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Abstract: 

Complex fluids—such as colloidal suspensions, emulsions, polymer solutions, and liquid 

crystals—exhibit behaviors that challenge classical fluid dynamics, particularly under altered 

gravity conditions. Microgravity provides a unique platform to isolate and study the intrinsic 

physical mechanisms that govern these materials. This article explores the dynamic behavior of 

complex fluids in space-like environments, discussing phenomena such as phase separation, 

diffusion-driven structuring, and the suppression of sedimentation. The study integrates recent 

experimental findings from space missions with computational models to highlight how 

microgravity enhances our understanding of non-Newtonian fluid mechanics. Insights gained can 

influence material science, biomedical applications, and future space exploration systems. 
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Introduction: 

The behavior of complex fluids—those that cannot be described by the Navier-Stokes equations 

alone—poses significant challenges in terrestrial environments due to the overpowering influence 

of gravity. In microgravity, however, these fluids reveal fundamental mechanisms such as capillary 

action, Marangoni flows, and phase transitions without gravitational interference. Understanding 

their dynamics is vital for applications in space missions, including fuel management, 3D 

bioprinting, pharmaceuticals, and life support systems. This article reviews the behavior of these 

systems under microgravity, drawing upon international research collaborations, especially the 

results from ISS (International Space Station) experiments and parabolic flight studies. 

1. Characteristics of Complex Fluids: 

Complex fluids represent a broad class of materials that exhibit non-Newtonian behaviors due to 

their intricate internal structures and composition. Unlike simple Newtonian fluids (e.g., water or 

air), whose viscosity remains constant regardless of the applied shear rate, complex fluids display 

time-dependent and shear-dependent flow properties resulting from their microstructural 
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interactions. These fluids include colloids, emulsions, polymer gels, and surfactant systems, each 

with unique internal architectures and interparticle forces that govern their mechanical response. 

Colloids are systems in which fine particles (1 nm to 1 μm) are dispersed in a continuous phase. 

These can be solid particles in liquids (e.g., milk, paint) or liquid droplets in another liquid (e.g., 

oil in water emulsions). Their stability is typically governed by a balance between van der Waals 

attractions and electrostatic or steric repulsion. Brownian motion plays a central role in 

maintaining suspension in microgravity environments. 

Emulsions are thermodynamically unstable mixtures of two immiscible liquids stabilized by 

surfactants, which lower the interfacial tension and prevent coalescence. These are prominent in 

pharmaceutical formulations, food science, and space-based studies of phase separation. 

Polymer gels consist of cross-linked polymer networks swollen with a solvent. Their mechanical 

properties depend heavily on the cross-link density, solvent interactions, and deformation history. 

Under stress, they may exhibit viscoelastic properties, where energy is both stored and dissipated, 

leading to complex deformation behaviors not seen in simple fluids. 

Surfactant systems include micellar solutions, liquid crystals, and vesicles. Surfactants can self-

assemble into a variety of ordered structures, such as lamellae, hexagonal, or cubic phases, due to 

their amphiphilic nature. These structures give rise to anisotropic flow and optical properties, 

particularly under shear or confinement. 

From a rheological perspective, complex fluids often demonstrate: 

Shear thinning: viscosity decreases with increasing shear rate, typical in paints and blood. 

Thixotropy: time-dependent shear thinning, where the material structure breaks down under stress 

and rebuilds at rest. 

Viscoelasticity: simultaneous elastic and viscous behavior, where fluids can exhibit solid-like 

recovery when the stress is removed, seen in polymer solutions and biological fluids. 

The microstructure—comprising particle networks, polymer entanglements, or surfactant 

assemblies—directly influences the macroscopic flow. In microgravity environments, where 

sedimentation and buoyancy are suppressed, these microstructural effects become even more 

pronounced. The absence of gravity-driven convection allows for clearer observation of diffusion, 

self-assembly, and structural relaxation, making microgravity a critical tool for unraveling the true 

dynamics of these materials. This understanding is pivotal not only for space-based applications 

but also for advancing material design on Earth. 

2. Microgravity as a Unique Research Platform: 

Microgravity environments—characterized by near-weightlessness—offer an unparalleled 

opportunity to study complex fluids under conditions where gravitational forces are effectively 

negligible. On Earth, gravity plays a dominant role in fluid behavior, driving buoyancy-induced 

convection, sedimentation, and stratification, all of which can obscure subtle intermolecular 

phenomena. By eliminating these gravity-driven effects, microgravity allows researchers to 

investigate the fundamental physics that govern the behavior of fluids in a purer and more 

controlled setting. 

