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Oil-water displacements in rough microchannels
Bijoyendra Bera,a) Ines Hauner, Mohsin Qazi, Daniel Bonn, and Noushine Shahidzadeh
Soft Matter Group, Institute of Physics, Science Park 904, 1098 XH Amsterdam, The Netherlands

(Received 24 August 2018; accepted 14 October 2018; published online 1 November 2018)

We investigate the effect of wall roughness upon the entrapment of oil (alkanes) by water flooding
in a microchannel. We use fluorescence microscopy to track the in situ oil displacement process
in these channels of controlled wall roughness. We find that the viscosity contrast between water
and oil determines whether the alkane phase is partially retained in the microchannel. Oil recovery
rates are found to be controlled by the wall roughness and the flow rate in the experiment. We
also perform the displacement experiments in novel microfluidic 2D porous networks and show
that a small variation in the pore-size distribution is also a representation of the solid medium’s
roughness. We observe that the trapped oil in the porous network follows the same trend as in the rough
microchannels, i.e., viscosity contrast, flow speed, and roughness govern the quantity of the trapped oil.
We propose a scaling law to quantify the trapped fluid volume based on our experimental observations,
which accounts for both the flow rate and the characteristic roughness of the system.© 2018 Author(s).
All article content, except where otherwise noted, is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution
(CC BY) license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/). https://doi.org/10.1063/1.5053625

INTRODUCTION

Microfluidics allows us to study fluid displacement sce-
narios in two phase flow/entrapment problems of many prac-
tical applications. The effect of pore-geometry and wettability
on displacement of fluids is a central theme in porous media
research.1,2 This pore geometry and wettability approach
encompass a number of length scales starting from nanoscale
wetting at the molecular level, capillarity effects, and local
contact-angle distributions at the mesoscale to macroscopic
fluid flows at larger scales. A classic three-phase wetting sce-
nario of course automatically entails the displacement of a vis-
cous fluid by another in a porous medium. The structure of the
porous material, i.e., the geometry of the intertwined pathways,
and how they are connected through throat-like constrictions
are known to be very important parameters. However, the sur-
face topology, e.g., the surface roughness of the porous media,
is usually not taken into account in such approaches and is
ill-understood.

For example, enhanced oil recovery (EOR)3 has received
tremendous attention in the past half a century. The pore-scale
wettability approach4,5 is usually followed in such studies, but
so far the effects of wall roughness have been either completely
ignored or only introduced in a classic Wenzel or Cassie-
Baxter argument.6–8 The entrapped oil droplets can then be
ideally recovered if the droplet on a solid phase undergoes
Cassie-Baxter to Wenzel transition. This approach, however,
only holds for a hydrophobic material while, in reality, many
of these solid phases, especially rock surfaces in oil reservoirs,
are more hydrophilic. Gravity-assisted drainage experiments
in hydrophilic porous networks have been reported,9 where
wettability seems to have a large effect on the dynamics of the
oil displacement process. However, roughness has not been
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implemented in such a study. Recently, Bertin et al.10,11 have
demonstrated in core-scale studies that the recovery rates of
the same oil can be very different in rocks that are chem-
ically identical but have different surface topologies, i.e., a
single pore size distribution (“unimodal” core) or a double-
peaked pore size distribution (“bimodal” core). In these stud-
ies, the extra oil entrapment/release in the bimodal rock core
was tentatively attributed to the roughness of the rock; how-
ever, due to the nature of their experiments, this could not
be verified experimentally and remains to be understood. The
experimental difficulty lies in the fact that core-scale stud-
ies do not permit looking into individual pores to investigate
what causes the observed effects. In micro-scale experiments,
often a microchannel with regular bends12 has been used to
investigate turbulence or throttling effects, but not rough chan-
nels. Sometimes, the stability between a liquid and a gas
(bubble bifurcation) is studied in a microchannel13 or the
response of particles in a shear flow.14 However, to the best
of our knowledge, there is no study in the literature attempt-
ing to quantify this roughness effect in a pore-scale experi-
ment as well as analyze the effect in an existing theoretical
framework.

