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Abstract: Solid foams have been intensely studied as promising structured catalytic internals.
However, mechanisms governing flow and transport phenomena within the foam structures have not
been properly addressed in the literature. The aim of this study was to consider such flow mechanisms
based on our experimental results on flow resistance. Two mechanisms were considered: developing
laminar flow in a short capillary channel (flow-through model), and flow around an immersed solid
body, either a cylinder or sphere (flow-around model). Flow resistance experiments were performed
on three aluminum foams of 10, 20, and 40 PPI (pores per inch), using a 57 mm ID test column filled
with the foams studied. The foam morphology was examined using microtomography and optical
microscopy to derive the geometric parameters applied in the model equations. The flow-through
model provided an accuracy of 25% for the experiments. The model channel diameter was the foam
cell diameter, and the channel length was the strut thickness. The accuracy of the flow-around model
was only slightly worse (35%). It was difficult to establish the geometry of the immersed solid body
(sphere or cylinder) because experiment characteristics tended to change from sphere to cylinder
with increasing PPI value.

Keywords: open-cell foams; flow resistance; flow modelling; foam morphology

1. Introduction

Despite important advantages such as easy catalyst replacement, low cost, and satisfactory transfer
properties, traditional packed bed (dumped bed) reactors used in the chemical industry exhibit the
main drawback of high flow resistance due to a small void fraction [1]. This problem is overcome by
ceramic monoliths, exhibiting low flow resistance through long, straight capillary channels, but, the
heat/mass transfer rate is often too low, especially for fast catalytic reactions.

Nowadays, open-cellular metal foams have been seriously considered and widely studied as a
promising intermediate solution between the monolith and packed bed. We previously discussed the
possibility of using this catalyst support for NOx catalytic reduction with ammonia [2]. The foams
have many potential benefits, including reasonably low flow resistance, intense heat/mass transfer
properties, large specific surface area, and extremely high porosity, exceeding 90%. However, the
morphological characterization of foams remains a big problem.
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There are numerous methods of solid foam characterization, e.g., X-ray computer tomography
(CT) [3–5], magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) [6], or microscopic methods [3,7]. The foam geometry
can be modeled as a regular structure based on theoretical models like the cubic cell or Kelvin cell
(for details see [5]) or as a real structure based on the CT reconstruction of real foam scans. One of
the methods of foam geometry reconstruction is the use of algorithms based on Voronoi tessellations
(e.g., [8]).

To describe the complex spatial structure of solid foams, numerous morphological parameters
such as cell, window, node, and strut diameter (Figure 1), tortuosity factor, specific surface area,
and porosity can be defined. However, the dimensions of all the foam elements undergo a statistical
distribution. The potential to manufacture foam from various materials (such as metals, ceramics, glass,
carbon, polymers etc.) is undoubtedly advantageous, but the foam morphology strongly depends
on the material and manufacturing technology applied. In fact, the foam geometry determines the
flow (and transfer) characteristics. For instance, in addition to the material and technology applied,
the cross-sectional shape of the foam struts is connected with the porosity [9]. Moreover, the foam
skeleton can be solid or porous, with the pores either open or closed to the foam void space [10,11].

Figure 1. Tomographic reconstruction of the Al 20 PPI (pores per inch) foam with characteristic
elements. The strut cross section is shown on a larger scale.

Many correlations describing the flow resistance (∆P/H) for different solid foams exist in the
literature (e.g., [1,11–14]). However, most display serious divergences upon comparison (see e.g.,
Dietrich [14]). The reason could be, as the author suggests, some problems with the correct
determination of the specific surface area or the morphological parameters describing the foam
skeleton. Moreover, correlations presented in the literature are based mainly on experiments performed
for a single foam or a very limited set of them. Therefore, it is not surprising that the literature
correlations can only describe some foams accurately, while failing for others, which means the
literature correlations cannot be applied indiscriminately. As the foam morphology has a great
influence on flow resistance [15], it is recommended that special attention is paid to checking the
conformity of the considered foam morphology to that reported in the literature.

