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Abstract

Thermoacoustic combustion instability is one of the most challenging operational issues in several high-
performance, low-emissions combustion technologies, including gas turbines, aircraft engines, rockets, and in-
dustrial boilers. Driven by the coupling between combustor acoustics and flame heat release rate fluctuations,
thermoacoustic combustion instability can lead to reduced operability, increased emissions, and, in the most ex-
treme cases, catastrophic failure of combustor components. The feedback loop between acoustics and combustion
is often facilitated by fluid mechanic oscillations, referred to as “velocity coupling,” whereby acoustic oscillations
drive flow fluctuations, which in turn create fluctuations in the flame. The character of these fluid mechanic oscil-
lations is highly dependent on the structure of the flow field and the receptivity of the flow to external excitation.
Combustor flow fields use features like fluid recirculation and shear to enhance flame holding and reduce emis-
sions, but these are also the same features that can make the flow receptive to acoustic excitation or even drive
self-excited oscillations. In this paper, we discuss the basics of thermoacoustic instability with a focus on the role
of hydrodynamic oscillations in typical combustor flows. To facilitate this discussion, we explore the hydrody-
namic instability characteristics of several key combustor unit flows (wakes, swirling jets, etc.) and show how
the hydrodynamic stability of a flow is an important consideration in determining a combustor’s propensity for
thermoacoustic oscillations. Several examples of coupling between hydrodynamics and thermoacoustics are dis-
cussed to illustrate this important link. The paper concludes by discussing the potential for “designing” flow fields
that are thermoacoustic instability resistant, either through a reduction in the receptivity of the flow or through
nonlinear coupling mechanisms by which self-excited flow instabilities can suppress velocity-coupled combustion
oscillations.
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1. Introduction

Thermoacoustic combustion instability has a long
history of degrading operability in combustion de-
vices. Driven by the coupling between combus-
tor acoustics and flame heat release rate oscillations,
combustion instability has appeared in numerous
combustor configurations, including rockets, power-
generation gas turbines, aircraft engines, industrial
boilers, and water heaters. The underlying theory is
attributed to Lord Rayleigh [1], who indicated that en-
ergy could be transferred from an oscillating source
of heat to an acoustic mode, and visa versa, if the
two oscillated in phase. This phase relationship was
later formalized by Putnam [2], as will be described
in Sec. 2.

Research in the area of combustion instability
gained momentum during the space race in the 1960’s
and 1970’s as high-intensity instabilities appeared in
a range of space technologies, from the mighty F-
1 rocket engine (power for the Saturn V rocket) [3]
to the small but safety-critical stabilization thrusters
on the lunar module [4]. Instabilities appeared in
solid rocket motors too, many instances of which are
reviewed by Price [5]. Significant experimental [6]
and theoretical [7, 8] efforts during this time laid the
foundation for the modern study of thermoacoustic
combustion instability and had wide-reaching impli-
cations for combustion science in general. Reviews
by DeLuca and Summerfield [9], Yang and Ander-
son [10], and Harrje and Reardon [11] provide de-
tailed accounts of the significant contributions to the
field during this era.

The fast pace of aerospace technology develop-
ment during this time also uncovered the potential
for combustion instability in aircraft engines, par-
ticularly in augmentors or afterburners. Early work
by Zukoski [12] on flame stabilization and Rogers
and Marble [13] and Lewis [14] on flame instabil-
ity identified the main mechanisms of instability in
these systems. Vortex shedding from the trailing edge
of the bluff body used to stabilize the flame was
identified as the main coupling mechanism between
the acoustic mode and flame oscillations. Instabili-
ties in these systems had both longitudinal (referred
to as “buzz”) [15–17] and transverse (referred to as
“screech”) [18] modes.