In this work, we investigate the roughness effect on the
displacement of oil (alkanes) by water both at the micro-
scale and at the pore-scale. Studies of fluid flow in microscale
roughness have thus far been limited to gas-flow experi-
ments15 or fluid flow simulations16–19 mostly in hydrophobic
channels.20 We report the first evidence of roughness-
dependent oil entrapment/release in both rough microchan-
nels and porous networks. We furthermore mimic the core-
scale cases of the unimodal and bimodal rocks from the
work of Bertin et al.10,11 in our porous networks. Subse-
quently, we also analyze the data to present a scaling law
involving capillary effects as well as the roughness of the
system.
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MATERIALS AND METHODS
Rough microchannels

Various glass microchannels representing different char-
acteristic roughnesses are used in the experiments. Channels
having a “microroughness” are prepared by powderblasting
glass substrates (length 40 mm, cross section 20 µm× 50 µm),
resulting in a root mean square (RMS) roughness between 1
and 3 µm, based on the hill to valley distances. Larger rough-
ness features are realized by dry-etching repetitive “zigzag”
structures on the side-walls of the glass microchannels
(40 mm long, cross section 60 µm × 20 µm). As illustrated
in Fig. 1, all microfluidic channels have very similar dimen-
sions but possess roughness features of different sizes. The
“zigzag” channels contain well-defined cavities of 10 and
20 µm on their respective side walls.

Porous media

Porous media can be viewed as having channels with a
roughness on the order of the pore size. In order to visu-
alize water flooding in a porous medium, two-dimensional
(2D) porous networks are prepared. Glass beads (soda lime,
210-250 µm diameter, melting point 710 ◦C) are introduced
into a micro-capillary (CM Scientific, length 50 mm, cross
section 3 mm × 300 µm) sealed on one side. After filling with
glass beads completely, the capillary is sealed on the other
side as well and placed in a centrifuge at 3000 g for 25 min
to compact the beads. Subsequently, the capillaries are placed
in a programmable oven with a specific heating and cooling
protocol to sinter the beads together and to the wall (see the
supplementary material). In order to ensure that the beads stick
to the capillary wall, the capillaries were kept under a load
while sintering in the oven.

Fluids flowing through such a porous network experience
channels which are wide (pores) as well as narrow (throats)
on the length scale of the beads. This can be considered and
viewed as a roughness and compared to the rough microchan-
nels. Porosimetry studies show that the characteristic pore size
in a porous medium is one-third of the grain size and fur-
ther assume that the characteristic roughness of the medium is
the same as its characteristic pore size. Since the beads are
∼240 µm in diameter, the average pore size and therefore

FIG. 1. Microchannels of increasing roughness. Left: Schematic top view.
Right: Bright-field microscopy top view.

the characteristic length scale of the roughness is empiri-
cally given by one-third of this diameter, i.e., ∼80 µm. If the
2D porous medium is homogenously filled, all pore sizes are
roughly equal and we call these channels “unimodal” porous
networks.10,11 We fill the microchannel with water completely
and measure the mass of this water to calculate the porosity of
the channel. For the unimodal porous network, the porosity is
found to be 30% ± 2%.

In order to mimic the heterogeneity in pore sizes present
in real reservoir rocks, a second type of porous medium with
two characteristic pore (roughness) sizes is prepared which
we will refer to as the “bimodal” porous networks. The prepa-
ration method is similar to that for the unimodal ones, except
that the microcapillaries are filled with a mixture of glass beads
and NaCl salt crystals of similar size as the glass beads. The
porous medium is prepared in the oven; the NaCl crystals have
a melting temperature of 801 ◦C, which is much higher than
that of glass, and thus, simply, the crystals remain in place. The
capillary is subsequently immersed in warm water (∼80 ◦C)
for a period of 6 h in order to dissolve the salt crystals.
The porous medium is subsequently carefully rinsed several
times to remove all traces of salt and put to dry in the oven
at 80 ◦C. Figure 2 shows the bright-field image of such a
bimodal porous network with the bigger and smaller pores
highlighted.