Despite the many correlations presented in the literature, the problem of governing flow
mechanism through solid foams has not been discussed sufficiently. An understanding of the fluid flow
mechanism within the foam structure is necessary for a proper description of the chemical reaction and
heat, the mass and momentum transfer, and thus for enhanced modelling of, for example, the catalytic
processes using solid foams.

Therefore, the aim of the study was to discuss the mechanism of gas flow through a complex foam
structure. Visually, metal foam consists of many small struts jointed together into a spatial structure.
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This may suggest flow around a submerged solid body (i.e., strut) as the governing flow mechanism
(flow-around). However, the struts divide the foam space into cells interconnected via windows.
The cells and windows can be regarded as very short capillaries where the laminar developing flow
occurs, suggesting the flow through short capillary channels (flow-through model). The diameter of
the model channel seems to be close to that of the cell or window while the channel length, where the
laminar flow develops, might be the cell dimension or the strut thickness. Therefore, both the models,
i.e., flow-around and flow-through, were analyzed and are discussed in the article to determine the
correct flow mechanism through solid foams based on the collected experimental database of pressure
drop for three metal foams, namely Al 10, 20, and 40 PPI (pores per inch). The most important task is
to find the connection between the foam morphology and the description of the flow mechanism.

Though experimentally derived literature correlations do not generally consider the flow
mechanism, it is usually present only implicit in the correlation equations. When a dimension
representing a channel diameter (e.g., hydraulic diameter in Schlegel et al. [16]) appears in the
Reynolds number, the flow-through model is assumed while the strut diameter in the Reynolds number
(e.g., Giani et al. [11]) suggests the flow-around model.

2. Results

2.1. Pressure Drop Measurement

Experimental flow resistance results (∆P/H) for the Al 10 and Al 40 foams are presented in
Figure 2, together with some literature correlations. It is clear that the literature results cannot predict
the flow behavior for all foams with acceptable accuracy. The equations differ greatly, thus producing
significant scatter: while for one foam the model prediction is acceptable, (e.g., Inayat et al. [12]
describes the Al 40 PPI foam satisfactorily (Figure 2b)), it fails for other foams, as shown in Figure 2a
for the Al 10 PPI foam. It is probably, as suggested also by Dietrich [14], connected with the proper
determination of the specific surface area and other morphological parameters of the solid foams.
Moreover, some correlations use the term (1−ε) (e.g., [13]): as the porosity of the solid foams is very
high, even up to 97%, the expression (1−ε) can give a very low value. Thus, despite the rather small
variations of the solid foam porosities resulting from various experimental techniques, the derived
pressure drop value can be altered by even small inaccuracies in the porosity determination. The other
problem is the proper determination of the cross-sectional shape of the strut. This shape determines
the constant value in the correlation proposed by Inayat et al. [12]. Taking into account the porosity for
Al 20 PPI foam (0.91), according to the authors [12], it should have a circular cross section of the strut
(for ε < 0.92–0.93), but it is rather close to a triangle (compare the strut cross section shown in Figure 1).

Figure 2. Flow resistance for Al 10 PPI (a) and Al 40 PPI (b) foams: experimental results compared
with selected literature correlations.
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Therefore, the literature correlations do not suit all the experimental results well enough, although
a detailed selected literature equation might approach the experimental results for foam examined
with acceptable accuracy.

2.2. Pressure Drop Modelling

Considering the fluid flow through any porous medium, two essential assumptions can be applied
for modelling, namely flow-through a capillary and flow-around a solid body (a sphere or a cylinder).
These approaches were successfully applied in the literature for other reactor fillings: flow around a
sphere—e.g., pneumatic transport and sedimentation of grains [17,18], flow around a cylinder—e.g.,
fluid flow through woven screens [19], and flow through a short capillary duct—e.g., for very short
monoliths [20].

