the merging of the two inner stagnation
points when the two vortex breakdown bubbles merge into one. This periodic orbit is thus stable on
the center plane and unstable on the shell of the vortex breakdown region.

Note that in Fig. 6, the transition between the double-bubble and single-bubble breakdown modes
occurs at an Recrit value that increases abruptly with channel width, especially when w/� > 4. Recrit

for this transition increases from approximately 105 at a cavity width of w/� = 4 to approximately
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FIG. 8. Streamline visualization of the transition from diverging single stagnation point flow to double-
bubble breakdown, and the subsequent transition to single-bubble breakdown as the Reynolds number is
increased. Results correspond to a cavity width of w/� = 4 with Reynolds numbers of Re = 80, 95, 100,
120, and 150 for panels (a) through (e), respectively. Results correspond to the blue dashed line in Fig. 6. The
critical Reynolds numbers for the two transitions are approximately 84 ± 1 and 105 ± 5. The top row shows a
perspective view of the streamline patterns and recirculation zones. The middle row shows a bottom side view
in the x-z plane along with stagnation points visualized as red circles. The stability of the stagnation points and
recirculation directions are indicated by black arrows. The bottom row shows a side view of the recirculation
on the z = 0 plane. The center plane stagnation point is shown on all panels, and the flow direction is shown
by black arrows. In this row, blue streamlines indicate those that spiral downwards toward the stagnation point.
The dark red region indicates the region where streamlines spiral outwards away from the stagnation point.
The solid white line in the right two panels indicates the periodic orbit that appears from the merging of the
two inner stagnation points when the two vortex breakdown bubbles merge into one.
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FIG. 9. Streamline visualizations of the transition from the single-bubble breakdown mode to the double-
bubble breakdown mode as the cavity width increases. The results correspond to a Reynolds number of Re =
130 for cavity widths of w/� = 1, 1.5, 2, 3, 4, 5, 7.5, 10, and 15 for panels (a) through (i), respectively. Results
are all rescaled to have the same width w as shown in the scalebar.

450 at a cavity width of w/� = 5. It is possible that this transition still occurs at larger widths,
although we did not simulate higher Reynolds numbers beyond 450 to find it. As the cavity width
increases, the flow must inevitably reach a condition where it transitions to unsteady flow before the
onset of this transition. So practically, the double-bubble to single-bubble transition is only likely
to be observed for approximately 3.5 � w/� � 4.5. Finally, one more approach for visualizing the
transition between the single-bubble and double-bubble breakdown is to hold the Reynolds number
fixed and increase the cavity width. Streamline visualizations of these results at Re = 130 for cavity
widths ranging from w/� = 1 to 15 are shown in Fig. 9. At this Reynolds number, the width at
which the transition occurs is approximately w/� = 4. As w/� increases in Figs. 9(f) through 9(i),
the shapes of the vortex breakdown regions become roughly independent of cavity width as they
become well separated. The results are shown side by side all rescaled to have the same width w.
This is why the vortex breakdown regions appear to get smaller for larger w/�, because effectively
� is decreasing. However, if the results were rescaled to have the same � dimension, the vortex
breakdown regions in Figs. 9(g), 9(h), and 9(i) would look nearly identical with the same size,
shape, and distance from the side wall.