Because of its inherent heterogeneity, assessing the char-
acteristic length scale of the roughness of the bimodal porous
network is not straightforward. However, the sizes of the big-
ger pores are similar to each other, and we fit circles in these
big pores to determine their sizes from microscopy images
such as in Fig. 2. Once we have a distribution of the number
and sizes of the large pores, we simply calculate the arithmetic
weighted mean of all the pore sizes (one of these sizes being

FIG. 2. Porous media with different characteristic roughnesses. (a) Uni-
modal system, with a characteristic roughness equal to the pore size which
is 80 µm. (b) Bimodal system, where the bigger pores are highlighted with
circles. In this case, the characteristic roughness is about 140 µm.
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FIG. 3. Microfluidic setup. The displacement of one
fluid (oil) in a microfluidic device by flooding with a sec-
ond fluid (water) is realized using two syringe pumps
connected to a 3-way valve system that allows switching
between the oil and a water syringe. Laser-induced con-
focal fluorescent microscopy (LIF) is used for real-time
monitoring of the flooding and displacement processes in
the microfluidic channel.

80 µm to represent the pore size of normally packed beads) to
obtain the average pore size of the bimodal porous network.
This value is found to be approximately 140 µm. The porosity
of the bimodal porous network, determined in the same manner
as for the unimodal network, is found to be 44% ± 2%. Var-
ious details and steps of porous media fabrication have been
provided in the supplementary material. Furthermore, some
of us have previously published21 the practical aspects of fab-
rication of the porous media shown in Fig. 2 where porosity
distribution, wettability, etc., are discussed in detail.

Water flooding experiments

All water flooding experiments are performed using the
microfluidic setup depicted in Fig. 3. The microchannel is
connected with the water and oil reservoirs (microsyringes
of volume 250 µl, Hamilton) through a 3-way valve (Stop-
cock 4, Cole-Parmer, USA). Initially, the microchannel/porous
medium is filled with the oil phase labelled with a fluorescent
dye (∼1 µm perylene bisimide, Sigma-Aldrich). Subsequently,
the valve is switched in order to inject the wetting fluid water in
the microchannel/porous medium. The oil-displacement pro-
cess is followed by a laser confocal fluorescence microscope
(Zeiss LSM 5 Pascal), allowing us to obtain a complete 3D
image of the oil distribution within the channels. The relative
volumes of oil and water in the microchannels are calculated
by image analysis of the fluorescent images. During image
analysis, the x-y pixels belonging to each phase are counted
(by image thresholding the two phases present) and, subse-
quently, the volume is calculated. The fact that the oil is trapped
uniformly along the height of the channel is qualitatively
confirmed using the z-scan information from the microscope.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Effects of roughness and viscosity on oil recovery

First, the effect of rock roughness on oil recovery is
investigated through the “water flooding” experiments in the
“rough” microchannels. In these experiments, alkanes are dis-
placed by water. We used different alkanes as the oil phase and
discuss here the typical results obtained with a light alkane

(decane) and a heavy one (hexadecane). The main differ-
ence between them is that the latter is more viscous than
water, while the former is less viscous than water (Table I).

Decane is found to be easily displaced by water in most of the
microchannels. In a straight microchannel (i.e., zero rough-
ness) and in microchannels with a characteristic roughness of
1-3 µm, 10 µm, and 20 µm, decane is completely displaced
by water during the water flooding process (Fig. 4, middle).
For hexadecane, however, we observe a significantly different
displacement pattern. In a zero-roughness channel and in the
microroughness channels (with a characteristic roughness of
1-3 µm), hexadecane is completely displaced by water (Fig. 4,
top right). However, as the characteristic roughness in the chan-
nel increases (first 10 µm and then 20 µm), the amount of
hexadecane trapped in the channel increases (Fig. 4, right)
and the amount of recovered oil hence decreases. The size of
trapped oil drops depends on the roughness as well as the vol-
ume flow rate of the displacing phase water. This is shown in
Fig. 5 for a 20-µm zigzag roughness channel after the water
flooding process has been completed. As the flow rate q (and
hence, the capillary number Ca, given by Ca = η·u/γ, where η
is the dynamic viscosity of the displacing fluid, u is its average
velocity, and γ is the interfacial tension between the two liquid
phases) increases, the size of the trapped drop also increases.
In Figs. 4 and 5, all the subfigures (other than the schematics
in Fig. 4, left) are experimental images which show the oil
water distribution after the completion of the displacement and
hence represent the steady state in our system. We conclude
from these experiments that if the displaced oil phase has a
higher viscosity, the displacement is less efficient and some
oil is left behind. This is reminiscent of the classical Saffman-
Taylor instability: when a high viscosity fluid (such as oil) is
displaced by a low-viscosity fluid (such as water), the interface
is unstable and the “fingers” of the displacing fluid propagate,
leaving some of the displaced fluid behind.22–24 This is shown
schematically in Fig. 6(a). Following the perturbation analysis
presented by Saffman and Taylor,22,25 the critical wavelength

TABLE I. Properties of the fluids (at 20 ◦C) used in this study.

