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Molecular dynamics simulations of the surface tension of n-hexane,
n-decane and n-hexadecane

J. P. NICOLAS and B. SMIT*

Department of Chemical Engineering, University of Amsterdam, Nieuwe
Achtergracht 166, 1018WV Amsterdam, The Netherlands

(Received 20 September 2001; revised version accepted 31 January 2002)

Molecular dynamics simulations have been used to compute the surface tension of linear
alkanes. The OPLS force ®eld has been compared with the SKS force ®eld for alkanes (n-
hexane, n-decane and n-hexadecane) over two ranges of temperature: high temperatures where
no experimental data are available for surface tension and lower temperatures where compar-
isons may be made with experiments. At high temperatures, for a given coexistence density,
these two models predict a similar surface tension. For a given temperature the two models
yield di� erent surface tensions. However, these deviations can be attributed to di� erences in
the prediction of the coexistence curves. For the SKS model the computed coexistence proper-
ties have been compared with experimental data. The simulation data are in reasonable
agreement with the experimental data.

1. Introduction

Alkanes are an important class of molecules that
occur in many practical applications, and many molecu-
lar models have been developed to describe the inter-
actions between alkanes [1±6]. In these studies the
models have been tested via a comparison with the
experimental vapour±liquid coexistence curve. Subse-
quently, these models have been further validated via a
comparison of the simulated and experimental di� usion
coe� cients [7] and viscosities [8, 9]. Less attention has
been given to the surface tension.

We have compared the predictions of two alkane
models to obtain some insight into the dependence of
the computed surface tension on the details of the inter-
molecular interactions. We have computed the surface
tension for the linear alkanes (n-hexane, n-decane and n-
hexadecane) using OPLS [10] and SKS force ®eld
models. We have performed the simulation over two
temperature ranges. One temperature range is the
same as in [11] in which Alejandre and coworkers com-
puted the surface tension of hexane at coexistence
(vapour±liquid) for high temperatures using the SKS
and de Pablo [12, 13] models. Our results for the surface
tension of the hydrocarbons can be compared with the
simulation data of Alejandre and coworkers. This allows
us to validate our program and extend their results to
other chain lengths and temperaures. However, to the
best of our knowledge, there are no experimental data

available for these systems at coexistence. Therefore, we
do not know how accurately these alkane models can
predict the surface tension. Experimental data are avail-
able at much lower temperatures, at densities higher
than the coexistence density. We performed simulations
under these conditions to assess the accuracy of the
predicted surface tensions.

2. Models and simulation methodology
2.1. Force ®elds

We calculate the surface tension for liquid/gas systems
of the linear alkanes hexane, decane, hexadecane. Two
sets of force ®elds, SKS and OPLS, are compared.

We use the united atom representation, which means
that every methylene (CH2) or methyl (CH3) group is
modelled as a single interaction site. Three types of
potential are employed: non-bonded interaction, bond
bending and torsion potentials. The non-bonded inter-
actions between united atoms from di� erent molecules
and within a molecule (if two atoms are more than four
atoms apart) are described with a Lennard-Jones poten-
tial. The interactions are truncated and shifted with a
cuto� radius rc:

u…rij† ˆ
u…rij†LJ ¡ u…rc†LJ rij < rc;

0 rij > rc;

(
…1†

with

u…rij†LJ ˆ 4"ij
¼ij

rij

³ ´12

¡
¼ij

rij

³ ´6
" #

; …2†
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where rij is the distance between united atoms i and j, rc

is the cuto� distance, and " and ¼ are Lennard-Jones
energy and distance parameters, respectively. The
numerical values of these parameters are shown in
table 1. "ij; "i; "j and ¼ij; ¼i; ¼j are related by "ij ˆ
…"i"j†1=2 and ¼ij ˆ …¼i ‡ ¼j†=2, respectively.

We use a ®xed bond length of 1.53 AÊ using the
SHAKE algorithm [14]. The bond-bending potential is
given by [15]:

ubend…³† ˆ 1
2
k³…³ ¡ ³0†2; …3†

where ³ is the angle between two connected bonds, ³0 is
the equilibrium value of this angle, and k³ the force
constant. We have used k³ ˆ 62 500 K rad¡2 for both
models, ³0 ˆ 1128 in the OPLS model and 1148 in the
SKS model.

The torsion potential is de®ned for the OPLS model
[16]:

utors
OPLS…¿† ˆ

X5

kˆ0

ck cosk …¿†; …4†

and for the SKS model:

utors
SKS…¿† ˆ 0:5‰c1…1 ‡ cos ¿† ‡ c2…1 ¡ cos 2¿†

‡ c3…1 ‡ cos 3¿†Š; …5†

where ¿ is the dihedral angle. In the OPLS model, we use
c0 ˆ 1116 K, c1 ˆ 1462 K, c2 ˆ ¡1578 K, c3 ˆ ¡368 K,
c4 ˆ 3156 K, c5 ˆ ¡3788 K. For the SKS model we
use c1 ˆ 355 K, c2 ˆ ¡68:19 K and c3 ˆ 791:3 K.