The field enjoyed a renaissance starting in the
1990’s with the introduction of dry low-NOx (DLN)
combustion systems in power-generation gas turbine
engines. Motivated by increasingly stringent crite-
ria pollutant regulations, the development of the DLN
combustion system was a huge achievement for com-
bustion science and engineering [19–23]. In these
systems, reducing NOx emissions without sacrific-
ing power or efficiency is achieved through the use
of partially-premixed combustion, sometimes called
“technically-premixed combustion.” Fuel is injected
upstream of the flame and swirling flow is used to
rapidly mix the fuel and air ahead of the inlet, produc-
ing a relatively spatially-uniform fuel/air mixture at

the flame [24]. NOx formation is not only prevented
by the lack of “hot spots” in the flame, but also by
the lean fuel/air mixtures typically run in these en-
gines [25]. While NOx can be reduced to single-digit
part-per-million levels using this technology [26], this
lean, partially-premixed combustion strategy has sev-
eral drawbacks.

The first issue with partially-premixed combustion
is flame stabilization, or “static stability,” as the flame
is consistently operated close to its lean extinction
limit. Significant perturbations to the flame from tran-
sient compressor operation [27] or variations to fuel
composition can cause the flame to blowoff [28], re-
quiring a complex and potentially damaging restart
procedure in the engine. The static stability issue
has been largely resolved through creative flow de-
sign [29], online monitoring [30], and operational
strategies [31, 32]. Swirling flows not only rapidly
mix fuel and air, they also promote high levels of re-
circulation, which helps to stabilize the flame by pro-
viding regions of hot, radical-filled gases to “back-
support” the flame [33, 34]. Further, online moni-
toring for low-frequency signals that precede flame
blowoff are routinely used by engine operators to
avoid this issue during operation [35, 36].

The fact that the flames are operated so close to
their lean extinction limit also makes them very sus-
ceptible to incoming perturbations, which causes the
second major issue with partially-premixed combus-
tion systems. Combustion instability is much more
likely in these systems as a result of this inher-
ent flame sensitivity [37]. In gas turbine combus-
tion systems, there are typically two coupling mech-
anisms that dominate the thermoacoustic feedback
cycle [38]: velocity coupling and mixture coupling.
Velocity coupling, which arises when acoustic oscil-
lations drive velocity or vorticity fluctuations in the
flow that they lead to flame heat release rate oscilla-
tions, has been the focus of a large number of stud-
ies [33, 39–42], including work by the author [43–
46]. The other common coupling mechanism is mix-
ture coupling, which arises when acoustic oscillations
drive fluctuations in the fuel-air ratio ahead of the
flame [47, 48]. One mechanism for mixture coupling
arises because the fuel circuits feeding the fuel injec-
tors are not always choked, allowing the large oper-
ability range required of these engines. As a result,
acoustic oscillations in the combustor can drive fluc-
tuations in the fuel flow rate, and in severe cases,
result in acoustic resonances in the fuel system that
cause very high levels of fuel flow rate oscillation.
Similarly, the air flow through the compressor diffuser
is not choked and so acoustic fluctuations in the com-
bustor can drive oscillations in air-flow rate as well as
the fuel-flow rate, both of which lead to variations in
equivalence ratio.

One of the unifying features of the majority of
combustor technologies to have experienced combus-
tion instability is the use of complex flow fields to
achieve static flame stabilization. From rocket injec-
tors to gas turbine nozzles, fuel/air mixing and flame
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stabilization is achieved through the use of high levels
of fluid shear and recirculation. Fluid shear is gener-
ated in a number of ways, including multiple flow pas-
sages, swirling flows, counter-swirling flows, and im-
pinging flows. Recirculation is generated by the ge-
ometry of the combustor (typically the use of dumps
or cavities) as well as the natural recirculation that
appears along the centerline of swirling flows at high
levels of swirl, termed “vortex breakdown.”

