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Heat Transfer Optimization Within
Open-Ended Annular Cavities
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Nomenclature
A = exposed surface area of the annular cavity
Ah = heated area of the annular cavity
dA = elemental surface area
h = heat transfer coef� cient
k = turbulent kinetic energy
L = length of the annular cavity
Le = length of the extended computational domain
Nu = Nusselt number
n = distance normal to the surface
Pr = Prandtl number, y/a
q = reference heat � ux, applied uniform � ux for the

baseline case
Ra* = modi� ed Rayleigh number, /lay4gbqR o

Re = radius of the extended computational domain
Ri = radius of the inner cylinder
Ro = radius of the outer cylinder
T = temperature
T` = ambient temperature
t = thickness of the annular cavity components
ur = radial velocity
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uz = axial velocity
uu = azimuthal velocity
a = thermal diffusivity
b = volume expansion coef� cient
« = dissipation of turbulent K. E.
u = angular location measured from the top
l = thermal conductivity
y = kinematic viscosity

Introduction

P ROCESSES involving buoyancy-driven convection in
open-ended cavities have been receiving a great deal of

attention in recent years. This is primarily because of the fun-
damental nature of the geometry associated with it, which can
be used to study the physical processes in a wide range of
modern technological applications. These applications include,
but are not limited to, � re research, cooling of the target for
boron neutron capture therapy application, passive solar heat-
ing, energy conservation in buildings, cooling of electronic
equipment, and modeling of thermosyphons. One of the main
characteristics of buoyancy-induced � ows in open-ended struc-
tures is its basic geometry, which, among other aspects, reveals
the interactions and the in� uence of the inner (inside the cav-
ity) and outer (the open region) � ow and temperature � elds.
A limited amount of work has been done in the past to un-
derstand such interactions. In addition to constituting a fun-
damental area of research in heat transfer, understanding these
interactions allows a better identi� cation of the design param-
eters in a number of practical applications.

Because of the inherent nature of the geometry, natural con-
vection in open annular cavities is a highly complex phenom-
enon and a theoretical analysis of this problem has to account
for the three dimensionality of the � ow. Hence, the amount of
data reported in the literature pertaining to this geometry is
very limited.1– 3

In this work, a numerical model was developed to study
natural convection cooling within an open annular cavity. The
three-dimensional time-averaged equations of turbulent � uid
� ow and heat transfer (coupled with the k-« model to char-
acterize turbulence effects) were solved using a � nite element
method. Calculations were made for different open annular
cavity con� gurations to investigate the in� uence of various
geometric parameters on heat transfer characteristics of open
annular cavities.

Problem Description and Solution Method
The physical model considered in the present study is an

annular cavity with one end open to the ambient air. Experi-
mental data for this con� guration was obtained recently by
Desai and Vafai.4 The cavity was heated by applying a uniform
heat � ux to each cavity component. The equations governing
the buoyancy-induced � ow that develops in the surrounding
air are the Reynolds’ time-averaged equations of � uid motion
coupled with the energy equation in the � uid and in the solid
walls of the computational domain. The k-« model was used
for simulating turbulent characteristics of the convective � ow.

The application of the turbulence modeling approach used
in the present work to complicated forced � ows involving
strong and subtle � ow reversal has already been demonstrated
by Haroutunian and Engelman.5 This model was found to be
more accurate and computationally more effective than the
k-« model using standard wall functions. The elliptic form of
the mean conservation equations (mass, momentum, and en-
ergy) were solved throughout the computational domain. The
viscosity-affected region between the wall and the fully tur-
bulent region away from the wall was modeled by means of
a single layer of special elements. These specialized shape
functions that were based on universal near-wall pro� les ac-
curately resolved the velocity and temperature pro� les near the
wall. Further details of the turbulence model can be found in
an earlier paper6 and have not been presented here for brevity.
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Fig. 1 Different open annular cavity con� gurations: a) 1, b) 2, c) 3, and d) 4.

The no-slip boundary condition for velocity was applied at
all the solid walls of the computational domain. Across the
vertical symmetry plane of the annular cavity, it was assumed
that no exchange of energy occurs. Therefore, the boundary
conditions at this symmetry plane are

­u ­u ­T ­k ­«r z
u = 0, = = = = = 0 at u = 0, p (1)u

­u ­u ­u ­u ­u

To account for the unknown boundary conditions at the open
end of the cavity, calculations were performed in a computa-
tional domain extended beyond the open end. The extension
to the computational domain is basically a cylinder of radius
Re and length Le. After extensive numerical experimentation,
the following conditions were imposed at the far-� eld locations
(based on an earlier study by Desai and Vafai2):

­T
= 0 at r = R and T = T at z = L 1 L (2)e ` e

­r

­u ­ur u
u = 0, = = 0 at r = R and u = u = 0z e r u

­r ­r
(3)

­uz
= 0 at z = L 1 Le

­z

­k ­« ­k
= 0, = 0 at r = R and = 0e

­r ­r ­z
(4)

­«
= 0 at z = L 1 Le

­z

It was established (based on rigorous numerical experimenta-
tion) that the size of the extended computational domain re-
quired is at least three times the cavity size to eliminate the
effect of the far-� eld boundaries on the conditions near the
cavity. Finally, the interfacial boundary conditions between the
cavity walls and air, the outer vertical wall and air, and also
the outer cylinder and outer vertical wall were satis� ed.