2.2. Surface tension calculation
The surface tension ® is proportional to the integral of

the di� erence between the normal PN…z† and tangential
PT…z† components of the pressure tensor. For an inter-
face normal to the z axis, the expression for the surface
tension reads:

® ˆ 1

2

…‡L z=2

¡L z=2

dz‰PN…z† ¡ PT…z†Š; …6†

where L z is the length of the simulation box along z axis,
perpendicular to liquid±gas interfaces, and 1=2 a cor-
rector factor when the simulation box contains two
interfaces.

The pro®le components of the pressure tensor are
obtained using the Irving and Kirkwood de®nition [17,
18]:

PT…z† ˆ h»…z†ikBT ¡ 1

A

X

i

X

j>i

…x2
ij ‡ y2
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where »…z† is the density pro®le along the z direction, kB

Boltzmann’s constant, T the temperature, A ˆ L x £ L y
the area of one interface, xij; yij ; zij are the x; y; z com-
ponents of the distance rij between united atoms i and j,
respectively, h¢ ¢ ¢i the canonical ensemble average, Uint

the potential energy, and ³…z† the Heaviside step func-
tion.

The components of the pressure tensor are computed
by dividing the simulation box into Nslabs slabs, parallel
to the xy interface, and the contribution of each inter-
action between united atoms i and j to the surface ten-
sion (including bond constraints from the SHAKE
algorithm) is distributed in the slabs involved, i.e. slabs
in which the particles i and j reside and slabs in between
[19].

2.3. Simulations
Our simulations were performed in the NVT ensemble

[20], i.e. with constant temperature, volume and number
of particles. The equations of motion were solved using
the Verlet leapfrog integration algorithm [21]. Simula-
tions were run with periodic boundary conditions. We
used the DLPOLY program [22] for all our simulations.

At high temperatures, we investigated the system at
vapour±liquid coexistence (with liquid and gas densities
from Gibbs ensemble results) and at low temperatures
the system was de®ned o� -coexistence (with experi-
mental liquid densities and vacuum). At coexistence we
compared our simulation results with those from Ale-
jandre et al. [11] and at lower temperatures with experi-
mental data [23, 24].

The simulations at coexistence were initiated in the
following way. First, we constructed a cubic box with
molecules placed on a lattice at the estimated liquid
density from Gibbs ensemble calculations [1]. For
hexane, decane, and hexadecane the simulation cell con-
tained 675, 405, and 300 molecules, respectively. This
box was equilibrated for 50 000 timesteps with a time-
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Table 1. Values of the Lennard-Jones parameters and rc

from the SKS and OPLS models [1, 16].

CH2 CH3

rc=A
¯

¼=A
¯

"=K ¼=A
¯

"=K

SKS 3.93 47.0 3.93 114 13.8
OPLS 3.905 59.4 3.905 88.1 11.5
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step ¢ t ˆ 3 fs. Next, two cubic cells with the same xy
size were added in the z direction. These boxes were
®lled with a few alkane molecules to obtain the vapour
coexistence density.

At low temperatures, o� coexistence, we initiated the
simulation at the liquid density taken from experimental
data. For this range of temperature, the vapour pressure
is so low that the gas boxes contain on average less than
one molecule. Therefore, we used for these simulations
empty boxes, and ran a few hundred steps in order to
stabilize the interface. After this equilibration, liquid
and gas boxes were approximately the same volume
and the box length in z direction exceeded 100 AÊ .

We accumulated surface tension values every 500
steps during 3 ns. These data were analysed using the
block average method [25].

3. Results and discussion
3.1. Liquid densities

Before discussing the results for the surface tension,
we shall compare the simulated liquid densities for the
various models with experimental data. An example of a
computed density pro®le of hexane at coexistence using
the SKS model is presented in ®gure 1. This plot shows
liquid±vapour coexistence. Because of the periodic
boundary conditions we obtain two interfaces. From
this ®gure we can compute the coexistence densities of
the liquid with reasonable accuracy. Good agreement is
found between results from simulations and those from
experiments [26]. For the gas density, however, the
number of molecules is too small for the coexistence
gas density to be determined accurately. Figure 2 pres-
ents the coexistence liquid densities for hexane at vari-
ous temperatures as obtained from our simulations
using the SKS model, and it shows that the Gibbs
ensemble results [1] are in reasonable but not perfect
agreement with the present simulations. Important to
note is that the Gibbs ensemble simulations used a trun-

cated potential [1], while in this work a truncated and

shifted potential is used. For a simple Lennard-Jones

¯uid a truncated but not shifted potential has a 10%

higher critical temperature [27, 28]. A similar shift of

the critical temperature has been observed here. In

®gure 2 we compare our results also with the MD simu-

lations of Alejandre et al. [11], who used a similar
method as in the present work to compute the coexis-

tence properties. However, in the work of Alejandre et

al. a slightly larger cuto� radius (15 AÊ ) together with an

inhomogeneous tail correction were used compared with

Gibbs ensemble simulations [1, 29]. This results in a

higher T c and hence a higher coexistence density com-

pared with our simulations. For hexane also the OPLS
model gives a good description of the experimental data.

