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The integration of engineering principles into the biological and medical sciences has revolutionized our 

understanding of the human body and the development of life-saving technologies. At the heart of this intersection 

lies the study of transport phenomena. Biomedical engineering principles, specifically those concerning fluid, heat, 

and mass transport processes, provide the quantitative framework necessary to model physiological systems,

design artificial organs, and optimize drug delivery mechanisms. This technical analysis explores the foundational

theories originally synthesized by pioneers like David O. Cooney, expanding upon the mathematical models and

practical applications that define modern biomedical engineering.

Foundational Framework of Transport Phenomena in Biological Systems

Transport phenomena in biomedical engineering are governed by the conservation laws of mass, energy, and

momentum. These processes are rarely isolated; in the human body, fluid flow often dictates the rate of heat

dissipation, and mass transport is frequently coupled with fluid velocity. Understanding these interactions requires a

rigorous application of continuum mechanics to biological media, which are often heterogeneous, anisotropic, and

viscoelastic.

The Role of Momentum Transport (Fluid Dynamics)

In the context of biomedical engineering, fluid transport primarily concerns the movement of blood 

(hemodynamics), interstitial fluids, and respiratory gases. Biological fluids often deviate from the simplistic 

Newtonian model. Blood, for instance, is a suspension of cells that exhibits non-Newtonian behavior, particularly 

shear-thinningproperties and a yield stress at low shear rates. This complexity necessitates the use of advanced

constitutive equations to predict flow patterns in the complex geometry of the vascular tree.

The Role of Energy Transport (Heat Transfer)

Heat transport within the human body involves the regulation of core temperature and the management of 

metabolic heat production. Biomedical engineers analyze these processes to develop treatments like hyperthermia 

for cancer or cryosurgery for tissue ablation. The primary challenge is accounting for blood perfusion, which acts

as a volumetric heat sink or source, significantly complicating the standard heat conduction equations used in

traditional mechanical engineering.

The Role of Mass Transport (Diffusion and Convection)

Mass transport is perhaps the most critical process in maintaining homeostasis. It encompasses the delivery of 

oxygen from the lungs to the tissues, the removal of metabolic waste products via the kidneys, and the transport of 

signaling molecules like hormones. Biomedical engineering focuses on the permeability of biological membranes 

and the stochastic nature of molecular diffusion, often modeled through Fick’s Laws and the Kedem-Katchalsky

equations.

Technical Analysis of Fluid Mechanics in Hemodynamics

The study of blood flow requires an understanding of the Navier-Stokes equations, adapted for the pulsatile and 



elastic nature of blood vessels. One of the most critical parameters in this analysis is the Reynolds Number (Re),

which determines whether the flow is laminar or turbulent. In the human circulatory system, flow is predominantly

laminar, but turbulence can occur near heart valves or within stenosed (narrowed) arteries.

Mathematical Modeling of Blood Viscosity

Because blood is non-Newtonian, its viscosity (&mu;) is not constant. The Casson Modelis frequently used to

describe the relationship between shear stress (&tau;) and shear rate (&gamma;):

&radic;&tau; = &radic;&tau;<sub>y</sub> + &radic;(&eta;&gamma;)

Where &tau;y represents the yield stress and &eta; is the consistency index. At high shear rates, blood behaves 

more like a Newtonian fluid, but in the microcirculation, where shear rates are low and vessel diameters are small, 

the F&aring;hr&aelig;us-Lindqvist effectcauses a reduction in apparent viscosity as red cells migrate toward the

vessel centerline, leaving a cell-free plasma layer at the walls.

Comparison of Biological Fluid Properties

The following table summarizes the typical properties of fluids encountered in biomedical engineering contexts:



Fluid Type Dynamic Viscosity (cP) Flow Characteristic Primary Function

Whole Blood 3.0 - 4.0 (at high shear) Non-Newtonian 
(Pseudoplastic)

Oxygen and Nutrient 
Transport

Blood Plasma 1.2 - 1.3 Newtonian Electrolyte and Protein 
Transport

Synovial Fluid 10 - 10,000 (Variable) Viscoelastic Joint Lubrication

Interstellar Fluid ~1.0 Newtonian / Darcy Flow Tissue Homeostasis

Heat Transport and the Bioheat Equation

Engineering heat transfer in biological tissue is uniquely characterized by the Pennes Bioheat Equation. This

model accounts for the effects of blood perfusion and metabolic heat generation, which are absent in inert

materials.

The Pennes Model Equation

The governing equation for temperature distribution (T) in tissue is expressed as:

&rho;c(&part;T/&part;t) = k&nabla;&sup2;T + w<sub>b</sub>c<sub>b</sub>(T<sub>a</sub> - T) +

q<sub>m</sub>

•  &rho;, c, k: Density, specific heat, and thermal conductivity of the tissue.

•  wb, cb: Mass flow rate and specific heat of blood.

•  Ta: Arterial blood temperature.

•  qm: Metabolic heat production rate.

This equation is fundamental when designing thermal therapies. For instance, in laser surgery, engineers must 

calculate the precise power required to coagulate tissue without damaging surrounding healthy structures. The 

convective term w<sub>b</sub>c<sub>b</sub>(T<sub>a</sub> - T) illustrates how the vascular system acts as

a cooling system, preventing localized overheating.

Mass Transport: Diffusion, Convection, and Membrane Permeability

Mass transport in the body occurs via two primary mechanisms: diffusion (driven by concentration gradients) and 

convection (driven by bulk fluid movement). In many biomedical applications, such as the design of a 

hemodialyzer (artificial kidney), both mechanisms are utilized to remove toxins from the blood.