Finally, to better understand and visualize the dynamics of the vortex breakdown regions, as
well as make connections to the 2D flow, we present detailed results for the w/� = 4 case at Re =
150 in Fig. 10. The left panel of the figure gives a perspective view of the recirculating vortex
breakdown regions in this system. Figures 10(a), 10(b), and 10(c) on the right show cross-sectional
slice visualizations in the cavity of the velocity magnitude, the y component of velocity, and the
z component of velocity, respectively, with cross-sectional streamlines superimposed on the slices.
The bottom five rows of slices correspond to the indicated planes in the perspective view, while the
top row of slices in the red, dashed box give the corresponding results in a fully 2D simulation for
comparison. Several key results can be seen from this figure. First, at all cross sections the results
are qualitatively and quantitatively similar to those in the 2D case with several exceptions. First, the
axial uz component of flow is obviously zero in the 2D case, and nonzero in the 3D case, although
it should be noted that it remains relatively small everywhere compared to velocity magnitude.
Next, note that both the velocity magnitude and the y component of velocity are slightly larger in
the 3D flow compared to the 2D flow, except on the cross section nearest to the wall, where the
confinement effects of the wall reduce the velocity. This is due to the fact that the reduction of flow
near the side walls necessarily means the flow away from the side walls (i.e., near z = 0) must be
relatively increased, such that the swirl is somewhat stronger in the 3D flow in the cavity compared
to the 2D case except for near the walls. Furthermore, the axial component of velocity uz along the
vortex is relatively small, but strongest near the side walls, where the flow is more fully 3D. Finally,
note that although they do not perfectly align, the peak axial component of velocity along the vortex
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FIG. 10. Detailed visualization of the “single-bubble breakdown” mode. The left panel shows a perspective
view of the w/� = 4 case at Re = 150. Panels (a), (b), and (c) show the velocity magnitude, the y component
of the velocity, and the z component of velocity, respectively, with cross-sectional streamlines superimposed.
The bottom five rows of slices correspond to the plane slices visualized in the perspective view. The top row of
slices in the red, dashed box show the results for the 2D flow at a corresponding Reynolds number.

does approximately align with the center of the recirculation on each cross section, indicating that
the vortex core is approximately “jetlike.”

C. Narrow cavity widths (w/� < 1)

Finally, we consider the vortex dynamics and transitions in narrow cavity widths in the range
w/� < 1. As can be seen in Fig. 6, the narrow cavity case exhibits the most complex behaviors, with
three new vortex modes unobserved at large cavity widths, and demonstrating a total of five possible
modes and four possible dynamical transitions. First, note that our results and phase diagram show
results only for w/� > 0.4. In all of our simulations at cavity widths below 0.4, we never identified
any structures that resembled vortex breakdown. Indeed, the 3D nature of the flow appears to change
in this regime. We believe this is due to a transition into the Brinkman regime, where the flow
essentially becomes a 3D lubrication type flow. That is, in the so-called Brinkman limit, when a
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FIG. 11. Overview of the flow regimes that are present for low cavity widths of approximately 0.4 <

w/� < 1. Representative streamline visualizations are presented in panels (a) through (e) corresponding to
each of the labeled red markers in the left panel. Background colors use the same legend as Fig. 6. Streamline
visualizations correspond to w/� = 0.65 and show only half of the channel, where the flow is understood to be
symmetric about the channel center plane which is on the left side of each panel. Flow directions are indicated
on the streamlines, and the red dots in panels (a) through (e) represent the location of internal stagnation points.

flow is tightly confined in the depth direction, it can be treated as 2D in the depth-averaged sense
[69]. More precisely, the fluid velocity in such a limit is approximately only in the x and y directions,
with the magnitude being an approximately parabolic function of z, at least away from the walls.
In this regime, the flow does still recirculate and remain trapped in the cavity, but only in the same
manner as the truly 2D flow in a cavity, which is clearly not a form of vortex breakdown, since the
velocity component along the vortex core is approximately zero. Thus, we consider the flow regime
with w/� < 0.4 to be a Brinkman flow regime, and outside the scope of this study.

The five different modes that are present over the range 0.4 < w/� < 1 are illustrated in Fig. 11.
Streamline visualizations are presented for each of the modes in Figs. 11(a) through 11(e) at a
cavity width of w/� = 0.65, corresponding to the five labeled red markers on the phase diagram.
The background colors in the phase diagram match those used in Fig. 6 and use the same legend.
In the streamline visualizations, only half of the domain is shown, and the flow is symmetric about
the channel center plane, which is on the left side of each panel. Flow directions are highlighted by
red arrows, and internal stagnation points are indicated by red circles. These five modes correspond
to Fig. 11(a) converging single stagnation point mode, Fig. 11(b) corner vortex trapping, Fig. 11(c)
diverging single stagnation point mode, Fig. 11(d) single-bubble breakdown mode, and Fig. 11(e)
“fully reversed” flow. Thus, modes (c) and (d) are the same as those we have seen at higher cavity
widths, but here they exist only over a much narrower range of Reynolds numbers.