One of the most significant advantages of microgravity is the suppression of buoyancy-driven 

convection. In normal gravity, temperature or concentration gradients within a fluid lead to density 

differences, causing lighter fluid to rise and denser fluid to sink. This natural convection can 

interfere with precise measurements of diffusion, thermal conductivity, or chemical reactions. In 

contrast, in microgravity, such convection is largely absent, allowing researchers to isolate and 

study pure diffusion processes, which are otherwise masked on Earth. 
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Similarly, sedimentation—the settling of particles or droplets under gravitational pull—is 

effectively nullified in microgravity. This is particularly crucial for the study of colloidal 

suspensions, emulsions, and polymer solutions, where gravitational settling can distort particle 

distributions, phase separation, and gelation dynamics. In space, particles remain suspended due 

to Brownian motion and interparticle forces, enabling the formation of equilibrium structures that 

are impossible to observe under normal gravitational conditions. 

Moreover, surface tension and molecular interactions, which are usually overshadowed by 

gravity, become the primary forces driving fluid behavior in microgravity. Capillary action, 

Marangoni flows (surface tension gradients), and wetting phenomena dominate, providing clearer 

insights into interfacial physics. These interactions are critical for developing microfluidic devices, 

droplet-based diagnostics, and fuel management systems for spacecraft. 

To explore these effects, various experimental platforms have been developed: 

Drop towers (e.g., ZARM in Germany): Offer 2–10 seconds of microgravity by releasing an 

experimental capsule in free fall. 

Sounding rockets (e.g., TEXUS, MASER): Provide 6–13 minutes of microgravity and are ideal 

for short-duration, high-precision studies. 

Parabolic flights (e.g., ESA's Airbus Zero-G, NASA’s KC-135): Simulate up to 20 seconds of 

microgravity during each parabola, useful for hands-on experiments and prototyping. 

International Space Station (ISS): Offers long-duration access to continuous microgravity, 

enabling extended observations of slow processes such as self-assembly, crystallization, and long-

term diffusion. 

These platforms have enabled landmark experiments such as NASA’s InSPACE, which explored 

colloidal self-organization, and ESA’s FASES, which studied phase separation in emulsions. 

These studies have significantly advanced our understanding of soft matter physics, material 

science, and fluid engineering—both for space missions and for innovative technologies on Earth. 

In essence, microgravity is not just a novelty for space exploration; it is a transformational tool 

for fundamental research in fluid dynamics and complex materials, offering a lens into the physics 

often concealed by gravity’s omnipresence. 

3. Experimental Observations and Case Studies: 

Experimental studies conducted in microgravity have dramatically enriched our understanding of 

complex fluid behavior by revealing phenomena that are otherwise suppressed or distorted on 

Earth. Two landmark projects—NASA's InSPACE (Investigating the Structure of 

Paramagnetic Aggregates from Colloidal Emulsions) and ESA’s FASES (Fundamental and 

Applied Studies of Emulsion Stability)—have provided critical insights into the structure 

formation, phase separation, and arrest dynamics in colloidal systems and emulsions under 

microgravity conditions. 

NASA’s InSPACE experiments, carried out aboard the International Space Station (ISS), focused 

on the behavior of electrorheological and magnetorheological fluids composed of colloidal 

particles that respond to external fields. Under microgravity, researchers were able to observe the 

self-assembly of these particles into chain-like and lattice structures without the interference of 

sedimentation or convection. In particular, InSPACE-2 demonstrated that magnetically driven 

anisotropic interactions among colloidal particles could result in tunable internal structures that 

are reversible and controllable through external fields. Such control is highly relevant for the 

development of reconfigurable smart materials and damping systems for spacecraft. 

ESA’s FASES experiment addressed a different but equally important domain: the stability and 

phase separation dynamics of emulsions. Conducted in the European Columbus Laboratory 
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aboard the ISS, FASES explored how droplets in an emulsion interact, coalesce, or remain stable 

over time in the absence of gravity-driven drainage or creaming. The experiment revealed 

diffusion-limited coarsening and Ostwald ripening as dominant mechanisms for long-term 

emulsion evolution in space. These findings are invaluable for industries such as pharmaceuticals 

and cosmetics, where long-term emulsion stability is crucial, and for designing space-compatible 

formulations that remain homogeneous over extended missions. 

