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A B S T R A C T   

Recent progress in nanoparticle construction can be seen as a breakthrough in increasing heat transfer methods. 
The small size of particles and low volume fraction of particles leads to solving agglomeration and pressure drop 
problems and reduce the cost of storing and transporting nanofluids. Molecular dynamics simulation is one of the 
essential branches of computational physics that can predict various structures’ atomic behavior. In this study, 
the effects of external electrostatic force and external electrical field on the density, velocity, temperature of 
atomic structures, and agglomeration of Fe3O4 nanoparticles in a copper microchannel are investigated. The 
results of the physical properties of this structure are estimated using molecular dynamics simulation and 
LAMMPS software. The results show that with increasing the applied external electrostatic force the maximum 
velocity is converged to 0.0071 Å /ps. Also, adding an external electrical field to the simulated nanofluid, the 
maximum values of density, velocity, and temperature are estimated to 1.32 g/cm3, 0.0078 Å /ps, and 345 K, 
respectively. The external electrical field has a significant and essential role in the agglomeration process in 
atomic structures. Finally, it is observed that by increasing the external electrical field, the time required for the 
agglomeration process increases to 2.26 ns.   

1. Introduction 

Today, nanofluids are used in various fields [1–3]. The nanofluids 
application is divided into two parts: heat transfer and mass transfer 
[4–6]. Some exceptional properties like high stability, facile prepara-
tion, and acceptable viscosity have made nanofluids one of the most 
suitable and strong choices in both mass transfer and heat transfer fields. 
One of the basic needs in many industries and research projects is high- 
efficiency heat transfer [7–9]. Heat transfer environments are usually 
formed of fluids such as water, ethylene glycol, or oil. Compared to 
metals and even metal oxides, these fluids have a low thermal conduc-
tivity. Therefore, it is expected to show better thermal properties by 
adding nanoparticles to conventional fluids [10–13]. So far, most studies 
have focused on particles in millimeter or micrometer size. Particles on 
this scale cause severe problems in heat transfer equipment. These 
particles settle quickly in the system, and if the channel has a smaller 
diameter, the problem will be more serious. For instance, when flowing 

through microchannels, they cause agglomeration and clogging of the 
path and finally resulting in a large pressure drop. Also, the collision of 
these particles with each other and the system’s walls leads to abrasion 
[14–16]. Recent progress in nanoparticle construction can be seen as a 
breakthrough in increasing heat transfer methods. The small size and 
low volume fraction of nanoparticles lead to solving agglomeration and 
pressure drop problems and reduce the cost of storing and transporting 
nanofluids [17–19]. In recent decades, molecular dynamics (MD) sim-
ulations have been used to study the properties of nanofluids. MD 
method is one of the essential branches of computational physics that 
can predict the atomic behavior of various structures [20,21]. Because 
molecular systems generally contain large numbers of particles, the 
properties of complex systems cannot be obtained analytically. But 
molecular dynamics simulation solves this problem by applying 
computational methods and thus creates an interface between labora-
tory results and theatricals [22–24]. 

In this computational study, the effect of external force and electrical 
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field on factors such as temperature, density, velocity, and agglomera-
tion process of water / Fe3O4 nanofluid flow in a microchannel has been 
investigated. The results are estimated using LAMMPS software [25,26] 
(published by Sandia National Laboratories (SNL)). 

2. Computational method 

To perform this simulation, at first ideal microchannels in micro- 
dimensions with 0.75 × 0.3 × 0.3 μm3 is simulated at T = 300 K. The 
initial temperature is applied using the Nose-Hoover thermostat [27] to 
the simulated atomic structure. The walls of these microchannels are 
made of copper. The boundary conditions in the x and y-directions are 
considered periodic and the z-direction is considered constant. In the 
next step, Fe3O4 nanoparticles are added to the primary fluid and the 
system changes and flow in the microchannel are evaluated. Fig. 1 dis-
plays the atomic configuration of this structure (shown by Open Visu-
alization Tool (OVITO) software) [28,29]. 

In this configuration, Fe3O4 nanoparticles are fixed in the middle of 
the microchannel. Then, by adding an external electrostatic force and an 
external electrical field to the nanofluid, the results are evaluated. From 
this approach, a new method can be designed to improve the behavior 
and the flow of nanofluids in microchannels. The foundation of molec-
ular dynamics simulation is based on solving Newton’s equation of 
motion (Newton’s second law). By solving these equations, all particles’ 
motion in the system in time scales can be simulated. In the formulation 
of this method, the force on the particle i can also be expressed as the 
gradient of the potential energy [30]: 

Fi = − ∇iU (1)  

where Fi and U show the force exerted on the particle i and the system’s 
potential energy, respectively. Newton’s equation of motion can then 
relate the derivative of the potential function to the changes in position 
as a function of time. According to Newton’s second law of motion, the 
relationship between motion and the applied force is calculated by Eq. 
(2) [30]: 