These two flow features, however, make the flows
supporting these flames susceptible to external exci-
tation, like would be achieved in the presence of an
acoustic oscillation. The dynamical features of the
flows themselves are driven by their hydrodynamic
instability characteristics. This review focuses on the
intersection of these issues – thermoacoustic instabil-
ity and hydrodynamic instability – with particular fo-
cus on low-emissions gas turbine technologies. While
this review draws from many examples of current
combustor configurations, next-generation combus-
tion devices may have radically different combustor
configurations to adapt to new fuels, cycles, and emis-
sions requirements. Despite these changes, the pro-
cesses driving thermoacoustic and hydrodynamic in-
stability will not change, and so fundamental knowl-
edge of these mechanisms is critical to continual im-
provement of combustion technologies.

The goal of this review is to provide a overview
of the intersection of hydrodynamic and combustion
instability for a broad combustion audience, recogniz-
ing that many of the topics central to thermoacoustics
– acoustics, nonlinear dynamics, etc. – are not neces-
sarily familiar to all in the combustion science com-
munity. As such, many of the details of hydrodynamic
instability theory are reviewed at a high level and ref-
erences are provided with more detailed discussions.
We begin with brief overviews of thermoacoustic in-
stability and hydrodynamic instability in combustor-
relevant flow fields. We then explore several different
facets of combustion instability issues as it pertains to
hydrodynamic instability. Finally, we conclude with
a discussion of the future outlook for use of hydrody-
namic instability prediction tools in the design pro-
cess for high-performance combustion technologies
to avoid thermoacoustic instabilities.

2. Thermoacoustic Theory and Background

This section provides a short primer on thermoa-
coustic oscillation to support the more in-depth dis-
cussion of coupling mechanisms and combustor flows
in the remainder of the paper. More details on ther-
moacoustic instability can be found in a number of
reviews [39, 49–52].

2.1. Thermoacoustic Feedback

Thermoacoustic combustion instability is the re-
sult of a coupling between acoustic oscillations in the
combustor and flame heat release rate fluctuations.
Energy transfer between the flame and the acoustic

field occurs when heat release rate fluctuations cause
an expansion or contraction of the gases surrounding
the flame, doing expansion work, δW = PdV , on
the surroundings. If this work is applied to a “recep-
tive” portion of the acoustic pressure mode, then en-
ergy can be transferred from the flame to the acoustic
field. The acoustic field then produces further distur-
bances that can cause more heat release rate oscilla-
tions, closing the feedback loop.

This feedback loop is highly sensitive to the phase
between the flame and acoustic oscillations. Even if
the flame is located at a pressure anti-node, where the
acoustic mode oscillation amplitude is the highest and
most “receptive” to energy transfer, but the acoustic
pressure and heat release rate have a phase difference
of greater than 90 degrees, the energy transfer process
will not occur because of this opposition. As such,
the pressure and heat release rate oscillation should
be within 90deg phase, or a quarter of the oscillation
period, in order for the energy transfer process to oc-
cur. This phase requirement is often quantified using
the Rayleigh index (RI), defined in Eq. 1 and follow-
ing a formulation by Putnam [2].

RI =

∫ T

0

∫
V

p′(x⃗, t)q̇′(x⃗, t) dx⃗dt (1)

In Eq. 1, T is the period of oscillation, V is the
volume of the flame, p′ is the acoustic fluctuation,
and q̇′ is the heat release rate fluctuation. The period
is inverse of the acoustic frequency, T = 1/f , and
the wavelength of the acoustic wave is related to the
frequency by the speed of sound as λ = c/f . This
equation indicates that if the pressure and heat release
rate oscillations are within 90 degrees phase, the sign
of the RI will be positive, indicating energy transfer
from the flame to the acoustic field, which is a nec-
essary but not sufficient condition for growth of the
instability. A detailed discussion of the Rayleigh cri-
terion and this phase relationship is provided by Hong
et al. [53].