Another fascinating phenomenon observed under microgravity is the formation of equilibrium 

gels and arrested phase states in colloidal mixtures. On Earth, gelation is often accompanied by 

sedimentation, masking the true nature of the arrested structure. In microgravity, however, 

colloidal gels can form homogeneously throughout the medium, allowing researchers to study 

network connectivity, aging behavior, and mechanical response without gravitational 

interference. These arrested states—where particles are kinetically trapped in a disordered yet 

solid-like configuration—highlight the interplay between attractive interactions and excluded 

volume effects. 

Additionally, microgravity studies have shown that spinodal decomposition and nucleation-

driven phase separations in colloidal-polymer mixtures occur more symmetrically and more 

slowly than on Earth, making it possible to track domain growth kinetics and pattern formation 

mechanisms with unprecedented precision. These insights inform theoretical models and validate 

simulation results in soft matter physics. 

Overall, these experimental efforts underscore the critical role of microgravity in unlocking 

fundamental behaviors of complex fluids. The elimination of sedimentation, combined with the 

ability to perform long-duration, high-resolution measurements, makes the ISS and similar 

platforms ideal laboratories for advancing the frontiers of fluid science and materials engineering. 

4. Modeling and Simulation in Microgravity Fluid  

Dynamics: 

Modeling complex fluid behavior under microgravity conditions requires advanced computational 

approaches that can capture both microscopic interactions and macroscopic dynamics across 

multiple spatial and temporal scales. These simulations serve as a vital complement to space-based 

experiments, offering predictive insight, design optimization, and a platform for exploring 

phenomena that are difficult to replicate physically. In microgravity, where conventional 

assumptions about fluid behavior are often invalidated, both continuum and discrete simulation 

techniques play a crucial role in understanding fluid dynamics with enhanced accuracy. 

Continuum models, such as those based on the Navier-Stokes equations, are often modified to 

include non-Newtonian constitutive relations that account for shear-thinning, viscoelasticity, and 

other complex fluid behaviors. However, continuum approaches fall short when dealing with 

systems where microscopic structure (e.g., colloids, polymers, droplets) dictates the macroscopic 

flow. In such cases, mesoscale and particle-based models offer more realistic insights. 

Among the most effective tools are Lattice Boltzmann Methods (LBM) and Dissipative Particle 

Dynamics (DPD): 

LBM is particularly adept at handling multiphase and multicomponent flows, including interfacial 

dynamics and capillary phenomena. It discretizes the Boltzmann equation on a lattice grid and is 

well-suited for simulating flow in complex geometries, such as porous media or confined 

microgravity environments where conventional flow channels do not apply. 

DPD, a coarse-grained molecular dynamics method, is useful for simulating soft matter systems 

like polymer solutions, colloidal suspensions, and surfactant assemblies. It naturally captures 

hydrodynamic behavior while allowing for thermal fluctuations and conservative particle 
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interactions, making it ideal for modeling diffusion-driven self-assembly and emulsion stability 

in microgravity. 

Incorporating multiscale simulation frameworks is essential to bridge the gap between 

microscopic behavior (e.g., molecular diffusion, colloidal forces) and macroscopic outcomes (e.g., 

flow profiles, structure formation). Hybrid models combining molecular dynamics (MD), finite 

element analysis (FEA), and continuum mechanics allow for integrated analyses across scales. For 

instance, MD simulations can provide input parameters (e.g., viscosity, diffusion coefficients) for 

continuum models or guide the coarse-graining process in DPD simulations. 

However, simulating microgravity fluid dynamics poses unique computational challenges: 

Boundary conditions in microgravity differ significantly from terrestrial setups. Surface tension 

and wall adhesion forces become dominant, necessitating accurate modeling of fluid-wall 

interactions, contact angles, and wetting behavior. 

The absence of gravity means that body-force terms commonly used in conventional CFD models 

must be re-evaluated or eliminated. This can affect the stability and convergence of numerical 

solvers. 

Long simulation times are often required to observe slow diffusion-limited processes, demanding 

high-performance computing resources and efficient time-stepping algorithms. 

Validation of simulation results remains difficult due to limited access to experimental 

microgravity data and the inherent stochastic nature of many complex fluid systems. 