Property Water Decane Hexadecane

Density (ρ, kg/m3) 997 730 770
Viscosity (η, Pa s) 10 × 10�4 9.2 × 10�4 3 × 10�3

Inter. ten. (γ, mN/m) . . . 50 46
Contact angle (θ, deg) 23 ∼0 ∼0

ftp://ftp.aip.org/epaps/phys_fluids/E-PHFLE6-30-008811
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FIG. 4. Water flooding experiments. Fluorescence imaging reveals signifi-
cant differences (flooding flowrate = 250 nl/min) between the trapping behav-
ior of (fluorescently labelled) oils with different viscosities in microchannels
with different roughness feature sizes. The inviscid decane (η = 0.92 mPa s)
is not retained under any of the tested experimental conditions, whereas con-
siderable amounts of the more viscous hexadecane (η = 3.47 mPa s) remained
trapped in roughness features of at least 10 µm in size. tend is typically 1 hr
after the start of the experiment. The entire range of droplet diameters in a
representative experiment has been presented in the supplementary material
along with their distribution.

FIG. 5. Flowrate dependence of oil trapping. Fluorescence images of hex-
adecane oil droplets trapped in a rough microchannel of the “zigzag 20” type,
which has a 20 µm characteristic roughness, as a function of the water flood-
ing floodrate. The average size of the trapped oil droplets is seen to increase
when the flowrate is increased from 50 to 1000 nl/min.

of this viscous finger (λc) is given by λc = πb
√

γ
∆ηU , where b

is the width of the channel, γ is the interfacial tension between
the two fluids, ∆η is the difference in fluid viscosities, and U
is the flow velocity. We note here that a smaller λc implies
a more unstable finger and eventual pinch-off and forma-
tion of the trapped droplet of the phase with higher viscosity.

It follows immediately that an increase in the viscosity differ-
ence ∆η will lead to a smaller λc and hence larger trapped oil
droplets as observed in Fig. 4 between decane and hexadecane.
Decane actually has a lower viscosity than water, and an unsta-
ble viscous finger does not form at all in the case of decane.
Similarly, increasing the flow velocity U results in a smaller
λc and bigger trapped droplets, as shown in Fig. 5. Finally,
the roughness effect can also be explained from this relation.
By introducing the zigzag roughness in the microchannel, we
reduce the effective width b of the microchannel, which, in
turn, reduces λc. Hence, increasing the length of the zigzag
part directly helps in the formation of larger trapped droplets
which is exactly what we observe here for the hexadecane case
in the channel.

Porous networks

In order to generalize the effect of roughness on oil dis-
placement in a porous medium, we now investigate the 2D
porous networks. As in the case of the microchannel experi-
ments, the viscosity is found to play an important role: in a
unimodal porous network with a characteristic pore-size of
∼80 µm, more hexadecane [Fig. 7(a)] remains trapped than
decane (shown in the supplementary material) after water
flooding. The same trend of oil displacement/entrapment is
found for the bimodal porous networks: more decane is
trapped in the bimodal porous network compared to the uni-
modal porous network. For hexadecane, the relative amount of
trapped oil in the bimodal porous network is the largest among
all our experiments. Figures 7(b) and 7(c) show the decane and
hexadecane displacements, respectively, in bimodal porous
networks. Decane is displaced in a more uniform manner from
the entire length of the channel, while hexadecane seems to
remain trapped in various small or large pores. The heterogene-
ity of the porous network also influences the oil displacement.
It is clear from Figs. 7(b) and 7(c) that the majority of oil is dis-
placed from the big pores in the bimodal porous network even
though the total amount of oil recovery is less in the case of
the bimodal network compared to other microchannels. This
implies that for a bimodal network, most of the oil trapped in
between the glass beads is not recoverable.