In order for an instability to occur, thermoacous-
tic driving must be greater than the damping in the
system. Damping in combustion systems stems from
a number of sources [54], including acoustic damp-
ing, transmission of acoustic energy out of the sys-
tem, and energy lost to mechanical vibrations. The
final amplitude of the oscillation is determined by the
balance between the thermoacoustic driving and sys-
tem damping, as is illustrated in Fig. 1, where A is
the oscillation amplitude, H(A) is the thermoacous-
tic driving, and D(A) is the system damping. Oscilla-
tions will grow if the driving is greater than damping
at low amplitudes, as is depicted in this sketch. The
final, or “limit cycle,” amplitude, ALC is the ampli-
tude where the driving and damping curves intersect.
At this location, the system returns to the limit cy-
cle regardless of whether it is perturbed to higher or
lower amplitudes. If perturbed to lower amplitudes,
H(A) > D(A) and the system is pushed up to ALC .
If perturbed to higher amplitudes, H(A) < D(A)
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and the system is pushed down to ALC . This is re-
ferred to as a “stable” limit cycle, despite the fact that
these oscillations are typically referred to as “combus-
tion instability.”

Fig. 1: Illustration of limit cycle amplitude, ALC , with ther-
moacoustic driving, H(A), and system damping, D(A), as
a function of instability amplitude A, following Ref. [49].

One important feature of the thermoacoustic driv-
ing curve shown in Fig. 1 is the saturation of the curve
at high forcing amplitudes. While system damping
typically varies linearly with oscillation amplitude,
there are a number of mechanisms in the flow and
flame that cause nonlinear saturation as the ampli-
tude of heat release rate oscillation increases. These
include flame cusping [55, 56], periodic changes
in flame shape [57], periodic flame liftoff [58] and
extinction [59], and saturating of vortex shedding
strength [60]. Note that this diagram represents a vast
simplification of a rich problem. Nonlinear behavior
of acoustically-excited flames can vary widely, and
has been discussed in a number of studies [61–64].

In reality, the coupling between the acoustic field
and the flame typically includes an intermediary step,
or coupling mechanism, in between the acoustic os-
cillation and the flame oscillation, as shown in Fig. 2.
In these cases, the acoustic oscillation excites some
other fluctuation in the combustion system that then
leads to heat release rate oscillations. The flame still
directly pumps energy into the acoustic field through
the expansion work mechanism.

These coupling mechanisms introduce additional
timescales and delays into the instability feedback cy-
cle. Coupling as described by the RI only captures
impact of the phase delay between the acoustic os-
cillation and the heat release rate oscillations. Cou-
pling mechanisms introduce a variety of timescales
that depend on the particular physics of the process.
For example, many coupling mechanisms are convec-
tive processes, where the disturbance excited by the
acoustic oscillation has to convect to and along the
flame in order to cause the resultant heat release rate
oscillation [65]. The timescale associated with the
coupling mechanism is therefore related to the con-
vective speed of the disturbance, uc, rather than the

Fig. 2: Thermoacoustic feedback cycle with a coupling
mechanism.

sound speed, c, where uc << c in most combus-
tion systems. As such, the time delays associated with
convective disturbances are longer and must be con-
sidered in the overall phase between heat release rate
oscillations and pressure oscillations.

The impact of the delays associated with coupling
mechanisms is illustrated in Fig. 3 from Gonzalez-
Juez et al. [66]. Here, the instability amplitude is plot-
ted as a function of combustor length and equivalence
ratio, where varying the combustor length changes the
acoustic mode shape in the combustor and varying the
equivalence ratio changes the location of the flame
relative to the injector. At a given combustor length,
the instability amplitude varies with equivalence ratio
as the flame location moves in and out of phase with
the pressure anti-nodes for a given acoustic mode.
The convective time delay of any disturbances in the
injector, τc, is related to the distance of the flame from
the disturbance source, X , and the convective speed
of the disturbance, uc, such that τc = X/uc. This
convective time delay is the time it takes the coupling
disturbance, in this case a vortex shed at the dump
plane, to reach the flame and cause the heat release
rate oscillation. The instability amplitude varies peri-
odically with flame location (or convective delay) as
the resulting phase between acoustic oscillation and
heat release rate fluctuation go in and out of phase due
to the additional phase delay incurred by the convec-
tive process. This phase drives the level of coupling
between the acoustic field and flame, as quantified
by the RI, and so the level of thermoacoustic driving
changes with variations in the convective time delay.
The regions of high-amplitude oscillations vary with
combustor length as a result of changes to the acoustic
mode shape.