Above the solid dark purple transition line, the single-bubble mode transitions into mode (e),
which we have designated the “fully reversed” flow regime based on Harvey’s [37] observation on
the axial flow reversal in vortex breakdown. In their work, Harvey investigated the swirling flow
in a cylindrical pipe as the magnitude of the swirl velocity was increased. When the magnitude of
the swirl is low, the flow is a simple swirling pipe flow where the velocity along the vortex core
points downstream everywhere. When the swirl is increased beyond a certain threshold, the flow
exhibits bubble-type vortex breakdown, in which flow within the breakdown bubble is reversed
and points upstream. As the magnitude of the swirl becomes even stronger, the breakdown bubble
continues to expand and eventually engulfs the entire pipe domain, such that the velocity on the
vortex core points upstream everywhere, and the stagnation point on the vortex core, which marks
the beginning of the breakdown bubble, disappears. For this reason, Harvey classified this flow
regime as “fully reversed.” This phenomenon is analogous to what we see in the shear-driven cavity
flows for 0.4 < w/� < 1. Starting from the diverging single stagnation point mode at point (c), the
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flow along the vortex core first proceeds “downstream,” i.e., from the center plane toward the side
wall. Then, as the Reynolds number is increased to point (d), the flow transitions to single-bubble
breakdown mode, where the flow inside the bubble is reversed and proceeds “upstream,” toward
the center plane. Finally, increasing the Reynolds number to point (e), the vortex breakdown bubble
grows until it engulfs the entire width of the cavity, and the flow everywhere along the vortex axis
is “upstream” toward the channel center plane.

One of the unique features of the narrow-width shear-driven flow in a cavity is the appearance of
a second type of vortex breakdown trapping that can exist for surprisingly low Reynolds numbers.
This corresponds to point (b) in Fig. 11 and is the mode we have designated as “corner vortex
trapping.” As can be seen in the phase diagram, this corner vortex trapping regime occupies a
relatively small and narrow parameter space. Furthermore, this mode exhibits several unique fea-
tures. First, the stability of the stagnation points is opposite to that of the single-bubble breakdown
mode. In the single-bubble breakdown mode, the center plane stagnation point is unstable on the
center plane and stable on the vortex core, whereas this is reversed for the center plane stagnation
point of the corner vortex trapping mode. Similarly, the stagnation point bounding the extent of the
breakdown bubble is stable on the bubble stream surface and unstable on the vortex axis for the
single-bubble breakdown mode, but this is likewise reversed for the corner vortex trapping mode.
Furthermore, a unique transition can be seen when going from points (c) to (b) in Fig. 11. Here
we begin with the diverging single-stagnation point mode, and by decreasing the Reynolds number
a vortex breakdown bubble appears. This exhibits the opposite of the typically expected behavior
in which the Reynolds number must be increased to lead to the onset of breakdown. At these low
cavity widths and Reynolds numbers, the appearance of the flow past the leading corner of the cavity
is analogous to a reattaching flow [70], and an eddy forms at the corner on the inlet side of the
cavity. Thus, we have designated this new vortex trapping mode “corner vortex trapping” because
it originates from this corner eddy in a slightly different location from the single-bubble breakdown
mode. Several visualizations of this corner vortex trapping mode are shown in Fig. 12. Figure 12(a)
shows a perspective view of a streamline visualization of the trapping mode. As can be seen, the
flow resembles a reattachment flow over a corner, and the recirculation bubble originates from the
recirculating corner vortex on the inlet side of the cavity. Figures 12(b) and 12(c) show comparisons
between the experimental results and simulated streamlines of the recirculation bubble at Reynolds
numbers of approximately Re ≈ 20 and Re ≈ 40, respectively, highlighting the increase in size of
this trapping mode with the Reynolds number.