Fi = miai = mi
d2ri

dt2 (2)  

where mi, ai, and ri show the mass (which is assumed to be independent 
of motion, velocity, and time) of particle i, acceleration of particle i, and 
motion of the particle i, respectively. Using the Verlet algorithm, the 
equation of motion in MD simulations can be calculated [31,32] as 
follows: 

r(t+Δt) = r(t) + v(t)Δt+
1
2

a(t)Δt2 +O
(
Δt4) (3)  

v(t +Δt) = v(t)+
a(t) + a(t + Δt)

2
Δt +O

(
Δt2) (4)  

where v and ∆t show the particle’s velocity and the time interval (in 
femtoseconds). The Verlet algorithm uses positions (or velocity) and 
accelerations at time t to calculate new positions (or velocity) at time 
t+∆t. 

Another essential factor in this simulation is the temperature. In 
classical physics, the temperature of atoms can be calculated using the 
following relation [33,34]: 

1
2

m|v|2 =
3
2

kbT (5)  

T(t) =
∑N

i

mivi
2(t)

kbN
(6)  

where kb and N shows the Boltzmann constant and degrees of freedom of 
the atomic system. The density and momentum of particles are given by 
[35]: 

Fig. 1. Schematic of the atomic configuration of simulated water / 
Fe3O4 nanofluid. 

Fig. 2. Changes of potential energy and stability in the total energy of structure 
versus time. 
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ρ =
N
V

(7)  

Pi = mivi (8) 

In this simulation, the effect of the external force and electrical field 
on the Fe3O4 / water nanofluid is investigated. The following equation 
obtains the external electrostatic force [36]: 

F = Eqcos(ωt) (9)  

where E, q, and ω show the electrical field, electric charge, and fre-
quency. The potential energy is a function of the atomic position (3 N) of 
all the atoms in the system. Due to this function’s complicated nature, 
there is no analytical solution to the equations of motion; they must be 
solved numerically. In general, the sample’s potential energy is obtained 
from the sum of the Leonard-Jones, EAM, and Columbus potential 
functions [37–39]. The Leonard-Jones potential function is a simple 
mathematical model that approximates the interactions between a pair 
of neutral particles and a molecule. The most common relation of the 
Leonard-Jones potential function is given by Eq. (10) [40,41]: 

ULJ = 4εij

[(
σij

rij

)12

−

(
σij

rij

)6
]

(10)  

where εij, σij and rij show the depth of the potential well, the distance at 
which the potential function becomes zero, and the distance of the 
particles from each other, respectively. The results show that by adding 
Fe3O4 nanoparticles to the base fluid (water), the amount of potential 
energy has a good convergence. This convergence in potential energy 
shows the presence of attraction and stability in total energy. Fig. 2 
shows the changes in potential energy and the stability in the total en-
ergy of structure versus time (in 1 ns). 

In the following, the effects of variable external electrostatic force 
and variable electrical field on the density, velocity, temperature, and 
the agglomeration of water / Fe3O4 nanofluid in a microchannel are 
investigated. 

3. Results and discussion 

3.1. The effects of applied external electrostatic force 

An external electrostatic force applied to particles in a microchannel 
is one of the critical factors in the system’s evolution. Therefore, in the 
first step, by adding variable external forces with magnitudes of 0.001, 
0.002, 0.004, and 0.01 eV, the behavior of structure has been investi-
gated. These studies are performed on physical quantities such as den-
sity, velocity, and temperature to investigate the nanofluid flow in a 
microchannel. Fig. 3 shows the changes in the density, velocity, and 
temperature in the presence of applied variable external electrostatic 
force. 

As shown in Fig. 3, the density profile of simulated nanofluid does 
not change much across the microchannel. This is because the number of 
particles in the simulation box does not change. Increasing the applied 
external force has a positive correlation to the magnitude of the resultant 
force. Therefore, the acceleration of nanofluid particles is expected to be 

Fig. 3. Density, velocity, and temperature profiles of water / Fe3O4 nanofluid 
flow in the presence of applied variable external electrostatic force. 

Table 1 
maximum values of density, velocity, and temperature of water / Fe3O4 nano-
fluid flow in the presence of applied variable external electrostatic force.  

The magnitude of the 
external force (eV/ Å) 

Maximum 
density (gr/cm3) 

Maximum 
velocity 

Maximum 
temperature 

(Å /ps) (K) 

0.001 1.41 0.0052 264 
0.002 1.4 0.0058 276 
0.004 1.39 0.0061 288 
0.01 1.36 0.0071 308  
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a positive correlation to the external force. Finally, the amount of ve-
locity increased. As shown in Fig. 3, as the amount of external electro-
static force increases or decreases, the Poiseuille flow [42] for the 
nanofluid is observed. As a result, the total motion of the particles does 
not change as the external force changes. Therefore, changing the 
applied external force leads to changing the kinetic energy, and finally, 

the simulated sample temperature also changes. The numerical values 
calculated are shown in Table 1. 