Let us consider the foam structure (cf. Figure 1). For the flow-through mechanism, different ideas
of channels can be considered and the model channel diameter D can be the cell, window, pore or even
the hydraulic diameter, while the channel length L can be represented by the dimension of the cell,
the pore or the strut thickness. It is difficult to settle which dimensions would be correct: the foam
structure is complex and stochastic, thus different situations can occur during the fluid flow. Therefore,
all of them should be regarded during the model formulation. What is more, all of the suggestions
mentioned above can be regarded as very short channels where the laminar flow cannot fully develop
(cf. dimensions in Table 1). Therefore, solutions for the Fanning friction factor f in developing laminar
flow should be used [21,22]. The experimentally derived Fanning friction factor f is defined by the
Darcy–Weisbach equation:

∆P
H

= 2 f
ρu2

0
ε2D

(1)

where ρ is the gas density (kg/m3), u0 is the superficial gas velocity (m/s), ε is the foam porosity, D is
assumed channel diameter (m) and H is the foam bed height (m). The following variants of the model
channel diameter D may be considered:

• the average cell diameter, dc

• the average window diameter, dw

• the average pore diameter, dp (i.e., both cell and window diameter)
• the hydraulic diameter, dh = 4ε/Sv

The possible model channel length L can be:

• the average cell diameter, dc

• the average pore diameter, dp

• the average strut diameter (thickness), ds

Table 1. Morphological parameters of the foams studied.

Foam Pore Diameter,
dp (mm)

Cell Diameter,
dc (mm)

Window Diameter,
dw (mm)

Strut Diameter,
ds (mm) Porosity, ε Specific Surface

Area, Sv (m2/m3)

Al 10 PPI 2.48 4.73 1.90 0.45 0.89 861
Al 20 PPI 2.02 4.04 1.74 0.37 0.91 927
Al 40 PPI 1.70 2.58 0.92 0.30 0.91 1140

The friction factor f can be calculated using the theoretical equation derived by Shah and
London [22] for a circular duct:

f =
3.44

Re(L+)1/2 +
16 + 1.25/(4L+)− 3.44(L+)

−1/2

Re(1 + 0.00021(L+)−2)
(2)
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where dimensionless channel length L+ is defined as L+ = L/(DRe) and Re = (u0Dρ)/(εη); L is the model
channel length (m) and η is gas viscosity (Pa·s) [21,22]. A similar approach was successfully applied,
for example, for the wire gauzes [23].

All the above variants were considered. The assumed channel diameter D in Equation (1)
(to calculate Fanning friction factors f from experimental ∆P/H data) was always in accordance with
those applied in Equation (2) (i.e., in the formulae for L+ and Re) to calculate the model-based friction
factors. The results are presented in Figure 3 for Al 40 foam; for other foams studied the outcomes
were similar.

Figure 3. Comparison of experimentally derived Fanning friction factor f with different model lengths
L and channel diameters D defined as: (a) cell diameter; (b) window diameter; (c) pore diameter;
(d) hydraulic diameter; for Al 40 PPI metal foam.

The best conformity between modelling and experiments was found for the model presented in
Figure 3a: D = dc (cell diameter) and L = ds (strut diameter). The same conclusion was found for the
Al 10 PPI and Al 20 PPI foams. Other approaches yielded greater deviations from the experiments.
Summarizing, the pressure drop has to be calculated using Equation (1) with the Fanning friction
factor f derived from Equation (2). For all the foams studied, the flow-through model resulted in an
average error eY ≈ 25%.

For the flow-around approach, two types of geometry are commonly considered in the literature,
namely an infinite cylinder and a sphere. When looking at the foam structure (Figure 1), the flow
around cylinder can be a model of flow around the foam strut. Obviously, the struts are rather short
and usually triangular or similar in cross section rather than circular. Flow around a sphere might
represent the flow around the foam node. However, the nodes are rather irregular and their dimensions
are difficult to define. On the other hand, the node dimension is proportional to the strut thickness.
Therefore, in both cases (i.e., flow around a cylinder and a sphere) the strut diameter is assumed as the
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characteristic dimension, with some simplification taken into consideration. The drag coefficient CD is
defined as (see Appendix A):

∆P
H

=
CDρu0SV

2πε2 (3)

In the literature many authors developed correlations for the drag coefficient CD for a sphere
(see e.g., [17]), but the results do not differ significantly. In this study, the correlation of Torobin and
Gauvin [18] was chosen:

CD =
24
Res

(1 + 0.197 Re0.63
s + 0.0026 Re1.38

s ) (4)

where Res is the Reynolds number calculated with the strut diameter, ds. For a cylinder, the
experimental data of drag coefficient CD presented by Tong and London [19] were applied.