One of the key features of the results in Fig. 3
is the non-monotonicity of thermoacoustic oscillation
amplitude with variation in any parameter that could
impact the time delay between the acoustic oscilla-
tion and the heat release rate oscillation. Any vari-
ation in a parameter that may impact the time de-
lay between acoustics and heat release rate can re-
sult in non-monotonic variation in thermoacoustic os-
cillation amplitude. For example, variations in fuel
composition may also change the stabilization loca-
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Fig. 3: Instability amplitude as a function of combustor
length and equivalence ratio from Ref. [66]; reprinted by
permission of the American Institute of Aeronautics and As-
tronautics, Inc.

tion of the flame, moving it closer to or farther away
from the dump plane, changing the convection time
of disturbances from the injector to the flame. Sim-
ilarly, changes to the premixing hardware geometry
may change the convective delay of disturbances in
fuel flow rate to the flame. As such, is it impossible to
definitely say whether changes in flow velocity, inlet
temperature, combustor pressure, injector geometry,
and a whole host of other geometric and operational
parameters will have a detrimental or ameliorating ef-
fect on thermoacoustic combustion instability. The
impact of these changes will always fundamentally
depend on the impact of these effects on time de-
lay, which is highly dependent on combustor geom-
etry and operating condition.

As is evidenced by Fig. 3, the coupling mecha-
nisms play a key role in determining the thermoacous-
tic stability of a combustion system. There are several
coupling mechanisms pertinent to high-performance
combustion system, many of which are reviewed in
detail by Ducruix et al. [38]. The thesis by Shree-
krishna [67] also provides detailed discussions of the
physical mechanisms driving several important cou-
pling processes. The next several sections highlight
two of the main coupling mechanisms – velocity cou-
pling and mixture coupling – as well as others that are
not as highly coupled to the combustor flow field.

2.2. Velocity Coupling

Velocity coupling is the process by which the
acoustic field drives velocity fluctuations in the com-
bustor that then lead to heat release rate oscillations
in the flame. The simplest example of a velocity-
coupled flame is shown in Fig. 4a, which shows an
acoustically-excited Bunsen flame [55]. Here, the
acoustic excitation causes fluctuations in the bulk flow
velocity of premixed air and fuel through the burner
(shown in color), which causes periodic fluctuations
in the angle of the flame at its anchoring point. These
periodic fluctuations at the anchoring point arise from

the fact that the flame must instantaneously meet the
kinematic condition, Sc = un, where Sc is the lo-
cal flame propagation speed and un is the veloc-
ity normal to the surface of the flame. As the bulk
flow velocity oscillates due to the acoustic actuation,
ubulk(t) = ū + ua(t)

′, where u′
a(t) is the acous-

tic velocity fluctuation, then so does the normal ve-
locity component, resulting in a period change in the
flame angle at the stabilization point. The flame wrin-
kle that results from the flame angle oscillation over
an acoustic period convects along the flame, where
its shape changes to a cusp as the flame continually
propagates normal to itself, finally resulting in a rapid
destruction of flame area as the cusp burns out. These
oscillations in the flame area cause oscillations in heat
release rate, which drive the thermoacoustic feedback
cycle.

Fig. 4: Examples of velocity coupling by acoustic velocity
fluctuation [55] and (b) vorticity generation [68]; reprinted
with permission from Elsevier.