The set of governing equations along with boundary con-
ditions were discretized by using a � nite element formulation
based on the Galerkin method of weighted residuals (FIDAP7).
These highly coupled, nonlinear equations were solved by us-
ing an iterative solution scheme based on the segregated so-
lution algorithm, which involves decomposition of the entire
system of equations into smaller subsystems corresponding to
each independent variable. Each subsystem was then solved
by using an iterative solver based on a combination of the
conjugate residual and conjugate gradient schemes. Conver-
gence was assumed when the relative change in variables be-
tween consecutive iterations was less than 0.1%.

An average heat transfer coef� cient, mean temperature, and
average Nusselt number for the cavity were de� ned as

h = [q/(T 2 T )](A /A) (5)m m ` h

T = T dA d A (6)m E YE
Nu = h R /l (7)m m o

Results and Discussion
To determine geometrical parameters favorable for ef� cient

cooling of an open-ended annular cavity, the four geometries
shown in Fig. 1 were studied. To evaluate the relative thermal
performance of these geometries, the same total heat input was
applied to each geometry. For con� guration 1 (baseline case),
a uniform heat � ux was applied to each component of the
cavity. For con� guration 2, the inner cylinder heat � ux was
equal to the heat � ux in con� guration 1 while a new heat � ux
was applied to the endwall. For con� guration 3, the uniform
outer cylinder heat � ux was the same as con� guration 1 and
a new � ux over the endwall and inner cylinder was applied.
The component heat � uxes for con� guration 4 were also spec-
i� ed in a manner similar to con� guration 3. The applied heat
� uxes for the four geometries are shown in Fig. 1.

The dimensions of all the open annular geometries were
de� ned by the radius ratio Ri /Ro = 0.375, length to outer cyl-
inder radius ratio L /Ro = 0.35, and wall thickness to outer
cylinder radius ratio t/Ro = 0.025. The thermal conductivity of
the cavity components was taken to be 6000 times that of air
while the thermal conductivity of the outer vertical wall was
twice that of air. Results presented here correspond to a mod-
i� ed Rayleigh number Ra* = 4 3 109 and Pr = 0.7, which
was based on the uniform heat � ux applied to the components
of the baseline case. These values correspond to those used in
the experimental study of Desai and Vafai,4 enabling a direct
comparison for the baseline case.

For all of the computational runs, approximately 100,000
elements were required to obtain grid-independent results. Ini-
tially, the turbulence modeling approach was rigorously
checked by focusing on turbulent buoyancy-driven � ow in an
annulus bounded by concentric, horizontal cylinders and adi-
abatic endwalls using both two- and three-dimensional analy-
ses. Results were obtained for Rayleigh numbers ranging from
106 to 109, and the effects of Prandtl number and radius ratio
on the � ow and heat transfer characteristics were examined.6

Good agreement was obtained between the results from this
study and previously published works. Final validation of the
numerical methodology used in the present work was obtained
by comparison of the numerical results for the baseline case



J. THERMOPHYSICS, VOL. 11, NO. 1: TECHNICAL NOTES 123

Table 1 Comparison of the thermal
characteristics of the different open

annular geometries

Con� guration Average T, 7C Average Nu

1 96.9 52.73
2 116.1 65.21
3 87.8 53.05
4 96.0 56.76

with available experimental data.4 For the Rayleigh number
considered (4 3 109), the results agreed within 8% and dis-
played precisely the same trend at different axial and radial
locations.

Flow Patterns

Path lines of � uid � ow obtained from the numerical results
for the baseline case (con� guration 1) revealed that the bulk
� ow is characterized by � uid entering the cavity axially
through lower regions of the aperture plane (the suction effect)
and hot � uid exiting the cavity from the top (the ejection ef-
fect) after gaining energy from the heated internal surfaces of
the cavity. The suction mechanism yields an axial in� ow of
ambient � uid into the lower half of the cavity. Part of this
incoming � uid gets entrained into the boundary layers along
the inner and outer cylinders, while the remaining � uid pro-
ceeds along the axial direction toward the endwall. Finally, the
air particles that reach the endwall acquire additional energy
from this surface and rise in a boundary layer along it. Fluid
motion in the upper half of the symmetry plane is primarily
characterized by the rising plume from the top of the inner
cylinder and a strong axial out� ow of hot � uid. The ejection
of � uid as a buoyant jet from the top of the cavity is one of
the distinct characteristics of open cavity � ows. At the aperture
plane, there is an out� ow region just below the inner cylinder
and an in� ow region just above it. An upward � ow along the
tip of the inner cylinder was also observed. Part of this � ow
gets entrained into the cavity because of the local suction effect
at the top of the inner cylinder while the remaining portion is
entrained within the buoyant plume rising from the inner cyl-
inder at the aperture plane.