Despite these hurdles, modeling efforts have successfully predicted and explained several 

microgravity phenomena, such as droplet coalescence, Marangoni flows, and phase behavior 

in colloid-polymer mixtures. These simulations also aid in designing hardware for microgravity 

experiments, optimizing observation windows, and identifying key parameters for monitoring. 

5. Applications and Future Directions: 

The insights gained from studying complex fluids in microgravity are not limited to theoretical 

physics—they have profound implications for the development of advanced technologies in space 

and on Earth. Microgravity research provides a controlled environment to investigate materials 

and systems where gravitational effects often mask fundamental behaviors. This has led to the 

emergence of several promising applications, especially in the areas of materials science, 

biomedical engineering, and space system design. 

Advanced Materials Development in Space: 

Microgravity enables the fabrication of novel materials with unique microstructures and 

properties that are difficult or impossible to achieve on Earth. For example, colloidal crystals 

grown in microgravity are often more ordered due to the absence of sedimentation and convective 

disturbances. These highly ordered structures can serve as photonic bandgap materials, which 

are critical for optical computing, communication technologies, and sensors. 

In addition, nanoparticle suspensions and polymer composites behave differently in 

microgravity, allowing scientists to fine-tune particle-particle interactions, cross-linking 

dynamics, and crystallization processes. The result is the potential for producing stronger, lighter, 

and more tunable materials for use in spacecraft, satellites, and high-performance Earth-based 

applications. 

Microfluidic Devices for Medical Diagnostics and Drug  

Delivery: 

Microgravity creates ideal conditions for developing miniaturized lab-on-a-chip systems, which 

use microfluidic channels to manipulate tiny amounts of fluids. These devices can perform 

complex biological assays with minimal reagents and power, making them especially valuable for 
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medical diagnostics during space missions where conventional laboratory infrastructure is 

unavailable. 

Such devices can also be used for controlled drug delivery, with microgravity studies providing 

key insights into how fluids, particles, and membranes behave in confined environments. For 

instance, emulsion stability and diffusion control in space can help design delivery systems with 

precise release profiles, useful for astronauts and remote healthcare on Earth. Additionally, 

microgravity research supports the development of 3D bioprinting technologies, which require 

intricate control over fluid-based bioinks to fabricate tissues or organ-like structures. 

Life Support Systems and Fluid Handling in Space Habitats: 

Efficient fluid management is critical to sustaining human life in space. Life support systems 

rely on reliable water recycling, fuel transfer, air purification, and thermal regulation—all of which 

involve complex fluid dynamics. In microgravity, capillary forces, surface tension, and interface 

stability dominate over gravity, requiring novel engineering approaches for system design. 

Research has led to improved models for phase separation, gas-liquid flow stability, and 

multiphase fluid transport, which are now being integrated into systems aboard the International 

Space Station (ISS) and next-generation spacecraft. The study of Marangoni convection and 

thermocapillary flows also plays a pivotal role in developing passive thermal management 

systems and more efficient heat exchangers. 

Future Directions: 

Looking ahead, future research in microgravity fluid dynamics will benefit from: 

Integration of AI and machine learning to optimize experimental design, interpret large datasets, 

and guide simulations in real-time. 

Expanded international collaboration, leveraging platforms like the Lunar Gateway and 

commercial low-Earth orbit stations to increase experimental throughput. 

Translation of space-based discoveries to Earth-based applications, such as smart packaging, 

precision agriculture, and water purification. 

Moreover, the synergy between microgravity research, advanced simulation, and in-situ 

manufacturing holds promise for building autonomous, self-sustaining habitats for long-duration 

missions to the Moon, Mars, and beyond. Understanding how complex fluids behave under such 

unique conditions will be a cornerstone in ensuring the success and safety of future space 

exploration. 
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Comparison of Colloidal Behavior in Earth Gravity vs Microgravity 

Summary: 

This study of complex fluid dynamics in microgravity settings enhances our fundamental and 

applied understanding of non-Newtonian behaviors. By removing gravitational distortions, space-

based platforms reveal equilibrium states and structural transitions not observable on Earth. These 

insights guide the design of space-compatible fluid systems and influence diverse fields—from 

biomedicine to aerospace engineering. Future efforts should prioritize multi-physics modeling and 

interdisciplinary experimental validation across international collaborations. 
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