In more realistic combustor configurations, the
velocity-coupling mechanism also acts through the
excitation of vortical structures in the flow, as shown
in Fig. 4b [68]. As will be described in much more
detail in Sec. 3.1, flames are typically stabilized in
separating shear layers, which are receptive to exter-
nal excitation like that from an acoustic field. Dur-
ing this coupling process, the acoustic velocity fluc-
tuation drives a vorticity fluctuation at the location
of shear layer separation [69–71], forming a vortex
during each acoustic period; the colors in this fig-
ure indicate phase-averaged vorticity. These vortices
convect downstream, causing local wrinkling of the
flame that modulates the heat release rate. Figure 4
shows this process in a bluff-body stabilized flame,
where acoustic forcing drives vortex formation in the
shear layer separating from either side of the bluff
body [68]. Vortices shed in shear layers are not the
only vortex formations that can cause velocity cou-
pling; many other structures in these complex com-
bustor flow fields can also contribute to the coupling
process. Additionally, variations in flow velocity
through a swirler can cause variations in swirl num-
ber, causing variations in flame angle as well [72].
While the major mechanism by which velocity cou-
pling drives heat release rate oscillation is through
variations in flame area, oscillations in heat release
rate can also be driven by variations in flame speed
due to flame stretch [73]. This stretch-driven pathway
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is typically only relevant at high frequencies of exci-
tation.

2.3. Mixture Coupling

Mixture coupling, sometime referred to as
“equivalence-ratio coupling,” is the process by which
acoustic oscillations modulate the flow of fuel and
air to the flame separately, resulting in fluctuations
in equivalence ratio and hence heat release rate. The
mechanism by which the fuel flow is modulated is
highly dependent on the configuration of the fuel in-
jector and the fuel, particularly whether it is a gaseous
or liquid fuel. For gaseous fuels, the fuel flow rate is
modulated by the oscillating pressure drop across the
fuel injection orifice. Inside the orifice, fuel is sup-
plied at a constant pressure, whereas the pressure out-
side the orifice is fluctuating as a result of acoustic
oscillations. As the fuel flow rate across the orifice is
proportional to the square root of that pressure differ-
ence, the fuel flow rate oscillates with the oscillating
back pressure. In certain cases, acoustic modes can
couple with the fuel system, causing resonance in the
fuel lines and driving very high amplitude fuel flow
rate oscillations [74]. Equivalence ratio coupling can
happen even with a choked fuel line, where variations
in the air flow rate meet a constant fuel flow rate, re-
sulting in equivalence ratio fluctuations at the flame.

The equivalence ratio fluctuation that reaches the
flame is not the same as that generated at the fuel in-
jection location as a result of molecular and turbulent
diffusion that occurs as the disturbance convects to
the flame. Work by Bluemner et al. [75] showed this
effect in a swirl-stabilized methane/air flame, where
tunable diode laser absorption spectroscopy (TDLAS)
was used to measure methane concentrations along
the length of the nozzle ahead of the flame at a range
of acoustic frequencies and amplitudes. Figure 5
shows the decay in equivalence ratio fluctuation am-
plitude (ϕ̂) between two downstream distances with
fuel-side forcing (red circles). The equivalence ratio
oscillation amplitude decays faster at higher frequen-
cies as a result of the larger spatial gradients in the
local equivalence ratio since the wavelength of oscil-
lation decreases as frequency increases. This decay is
a function of the diffusivity (modeled in this work us-
ing the Peclet number), turbulence intensity, and ge-
ometry of the injector.

The variation in mixture composition drives heat
release rate oscillations through a number of path-
ways [76]. First, oscillations in equivalence ratio
cause variations in the heat of reaction, which can di-
rectly drive heat release rate oscillations. In partially-
premixed flames, equivalence ratio fluctuations also
drive fluctuations in flame speed, both directly or in-
directly through a flame-stretch route, which can drive
fluctuations in the rate at which reactants are con-
sumed and heat is produced. The flame speed os-
cillations can also cause variations in flame burning
area, which is the final indirect pathway by which
heat release rate is modulated. These pathways can

Fig. 5: Gain (top) and phase (bottom) of the ratio of coher-
ent equivalence ratio oscillations at x/D = 1.3 (ϕ̂1) and
x/D = 4 (ϕ̂2) as a function of forcing frequency with two
model comparisons [75]; reprinted with permission from El-
sevier.

be a strong function of oscillation frequency and am-
plitude, and also depend on the fuel composition. A
more detailed overview of these coupling pathways
is described by Shreekrishna and Lieuwen [76] for
partially-premixed flames. Illustrative visualization
of the impact that these fuel-air oscillations can have
on flames can be found in Kather et al. [77].