For con� guration 2, the absence of the outer cylinder basi-
cally eliminates the cavity portion of the geometry, facilitating
direct interaction between the cavity components and the am-
bient air. Ambient air comes in direct contact with the lower
portions of the endwall, rises along the endwall, and exits as
a buoyant plume from the top. Unlike the baseline case, axial
effects are not very signi� cant in this con� guration. For con-
� guration 3, the � ow characteristics are essentially similar to
the baseline geometry, i.e., air enters the cavity through the
lower regions and exits as a hot buoyant jet from the top of
the cavity. The extended portion of the inner cylinder beyond
the annular cavity is exposed directly to the ambient air.
Hence, this portion of the inner cylinder can interact more
freely with the surrounding air. However, the additional ma-
terial obstructs the penetration of � uid into the cavity, espe-
cially from the lower to the upper half of the aperture plane.
Finally, for con� guration 4, changing the shape of the inner
cylinder from cylindrical to conical has a favorable effect on
the � ow� eld. The cylindrical shape in the other geometries
results in a stagnant zone below the inner cylinder. In contrast,
for con� guration 4, the � ow does not have to negotiate a 90-
deg turn at the junction of the endwall and the cone caused by
the inclined surface of the cone. The results also indicated
much better penetration of ambient � uid into the cavity.

Heat Transfer Results

The average cavity temperatures and cavity Nusselt numbers
for the four geometries are shown in Table 1. The cavity Nus-
selt number is a measure of the overall convective heat transfer
rates from the cavity. The most signi� cant advantage of con-

� guration 2 is the elimination of the outer cylinder from the
geometry. In the lower portions of the cavity, this arrangement
allows cold, ambient air to come directly in contact with the
endwall. This is in contrast to the other geometries where the
ambient air has to penetrate the annular cavity before reaching
the endwall. In the upper portions of the cavity, the presence
of the restrictive upper surface of the outer cylinder for con-
� gurations 1, 3, and 4 causes the thermal boundary-layer thick-
ness over the outer cylinder and endwall to increase as air
impinges on the outer cylinder and moves axially toward the
open end of the cavity. In con� guration 2, on the other hand,
the air rises freely as a buoyant plume above the endwall. It
can be seen from Table 1 that con� guration 2 has the best heat
removal capabilities among the four cases considered. How-
ever, the reduced surface area (and, hence, the high applied
heat � ux on the endwall) also results in the highest average
temperatures for this case.

From the � ow� eld results discussed earlier, it was apparent
that con� guration 4 allows good penetration of ambient air into
the cavity. This implies improved interaction between the cav-
ity components and the ambient air and, hence, improved ther-
mal characteristics. Therefore, con� guration 4 has higher heat
transfer rates than con� gurations 1 and 3 (Table 1). The av-
erage temperature of the cavity components for con� guration
4 is approximately equal to that for con� guration 1, in spite
of the reduced surface area (and, hence, higher endwall and
inner cylinder heat � uxes). This is a further indication of the
favorable heat transfer characteristics induced by the shape of
the inner cone.

The lowest temperatures were observed for con� guration 3,
primarily because of the higher surface area for this geometry.
The heat transfer coef� cients were only slightly higher than
con� guration 1. The Nusselt number per unit area was the least
for this geometry, indicating the poorest heat removal capa-
bilities per unit area. Moreover, an increase in the length of
the inner cylinder could result in increased weight, without
providing any advantages from a heat transfer point of view.

Conclusions
Natural convective air cooling of open-ended annular cavi-

ties was investigated using a � nite element analysis. Different
con� gurations were analyzed to determine important param-
eters for improved thermal performance. The main conclusions
of this work are summarized:

1) The annular cavity natural convection � ow� eld shows a
strong interaction between the ambient air and the cavity air
through the open end. The � ow is characterized by cold, am-
bient air entering the cavity through the lower regions of the
cavity and exiting as a hot buoyant jet from the top.

2) Con� guration 2 provided the highest heat transfer rates
for the cavity because of the improved interaction with the
surrounding air. However, because of the reduced surface area,
maximum temperatures were also encountered in this geome-
try.

3) Con� guration 4 also showed improved � ow and temper-
ature patterns with heat transfer coef� cients second only to
con� guration 2. Furthermore, the surface temperatures in this
geometry were much lower than con� guration 2.

4) Con� guration 3 provides the lowest temperatures, mainly
because of the higher surface area. This geometry provides the
poorest option as far as cooling characteristics are concerned.

Clearly, changing the inner cylinder shape (from cylindrical
to conical) improves the � ow patterns and, hence, the cooling
characteristics. On the other hand, elimination of the outer cyl-
inder has the highest heat removal capabilities if the limiting
temperature tolerances can be raised.
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