Capillary scaling

As a measure of the oil entrapment after water flood-
ing in both the microchannels and the porous networks,

FIG. 6. Saffman-Taylor instability. (a) A schematic of a viscous finger formation when a fluid of lower viscosity displaces a fluid with higher viscosity.
(b) Increasing the roughness of the wall helps reduce the critical wavelength λc of the viscous finger, facilitating the formation of trapped droplets. (c) Zigzag
microchannels filled with fluorescent oil before water flooding. (d) When decane is displaced with water, there is no viscous finger formed, while (e) hexadecane
displacement by water leads to a viscous finger.
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FIG. 7. Dynamics of displacement. Fluorescent images after water flooding of porous networks originally filled with either hexadecane or decane. Similar to the
case of the rough microchannels, the images are taken hours after the conclusion of the displacement process, i.e., after the oil water phases in the microchannel
are in an equilibrium state. The images are taken at various locations of the porous network where x denotes the distance from the inlet. (a) Hexadecane flooding
from a unimodal channel; (b) decane flooding from a bimodal channel; (c) hexadecane flooding from a bimodal channel; individual images are combined to
present an overview of the entire channel. The total length of the channel is 2 cm.

we determine the diameter of the trapped oil droplet doil (in
the case of the microchannels, where the remaining oil is in
the form of drops of a regular geometric shape) or the area
of the trapped oil Aoil (in the case of the porous networks,
where the oil is in the form of random blobs) by analyzing the
fluorescent images. We observe that the drop diameter doil or
the square root of Aoil for trapped hexadecane vs the volume
flow rate q follows a power law doil ∼ qn with n = 1/3. The
insets of Fig. 8 show the q1/3 fitting for trapped hexadecane
in 10-µm and 20-µm zigzag microchannels. This power law
is reminiscent of the classic Bretherton’s problem of a droplet
trapped in a circular capillary or a Hele-Shaw cell,26 where
pressure-driven flow results in the exact same power law for
the thickness of the film left behind on the wall.27,28 In order
to include the roughness of the microchannel in the scaling
law, we introduce the parameter doil/r (or

√
Aoil/r), where r is

the characteristic roughness of the microchannel (Fig. 8). The
resulting trend still follows the same power law of 1

3 . Moreover,
the roughness-normalized data for the zigzag channels and for
the two types of porous networks collapse onto a single curve
within the range of experimental error. This indicates that we

FIG. 8. Size of the trapped oil droplets. Insets: The average diameter doil of
the trapped hexadecane oil droplets increases with increasing water flooding
flowrate q in both the 10-µm (black squares connected by black lines) and
20-µm (green circles connected by green lines) zigzag channels. The red solid
lines are fits to a q1/3 dependency. Main graph: Trapped oil droplet diameter
(or square root of the oil area Aoil in porous networks as determined from
fluorescence images) normalized to the channel roughness r. The data collapse
onto a single dependency. As indicated by the slope of the dotted red line, the
normalized parameter also scales with q1/3.

can gain insight regarding the physical principle of oil recov-
ery from porous media using model microfluidic experiments
on rough channels. This is the main result of our study and is
to the best of our knowledge the first time it has been reported.
It is important to note that our results are very specific to the
wetting properties of the liquids used in these experiments. It
has been shown previously that the wetting properties of the
fluids can lead to a modification of this scaling law even for
a Hele-Shaw cell.29 Hence, without any doubt, the wetting of
a more complex flow cell such as our microchannels or the
porous networks will also have a strong influence on the over-
all oil entrapment and its scaling analysis. This is especially
the case in the porous network, where the difference between
an imbibition or a drainage experiment leads to the so-called
ink-bottle effect.30 It is a well-established fact that the imbi-
bition process is governed by the radius of the large pores
while the drainage process is led by the throats, i.e., the con-
strictions connecting these bigger pores leading to a capillary
hysteresis.