Drag coefficients CD have been derived from our experimental data according to Equation (3) for
all the foams studied and presented in Figure 4 vs. Res number. In Figure 4, the dependencies for a
sphere by Torobin and Gauvin [18] and the data for an infinite cylinder by Tong and London [19] are
also shown.

Figure 4. The flow-around model in terms of the experimental drag coefficients CD vs. Reynolds
number Res compared with drag coefficients for a sphere [18] and infinite cylinder [19].

According to Figure 4, the drag coefficients increase with the PPI value of the foam: the Al 10 PPI
foam reflects the cylinder dependence, while Al 20 PPI and Al 40 PPI are situated nearby the sphere
drag coefficient. This means that the drag coefficient increases with the PPI and Sv values, and
decreases with the dp, dw, dc, and ds.

3. Discussion

In search of the mechanism governing transport phenomena within the foam structure two
different models were considered, namely developing laminar flow through a short capillary
channel (called the flow-through model) and flow around a solid body (cylinder or sphere)
(the flow-around model).

The flow-around model reflects the shape of the CD vs. Res dependence very well. However, when
based on the data collected for the three aluminum foams studied, neither flow around the infinite
cylinder (representing the strut) nor the sphere show acceptable agreement with the experimental
data. The drag coefficient CD for the Al 10 PPI foam is distinctly lower than for the Al 20 PPI and
Al 40 PPI ones. This cannot be explained by the foam porosity which is very close for all the three
foams studied (cf. Table 1). Many different factors may influence the flow resistance, for example the
cross-sectional shape of the struts or the roughness of the foam skeleton. For the Al 20 and 40 PPI
foams, the cross-sectional shape of the struts is close to the regular triangle (with “sharp” vertices),
but for the Al 10 PPI it is rather a spherical triangle. This shape can influence the drag coefficient
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and explain why the CD coefficient for Al 10 PPI is lower than for other tested foams. Moreover,
the thickness of the strut, as measured by the microscopy method, is in fact a distance between two
edges, i.e., the side of the triangle. Because we model the strut as a cylinder of diameter dc, thus the
cross-sectional surface area is higher than for a triangle, i.e., higher than the real one. Furthermore,
struts are randomly distributed within the foam space and the gas flow vector is perpendicular only to
part of them; flow along the struts produces much lower drag forces. This is a possible explanation of
the lower drag coefficient for the Al 10 PPI foam compared to the ideal infinite cylinder.

Both models (flow-through and flow-around) generally reflect the experimental behavior of the
Fanning friction factor f, or drag coefficient CD, vs. Reynolds number with different definitions of D
(cell diameter and strut thickness, respectively). Nevertheless, accuracies of the models differ slightly:
for the flow-through model, an average error of about 25% was found while for the flow-around one
the error reached 35%, but the flow-through model seems to be the recommended approach reflecting
the governing flow mechanism through the solid foams.

The above analysis shows the complexity of the fluid flow phenomena within the foam space.
It is not easy to define a single mechanism governing the momentum transfer. Both the mechanisms
(flow-through and flow-around) might exist simultaneously and only a more complex model might
achieve higher accuracy.

4. Materials and Methods

4.1. Foam Morphology

The foams studied were aluminum foams Al 10, Al 20 and Al 40 (ERG Materials and Aerospace
Corp., Oakland, CA, USA) with pore density of 10, 20, and 40 PPI (pores per inch) according to the
producer’s specification [24].

Computer X-ray microtomography (SkyScan 1172, Bruker-microCT, Kontich, Belgium) and optical
microscopy were applied to study the basic geometrical parameters of the foams. Microtomography
imaged the foams’ internal structure with a voxel size of 10 µm. The image processing was performed
using the global thresholding method [25] assisted with iMorph software (v.2.8, available online [26]).
The pore diameter, dp, was derived automatically from the microtomography and it represents both
the foam cells and windows. Unfortunately, based on the microtomography results, it was difficult
to distinguish between the cells and windows within the pore structure, thus optical microscopy
was also applied. The microscopy results are based on about 100 measurements of either cell,
window or strut dimensions. The basic geometrical parameters of the foams tested are presented in
Table 1. The microtomography proved the foam skeleton is non-porous, as per the manufacturer’s
specification [24]. An exemplified tomography picture of the foam is presented in Figure 1 with the
essential morphological elements and their dimensions noted.