The mechanisms of mixture coupling in liquid-
fueled combustors are more complex than that of
gaseous-fueled combustors because there are more
processes with time delays between fuel injection and
fuel consumption, including liquid jet breakup, atom-
ization, and vaporization. Initially, the same govern-
ing principle driving fuel modulation in gaseous fuels
applies to liquid fuels, where acoustic pressure oscil-
lations drive fluctuations in the fuel flow rate. Work
by Vogel et al. [78] showed this mechanism is sen-
sitive to frequency, where fuel flow modulation was
only observed at low frequencies and damped at high
frequencies. Several studies have considered the im-
pact of acoustic oscillations on spray breakup, in-
cluding more fundamental studies [79–81] and work
in aero-engine fuel injectors [82–84]. Acoustic os-
cillations can also impact the rate of vaporization
and combustion of individual droplets. Work by
Karagozian and coworkers, reviewed in Ref. [85],
showed that acoustic oscillations can change the be-
havior of fuel droplet vaporization and burning at a
range of frequencies, amplitudes, and acoustic mode
shapes.

2.4. Other Coupling Mechanisms

Other coupling pathways have been identified, in-
cluding pressure coupling, entropy coupling, and in-
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trinsic instability. They are only briefly mentioned
here and more thorough discussions can be found in
the provided references. Pressure coupling is the di-
rect coupling between the acoustic field and the flame,
which causes heat release rate oscillations through a
number of pathways. Variations in pressure at the
flame drive oscillations in chemical rates and mixture
density, where both these effects can drive fluctua-
tions in heat of combustion and flame speed [73]. For
pressure coupling to be important, however, acous-
tic oscillations must have very high amplitudes and
relatively high frequencies such that the timescale of
pressure modulation can impact the short timescales
of chemistry. Pressure coupling can be the main driv-
ing mechanism in solid rockets [86] and some liquid
rocket systems [87].

Entropy coupling is a unique coupling process, as
its feedback loop has one convective leg and one
acoustic leg in the feedback mechanism [88–90].
During entropy coupling, a “hot spot” from the flame,
or pocket of flame products hotter than the surround-
ing gases, convects downstream to the exit plane of
the combustor. In many combustion systems, includ-
ing gas turbines and rockets, the exit plane of the com-
bustor is nearly choked, causing a coupling between
entropy and acoustic modes and generating an acous-
tic wave that propagates back into the combustor [91].
This acoustic wave then excites another entropy dis-
turbance and the feedback loop continues. The fre-
quency of this oscillation is a function of both the
speed of sound and the convective velocity of the hot
spots. In gas turbines, entropy coupling is observed at
start-up, when the engine is relatively cold, and is re-
ferred to as “growl” or “rumble” [92]. It has also been
measured in reheat combustors [93], which are more
kinetically controlled rather than fluid-mechanically
controlled. The flow field does have a dispersive ef-
fect on entropy disturbances, however, which can al-
ter this complex coupling process [94–96].

Intrinsic instability is a mode of thermoacoustic
combustion instability where the coupling processes
occur ahead of the flame rather than in the combustor
itself [97], meaning that the frequency of oscillation
is decoupled from the acoustic modes of the combus-
tor. These instabilities can exist even in combustion
systems with high levels of acoustic damping, as was
shown by Hoeijmakers et al. [98] in a combustor with
a large horn on the downstream end and Xu et al. [99]
in a combustor with a perforated acoustic liner that
suppressed other thermoacoustic modes but not the
intrinsic mode.