Fick’s First Law of Diffusion

For steady-state diffusion, the molar flux (J) is proportional to the concentration gradient:

J = -D (&part;C/&part;x)

Where Dis the diffusion coefficient. In biological tissues, the effective diffusion coefficient is often lower than in

pure water due to the tortuosity of the extracellular space. Engineers must account for this "pathway hindrance"

when modeling drug penetration into solid tumors.

Convective Mass Transfer and the Sherwood Number



When fluid flows over a surface (like blood flowing over a dialysis membrane), mass transport is enhanced by 

convection. The Sherwood Number (Sh) is a dimensionless parameter used to characterize this enhancement:

Sh = (k<sub>m</sub>L) / D

Where km is the mass transfer coefficient and L is the characteristic length. A higher Sherwood number indicates

that convective transport dominates over molecular diffusion, a critical factor in optimizing the flow rates in

extracorporeal circuits.

Integrated Technical Analysis: The Design of Artificial Organs

The true power of biomedical engineering principles lies in their integration. Consider the engineering of an 

Oxygenator (Artificial Lung). This device must simultaneously manage fluid flow (to prevent blood damage or

clotting), mass transport (to maximize O2/CO2 exchange), and heat transport (to maintain blood temperature).

Design Considerations for Mass Exchangers

1.  Surface Area to Volume Ratio: High ratios are required to maximize diffusion, leading to the use of hollow 

fiber membranes.

2.  Membrane Material: Must be biocompatible (to prevent immune response) and possess specific permeability 

constants (P) for different gases.

3.  Shear Stress Management: Flow channels must be designed to avoid high shear rates that cause hemolysis 

(rupture of red blood cells) or low shear areas that promote thrombosis (clotting).

Efficiency Evaluation Table



Feature Hollow Fiber Oxygenator Plate-and-Frame Dialyzer

Primary Transport Mode Gas Diffusion Solute Diffusion + Ultrafiltration

Membrane Type Microporous Hydrophobic Semi-permeable Cellulose/Synthetic

Flow Arrangement Cross-flow or Counter-current Strict Counter-current

Typical Flux Rate High (O2/CO2) Moderate (Urea/Creatinine)

Case Study: Troubleshooting Solute Clearance in Hemodialysis

In clinical practice, biomedical engineers often troubleshoot the performance of dialysis treatments. A common 

issue is the decline in clearance (K), which is the volume of blood cleared of a solute per unit time.

Failure Modes and Solutions

•  Problem: Concentration Polarization. As solutes are filtered, they accumulate at the membrane surface, 

creating a boundary layer that resists further transport.

•  Solution: Increase the blood flow velocity to induce mixing and reduce the thickness of the boundary layer, 

effectively increasing the mass transfer coefficient.

•  Problem: Dialysate Channeling. If the dialysate fluid does not flow uniformly around all fibers, some areas of 

the membrane become "dead zones."

•  Solution: Redesign the housing geometry and fiber spacing to ensure a uniform distribution of fluid, 

maximizing the concentration gradient across the entire surface area.

Field Guide to Modeling Transport Processes

To implement these principles in a research or industrial setting, engineers follow a standardized procedural

workflow:

Step 1: System Definition

Identify the control volume. Is it a single cell, a tissue segment, or an entire organ? Define the boundaries and the

relevant fluids (e.g., blood, lymph, intracellular fluid).

Step 2: Identification of Governing Equations

Select the appropriate versions of the Navier-Stokes, Bioheat, or Fickian equations. Determine if the system is at 

steady-state or transient.

Step 3: Boundary Conditions

Specify the conditions at the limits of the control volume. Examples include constant temperature at the skin

surface, no-slip conditions at vessel walls, or specified concentration levels in the arterial supply.

Step 4: Numerical Simulation

Because biological geometries are complex, analytical solutions are rarely possible. Engineers utilize 

Computational Fluid Dynamics (CFD) and Finite Element Analysis (FEA)software (such as COMSOL

Multiphysics or ANSYS) to solve the coupled partial differential equations.

The Practical Importance of Transport Principles



The mastery of these principles is not merely an academic exercise; it is the foundation of modern medical 

intervention. From the pharmacokinetics of a drug (how it moves through and is eliminated from the body) to the 

thermal regulation of neonates in incubators, transport phenomena are omnipresent. As we move toward the era 

of personalized medicine, these engineering models are being used to create "digital twins" of patients. By

inputting patient-specific vascular geometry from MRI scans into fluid transport models, surgeons can predict the

success of a bypass graft or the rupture risk of an aneurysm before ever entering the operating room.

Furthermore, the development of Lab-on-a-Chiptechnologies relies heavily on microfluidics, where the physics of

transport changes significantly as surface forces begin to dominate over inertial forces. In these micro-

environments, diffusion becomes the primary mode of mixing, necessitating clever engineering designs like

staggered herringbone mixers to facilitate chemical reactions.

In summary, the principles of fluid, heat, and mass transport provide the essential toolkit for the biomedical

engineer. By quantifying the complex movements of matter and energy within the human body, engineers can

continue to push the boundaries of what is possible in medical diagnosis, treatment, and organ replacement. The

legacy of David O. Cooney’s foundational work continues to live on in every heart-lung machine, every dialysis

treatment, and every sophisticated drug delivery system used in the healthcare landscape today.
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