4.2. Flow Resistance Measurements

The flow resistance experiments were carried out in a 0.057 m ID column filled with the foam
studied. The foams were shaped as discs stacked up in the test column. Initial experiments did not
indicate any influence of bed height on pressure drop so a single bed height of 0.3 m was applied.
The experiments were performed using air at ambient pressure and temperature for gas velocities
within 0.03 ÷ 1.8 m/s for all the foams studied. The scheme of the experimental set-up is presented
in Figure 5.
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Figure 5. Experimental set-up: 1—blower; 2—gas flowmeters; 3—test column packed with the foams
studied; T—temperature; P—pressure; DPT—differential pressure transmitter.

5. Conclusions

To determine the governing mechanism of fluid flow within the foam structure two models
namely the flow-through mechanism (developing laminar flow in a short capillary channel) and
the flow-around model (flow around an immersed solid body represented by infinite cylinder or
sphere) were considered in this study. However, the models discussed here are based on theoretical
considerations only that are valid for an ideal sphere or infinite cylinder (flow-around) or an ideal,
short circular capillary channel (flow-through). This strongly limits the exactness of the models as
their inaccuracies exceed 20%.

While both the models reflect the experimental data, the accuracy of the flow-through one is
better. However, the differences for both models are not so great as to settle the flow mechanism debate
unequivocally. Foam structure is highly complex. Several morphological parameters may undoubtedly
influence the flow mechanism and it is difficult to identify the dominant parameter. The so-called
“secondary morphological parameters” such as strut cross-sectional shape (which is connected with
foam porosity), node shape, and surface roughness may also influence the flow mechanism and thus
flow resistance. All elements of the foam structure are rather far from the ideal geometrical shapes such
as a sphere or an infinite cylinder. Furthermore, the struts forming the foam skeleton are randomly
distributed in the foam space thus the flow direction is not perpendicular to all the struts. It seems
a more accurate model should account for both the flow-around and flow-through mechanism and
include the statistical distribution of the struts within the foam space.
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Appendix A

Let us consider a very simplified foam model (Figure A1): in the foam volume V the single
cylinder (diameter ds and length ls) represents the foam strut. The fluid flows with a superficial
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velocity u0; as the strut is placed within the porous foam structure the approach velocity (to the model
cylinder) is u0/ε. The foam porosity is:

ε =
V − Vs

V
(A1)

where V-overall is the volume of the foam sample and Vs-solid is the volume for the case equal to

Vs =
πd2

s
4

ls (A2)

The external strut (cylinder) specific surface area is

Sv =
πds

V
ls (A3)

and the frontal area is
A = dsls (A4)

The drag force is defined as

FD = CD
ρu2

0
2ε2 A (A5)

that is

FD = CD
ρu2

0
2ε2 lsds (A6)

and the pressure drop
∆P
L

=
FD

V
= CD

ρu2
0

2ε2
lsds

V
(A7)

where L is an edge of the cube of volume V shown in the picture.

Figure A1. Simplified foam model designations.

Based on the picture above and Equations (A1) to (A3), the following relations can be written:

1 − ε = πd2
s ls

4V
(A8)

ls =
S2

V V
4π(1 − ε) (A9)

ds =
4(1 − ε)

Sv
(A10)
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Substituting in (A7) gives
∆P
L

= CD
ρu2

0
2πε2 Sv (A11)
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thresholding methods applied to X-ray microtomographic analysis of metallic foams. J. Nondestruct. Eval.
2016. [CrossRef]

26. iMorph Software. Available online: http://imorph.fr (accessed on 6 February 2017).

© 2017 by the authors. Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access
article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution
(CC BY) license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ijheatfluidflow.2011.11.006
http://www.ergaerospace.com
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10921-016-0352-x
http://imorph.fr
http://creativecommons.org/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.

	Introduction 
	Results 
	Pressure Drop Measurement 
	Pressure Drop Modelling 

	Discussion 
	Materials and Methods 
	Foam Morphology 
	Flow Resistance Measurements 

	Conclusions 
	