Finally, the last mode which we have not discussed is the converging single stagnation point
mode, corresponding to Fig. 11(a). Recall that in the diverging single stagnation point mode, the
flow on the center plane from the inlet spirals down toward a center plane stagnation point that is
stable on the plane and unstable on the vortex axis, and then diverges toward both side walls along
the vortex axis and proceeds downstream to the outlet. Here, in the converging single stagnation
point mode, the stability of the center plane stagnation point is reversed, such that flow from both
sides of the inlet spirals down to the vortex core, proceeds inwards toward the center plane stagnation
point, diverges off of the vortex core along the center plane, spirals outward, and finally exits the
cavity and proceeds to the outlet. The transition from this mode to the corner vortex trapping mode
occurs as the solid purple Recrit line is crossed in Fig. 11, and the bounding stagnation points and
limit cycle emerge from the original center plane stagnation point.

D. Asymmetric breakdown

In the previous sections, we have explored in detail the different vortex breakdown modes and
flow regimes that were identified experimentally and computationally for the shear-driven flow in a
cavity. One feature that was seen in the experimental dye-trapping visualizations but not observed
in our initial numerical simulations was the presence of asymmetric trapping. For instance, see
Figs. 5(b) and 5(n) in Fig. 5. The dye trapping is clearly asymmetric and was most pronounced for
cases with 3 � w/� � 4. For all of these cases, our simulations demonstrated symmetric trapping.
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FIG. 12. Visualization of the corner vortex trapping mode corresponding to point (b) in Fig. 11. (a) Per-
spective view of the streamline visualizations of the recirculation bubble in a cavity of width w/� = 0.56
at Re = 30. The recirculation bubble originates from the corner vortex that forms on the inlet side of the
cavity. Panels (b) and (c) show bottom-side comparison views of the dye-trapping experiments and simulated
streamlines at Reynolds numbers of (b) Reexp. = 19.2 and Resim. = 22, and (c) Reexp. = 38.4 and Resim. = 40.
Bottom panels show the corresponding side views.

However, it must be noted that the flow within the cavity is already a relatively low-velocity region
relative to the outer channel flow. Further, along the vortex core, the axial velocity component is
typically very small, especially when vortex breakdown occurs. Thus, it is possible that relatively
small asymmetries in the outer channel flow could significantly bias the axial flow on the vortex
core in the cavity, which would in turn significantly affect the structure of the vortex breakdown
regions.

In order to test this hypothesis, we performed additional simulations with slightly asymmetric
inlet conditions to test how sensitive the structure of the vortex breakdown regions is to any
asymmetry in the outer channel flow. We impose an inlet boundary condition on the simulations
that consists of the typical fully developed inlet condition that was used in all other simulations
multiplied by a constant linear function that varies from 1 − s to 1 + s from sidewall to sidewall,
where s represents the degree of asymmetry. Simulations were performed for a cavity of width
w/� = 3 at Re = 80 with values of s = 0.01, 0.1, and 0.2. Since the flow is no long fully developed
at the inlet, the flow in the cavity must also depend on the length of the inlet. Here we keep the inlet
length fixed as 2� and vary only s. Streamline visualizations of these results are shown in Fig. 13.
As can be seen, increasing s clearly increases the asymmetry in the vortex breakdown dynamics in
the cavity. As the degree of asymmetry increases, the obvious vortex breakdown bubble shifts to the
side and begins to resemble one of the two bubbles present in the double-bubble breakdown mode.
Furthermore, the single-bubble breakdown mode is apparently relatively sensitive to asymmetry.
For example, even with s = 0.01 as in Fig. 13(a), it is not clear whether the bottom half of the
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FIG. 13. Asymmetric vortex breakdown in a cavity with w/� = 3 at Re = 80 with increasing degrees of
asymmetry given by (a) s = 0.01, (b) s = 0.1, and (c) s = 0.2. The asymmetry in the inlet condition increases
the velocity magnitude near the bottom sidewall of the channel and decreases it near the top sidewall.

structure remains a recirculation zone, although it appears not to be. This is more obvious at larger
values of s. Thus, a small asymmetry in the system could eliminate half of the trapping potential in
the system.