3.2. The effects of the applied external electrical field 

An external electrical field is another factor influencing the behavior 
of nanofluid. In this part, by adding a variable external field with 
magnitudes of 0.01, 0.05, 0.01, and 0.01 eV, the electrophoretic be-
haviors of nanofluid flow have been investigated, because applying an 
external electrical field to a structure with an electric charge allows the 
study of the electroosmotic behavior [43,44]. Fig. 4 shows the changes 
in physical quantities of density, velocity, and temperature in the pres-
ence of an external electrical field. 

According to Fig. 4, the increase in an external electric field applied 
to water / Fe3O4 nanofluid flow cannot change the density of nanofluid. 
Due to the predominance of interactions between microchannel walls 
and nanofluid particles, the density values do not change much with 
changing the external electrical field. The maximum values of this 
quantity can be seen on the boxes close to the microchannel walls. As a 
result, whatever the external electrical field increases, the amount of 
density in areas close to copper walls (microchannels) decreases. This is 
due to the greater acceleration of the particles in the presence of larger 
electrical fields. Therefore, increasing the external electrical field leads 
to increases in the velocity of the particles in the middle-boxes of the 
microchannel. Since the particles in the middle-boxes are less affected 
by the interactions of the wall particles, so the velocity changes of these 
particles are more than the nanofluid particles placed in the boxes next 
to the walls. 

The velocity profile in Fig. 4 shows the increase in nanofluid velocity 
with increasing the external electrical field. Applied external electrical 
field leads to increases in the momentum of particles, and as a result, the 
motion of water / Fe3O4 particles increases. Also, changes in the motion 
of particles in atomic structures lead to temperature changes in the 
structure. The results show that increasing the external electrical field, 
the maximum temperature of nanofluid reaches to 345 K. On the other 
hand, according to Fig. 4, it can be said that the increase of the applied 
external electrical field does not cause deviate nanofluid from the 
Poiseuille flow. Also, parabolic diagrams for temperature profiles can be 
seen in this nanofluid. The maximum values of density, velocity, and 
temperature of the nanofluid flow in the variable external electrical field 
are reported in Table 2. 

3.3. Investigation of the agglomeration process 

Finally, agglomeration time in the nanofluid structure consists of two 
Fe3O4 nanoparticles in the presence of external electrostatic force with 
magnitudes among the amount of 0.001 to 0.01 eV / Å and external 
electrical fields with magnitudes of 0.01 to 0.2 eV have been investi-
gated. According to physical concepts, the phenomenon of agglomera-
tion is a destructive factor and researchers are trying to reduce or delay 
the amount of that. Computationally, the collision of two Fe3O4 nano-
particles in a copper microchannel happens after 1.47 ns and cause 
agglomeration of nanoparticles. This process is presented in Fig. 5. 
Increasing the external electrical field increases the agglomeration time 

Fig. 4. Density, velocity, and temperature profiles of water / Fe3O4 nanofluid 
flow in the presence of an external electrical field. 

Table 2 
Maximum values of density, velocity, and temperature of water / Fe3O4 nano-
fluid flow in the presence of applied external electrical field.  

The magnitude of the 
external electrical field 
(eV) 

Maximum 
density (gr/cm3) 

Maximum 
velocity 

Maximum 
temperature 

(Å /ps) (K) 

0.01 1.4 0.0058 271 
0.05 1.38 0.0064 301 
0.1 1.35 0.0067 322 
0. 2 1.32 0.0078 345  
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in the simulated nanoparticles. The results are reported in Table 3. 
An external electrostatic force applied to the simulated nanofluid is 

another factor in the agglomeration of nanoparticles. The results show 
that by increasing the applied external force, the displacement of 
nanoparticles in the flow direction increases. So, these collisions occur in 
a shorter time. On a numerical scale, as the amount of applied external 
electrostatic force increases, the agglomeration process time decreases 
to 1.32 ns. 

4. Conclusion 

In this study, using computer simulations and molecular dynamics 
methods, the effects of applied external electrostatic force and electrical 
field on the nanofluid flow in a microchannel are investigated. The re-
sults are calculated by calculating the physical quantities such as den-
sity, velocity, temperature, and agglomeration phenomenon of the 
simulated fluid. The results are as follows:  

• The increase in external electrostatic force applied to the nanofluid 
causes it to flow more freely. So, the maximum velocity of the 
nanofluid increases with increasing external force;  

• Electroosmotic behavior in the nanofluid structure is observed by 
applying an external electrical field.  

• Increases in the external electrical field lead to an increase in the 
maximum amount of velocity and temperature in a nanofluid.  

• An external electrical field has played an effective and positive role 
in the agglomeration process in atomic structures. By adding this 
physical parameter, the agglomeration time in the simulation 
nanofluid increases. 
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