Our results imply that the characteristic roughness of a
microchannel can be incorporated in a scaling relation for the
trapped oil drop diameter with the capillary number Ca that
compares the flow velocity to the capillary velocity γ/η with γ
being the surface tension and η being the viscosity. However,
since the data collapse as a function of the flow rate and the
capillary velocities of the hexadecane and decane are differ-
ent, the data will not collapse when plotted against the capillary
number. This is most probably due to the fact that the capillary
number uses the absolute viscosity η of the fluid, while the
roughness effect follows from the Saffman-Taylor instability
analysis, where the relevant parameter is the viscosity differ-
ence ∆η. In other words, if we displace water with a fluid of
viscosity approximately 3 times smaller than water, then the
trapped water drop diameters will still be the same as observed
in our experiments for trapped oil, but the combined capil-
lary/roughness fitting will no longer satisfy a classic power
law, since the absolute value of the viscosity (of the displacing
liquid) is almost an order of degree different than hexadecane.
Hence we can conclude that the scaling law presented in this
work is quite unique for the particular fluids as well as the
channel- and roughness-dimensions used in our experiments.
In addition, capillary effects are dominated by interfacial ten-
sion as seen clearly from the expression of Saffman Taylor
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FIG. 9. Oil recovery efficiency vs characteristic roughness. Fraction of
oil recovered from the rough microroughness channels, zigzag channels, and
porous networks, calculated from analyzing fluorescence images, as a func-
tion of the characteristic roughness for two types of oils. The error bars signify
the standard deviation of calculated oil recovery based on five independent
experiments. In order to allow for a comparison between the microchannels
and the 2D porous networks, the oil recovery for the microroughness and
zigzag systems is calculated based on the volume where the oil is trapped,
i.e., the zigzag part only. The volume of the straight part (in the center)
of the microchannel, where no oil is trapped, is subtracted from the total
microchannel volume. The dotted lines are guides to the eye. The flow rate
is q = 500 nl/min.

instability. The alkanes used in our experiments have com-
parable surface tension, and hence, its effect is negligible. By
changing the surface tension of the fluids used, one could probe
deeper into the capillary effects in oil displacement. However,
this is beyond the scope of the current paper, since here we
focus on the viscosity contrast.

Finally, in Fig. 9, we summarize our results in terms of
the overall oil recovery efficiency as a function of characteris-
tic roughness (i.e., roughness of the channels or average pore
size of the porous systems) for decane and hexadecane. The
fraction of recovered oil is dependent on the size of the rough-
ness features and the viscosity of the displaced oil. Decane
has a lower viscosity than water (Table I) and is easily driven
out of the system under our experimental conditions. Hexade-
cane has a roughly four times higher viscosity and significant
amounts remain trapped in the rough channels with increas-
ing size of the roughness features. The data shown in Fig. 9
are all at a flow rate of q = 500 nl/min. These values will be
different at a different flow rate since we have shown in the
section titled Results that the amount of oil recovery depends
on the water flooding flowrate. Here, it is important to note
that the flow rates used in our experiments are higher than the
typical water flooding rates used in petroleum industry (usu-
ally 1 ft/day). Our experimental system is inspired by many
different practical applications and is designed to investigate
the generic nature of light oil displacement by water. Hence, a
specific focus on the oil recovery application will require fur-
ther studies with lower water flooding rates which is beyond
the scope of the current work.

CONCLUSIONS

We have investigated the influence of roughness on oil dis-
placement by water in microchannels. This study encompasses
a range of roughnesses, starting from small-scale roughness

(1-3 µm) in a simple microchannel to a complex porous net-
work where we control the average pore diameter (80-140 µm)
of the network, which is representative of the characteristic
roughness of the medium. The displacement of oil by water
is found to depend on the viscosity of the oil as expected, but
more importantly, on the characteristic roughness of the chan-
nel. Oil entrapment increases with an increasing roughness.
We find that the trapped oil droplet diameter (or the square
root of the trapped oil area) normalized by the characteris-
tic roughness scales with the cube root of the water flooding
floodrate. Usually, the fluid entrapment or fingering effects
in a microchannel are attributed to the capillary effects. Our
study shows, for the first time, that roughness has an equally
big impact on the fluid flow properties in a microchannel. We
have also incorporated the roughness in a generic scaling argu-
ment involving surface tension and viscosity. In considering
the dynamics of displacement processes in a porous or a dis-
ordered medium, roughness should therefore be considered as
well.

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIAL

See supplementary material for the following points: (1)
Fabrication of porous network, (2) characterization of the
porous network, (3) methods of image analysis, (4) size distri-
bution of trapped oil droplets in microchannels, and (5) decane
displacement by water from a unimodal porous network.
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