In order to visualize the trapping computationally in these asymmetric cases, we used the
scalarTransportFoam solver of OpenFOAM to simulate the advection diffusion of a scalar
concentration field C, representing the dye concentration in the experiments. Here the initial
condition for the concentration was set to a uniform value of C0 everywhere. No-flux conditions
were used at all of the walls, as well as at the outlet, and the concentration at the inlet was
set to zero. Thus, these simulations are equivalent to taking the steady-state asymmetric velocity
fields simulated above, filling the channel with a concentration field, and then flushing it away. A
comparison between the experimental results and these simulations is shown in Fig. 14 at a cavity
width of w/� ≈ 3 and Re = 80 with a degree of asymmetry given by s = 0.1. Results are compared
at nondimensional times of (a) t∗ = 360, (b) t∗ = 610, (c) t∗ = 810, and (d) t∗ = 1010, where t has
been nondimensionalized by the characteristic time for convection past the cavity, i.e., t∗ = tU/�.
Numerical results are shown as level sets of the concentration field with values of C = 0.4C0 (blue)
and C = 0.9C0 (red) to highlight the comparison with the experimental results. Although we have
used an artificial asymmetry in the inlet condition, which is unlikely to match that which was
present in the experiments, we nonetheless see surprising similarities between the experimental
and computational results. More detailed experiments with well-defined added asymmetries could
be used to validate and expand on the sensitivity of these vortex breakdown features, which we leave
as a topic for future work.

IV. CONCLUSION

In this study we have investigated the vortex breakdown and trapping mechanisms in the
shear-driven flow in a rectangular cavity. Both fully 3D computational fluid dynamics simulations
and microfluidics dye-trapping experiments were used to determine the different parameter regimes
and vortex breakdown modes present in the system. A total of six main parameter regimes were
identified, along with five different types of flow transitions along with the corresponding critical
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FIG. 14. Comparison between experimental results (top) at w/� = 2.84, Re = 80.0 and numerical sim-
ulations (bottom) at w/� = 3, Re = 80 with a degree of asymmetry of s = 0.1. Results are compared at
nondimensional times of (a) t∗ = 360, (b) t∗ = 610, (c) t∗ = 810, and (d) t∗ = 1010, where t∗ = tU/�.
Level sets of the concentration field are shown with C = 0.4C0 (blue) and C = 0.9C0 (red) to highlight the
comparison. The scale bar is 0.5 mm.

Reynolds numbers for each of these transitions as functions of cavity width. At large cavity widths
of w/� � 4.5, only two modes were observed, the diverging single stagnation point mode and
the double-bubble breakdown mode, along with the single transition between them. At smaller
cavity widths of 1 � w/� � 4.5, the additional single-bubble breakdown mode appears, along with
potential direct transitions to each of the other two modes. Streamline visualizations were used to
highlight the dynamical changes that occur across these transitions and the consequences on the
stability of stagnation points. At smaller widths of w/� � 1, the phase space becomes the most
complicated, with a total of five possible modes and four possible transition types depending on
w/� and Re. In particular, we see a new “fully reversed flow” mode at high Reynolds numbers,
where the single-bubble breakdown mode has grown to engulf the entire width of the cavity. At
lower Reynolds numbers, below those for diverging single stagnation point mode, we see the onset
of the corner vortex trapping mode, which is an especially low-Re mode existing even down to
Re = O(1) and demonstrating recirculation that is in the opposite sense from that of single-bubble
breakdown. Finally, we have considered the role of asymmetry in the channel or inlet condition as a
possible source of the asymmetric dye trapping seen experimentally at moderate cavity widths, and
we showed that relatively small asymmetry in the inlet condition could have relatively significant
effects on the structure of the vortex breakdown regions and the trapping capacity of the cavity.
These results have provided new insights into the vortex breakdown and trapping dynamics in
low- and moderate-Reynolds number flows in a cavity. These results highlight the importance of
a detailed investigation into even basic flow geometries where the potential for vortex breakdown
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may be underappreciated, and the potential flow regimes and parameter spaces may be unexpectedly
complicated.
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