Surface tension of linear alkanes by MD 2473

Figure 1. Density pro®le of hexane at coexistence at 350 K as
obtained from the molecular dynamic simulations using
the SKS model. The solid line gives the experimental value
of liquid density [26] at this temperature.

Figure 2. Comparison of the liquid coexistence densities, for
n-hexane (top), n-decane (centre) and n-hexadecane (bot-
tom) at coexistence, as a function of temperature, for the
present work, the Gibbs ensemble results [2], the results
from Alejandre et al. molecular dynamic simulations [11]
and experimental results concerning hexane [26].
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Concerning the highest temperature, the interfaces are
not well de®ned, and thus do not yield an accurate esti-
mation of the liquid density.

For n-decane and n-hexadecane, ®gure 2 shows that
the SKS model predicts a lower liquid density, com-
pared with the OPLS model, which is consistent with
the conclusion in [1] that the OPLS model overestimates
the critical temperatures for the long chain alkanes.

Figure 3 compares the simulated liquid densities at
low temperature (o� -coexistence), using the SKS
model, with the experimental liquid densities where the
surface tension has been determined experimentally. For
n-decane and n-hexadecane the agreement with the
experimental data is very good, while for n-hexane, the
simulations underestimate the liquid densities.

3.2. Surface tension estimations
In ®gure 4, the calculated surface tension for hexane,

decane, and hexadecane at coexistence are shown as a
function of the temperature and density. To the best of
our knowledge, experimental data for these systems
have not been published. For hexane we can compare
the surface tension as a function of the temperature as
obtained by our simulations with the results obtained by
Alejandre et al. [11]. The agreement between these two
studies is satisfactory; the small di� erences can be
related to the larger cuto� radius used by Alejandre et
al. For the OPLS model a similar result is obtained. If
we plot the results versus liquid densities the di� erences
between the various models become much smaller.

For n-decane and n-hexadecane the di� erences
between simulated surface tension as a function of the
temperature of the OPLS and SKS model are larger
compared with hexane. Also, for these molecules the
di� erences disappear if we plot the surface tension as a
function of the densities. Important to note is that for a
given coexistence density the computed surface tensions
of the OPLS and SKS model are obtained at di� erent
temperatures. This suggests that the density is an im-

portant parameter when determining the surface ten-

sion.

Since the SKS model gives a better prediction of gen-

eral properties at coexistence for the long chain alkanes

[1, 30], we use this model for the simulation water con-

ditions where the surface tension has been measured.
Figure 3 showed that the simulations overestimate the

liquid densities at these conditions. Figure 5 shows that,

plotted versus T , the surface tension of the alkanes is
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Figure 3. Density » for the SKS model and experiments.

Figure 4. Surface tension ® versusT (left) and » (right) for C6

(top), C10 (centre) and C16 (bottom), at coexistence.

Figure 5. Surface tension ® versus T as obtained from the
simulations using the SKS model (solid symbols) com-
pared with experimental data (lines and open symbols)
[23, 24].
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underestimated by about 15% compared with experi-
mental results, independently of the temperature and
the length of alkanes considered.

4. Conclusion
In this work we have computed liquid densities and

the surface tension of various linear alkanes at various
temperatures. For longer alkanes, the computed liquid
densities con®rm that they are better described by the
SKS model than the OPLS model at high temperatures.
At lower temperatures, the agreement between experi-
mental and computed densities from the SKS model
increases with the length of the linear alkanes.

The density prediction is a major parameter in surface
tension calculations. Di� erences observed between the
SKS and OPLS models in critical temperatures and
liquid density predictions are cancelled when the pre-
dicted surface tension values are plotted as a function
of the liquid density. At low temperatures, a comparison
with experimental data shows that the surface tension is
underestimated by approximately 15%.

Our simulations show that to predict the surface ten-
sion at a given temperature correctly, it is very import-
ant to use a model that predicts the density of the liquid
phase at the given conditions su� ciently accurately. For
example, the SKS model and the OPLS model give very
similar results for the surface tension as a function of the
liquid density. Therefore, if a given model does not pre-
dict the liquid density correctly such a model is of very
limited value for predicting the surface tension.

The authors thank Thijs Vlugt, Maddalena Venturoli
and Gooitzen Zwanenburg for their contributions to
this work.
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