3. Combustor Flows and Instabilities

This section briefly reviews the features of com-
mon combustor flow fields and their hydrodynamic
instability features. Although combustors come in
many configurations, this treatment considers three
canonical shapes – bluff-body flows, backward-facing
steps, and swirling flows – as these geometries or

combinations of these geometries appear in many
combustor configurations.

3.1. Combustor Flows
Combustor flow fields are designed with the goal

of stabilizing a flame over a range of operating con-
ditions, which could result in flow velocity, equiva-
lence ratio, and fuel composition variations [100]. In
partially-premixed and premixed systems, flame sta-
bilization is particularly challenging as flame speeds
are typically much slower than the bulk flow veloc-
ity in the combustor. To resolve this kinematic is-
sue, two fluid mechanic features are used for flame
stabilization: shear and recirculation. Shear can en-
hance critical processes like fuel/air mixing and liq-
uid fuel atomization ahead of the flame, but shear is
also typically formed when a lower-velocity region
meets a higher-velocity region of the flow, providing
the flame a good place to stabilize. Shear is also gen-
erated in locations where boundary layers separate,
like off the edges of bluff bodies or dumps, and these
low-velocity regions are also good for flame stabiliza-
tion.

Along with shear typically comes recirculation,
which first occurs behind sudden expansions or ahead
of sudden contractions in the area of the combustor.
Several common combustor features like bluff bodies,
dumps, and backwards-facing steps are used to create
zones of recirculation near shear layers to help with
flame stabilization. Recirculation can also be created
in the central zone of swirling flows at high levels
of swirl through a process called vortex breakdown.
The action of recirculation helps flame stabilization
by providing regions of slow-moving, hot fluid filled
with chemically-active radical species in the region
of flame stabilization to help support flame anchor-
ing. These recirculation zones also back-support the
flame [40, 101, 102], insulating it from heat loss to
walls or cold reactant gases. Work by Coriton et
al. [103–105] also showed that back-support chemi-
cally supports the flame, in addition to this thermal
insulation mechanism. In the remainder of this sec-
tion, brief examples of flame stabilization using these
three strategies is reviewed.

3.1.1. Bluff-body stabilized flames
Bluff-body stabilized flames are used in a large

number of combustion devices, including augmen-
tors [106] and power-generation gas turbines [107].
Bluff bodies have a variety of shapes; there are both
prismatic as well as cylindrical configurations. Pris-
matic bluff bodies are typically seen in augmentors,
arranged in a circular pattern where the span of the
bluff body emanates radially out from the centerline
of the engine. The shape of the bluff body can take
several forms [108], including a “V-gutter” [109], a
ballistic shape [110], and a cylinder [35].

Figure 6 shows an image of a bluff-body stabilized
flame stabilized behind a ballistic bluff body taken us-
ing CH* chemiluminescence imaging [111]. The top
image shows the time-averaged flame shape and the
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bottom image shows an instantaneous image with an
exposure time of 1/5000 seconds. The flame is stabi-
lized in the shear layers separating from both aft edges
of the ballistic shape, and a recirculation zone region
without flame is visible in between. The flame brush
grows with downstream distance as turbulence from
both the inflow and the shear-generated turbulence in
the shear layer wrinkle the flame; flame wrinkling is
particular evident in the instantaneous image. Further
downstream, the flame branches move radially out-
ward, a result of the expansion across the flames that
pushes the two branches away from each other.

Fig. 6: Time-averaged (a) and instantaneous (b) images of a
bluff-body stabilized flames on a ballistic bluff body [111];
reprinted with permission from B. Emerson.

Another common configuration for bluff-body
flames is a cylindrical bluff body, as would be found
in the center of a fuel-injector nozzle in a power-
generation gas turbine. Figure7 shows an image of an
axisymmetric flame stabilized on a bluff body [112].
Here, two examples are shown with a streamwise rod
(left) and disk (right) configuration. The flame sta-
bilizes in the shear layer separating from the trailing
edge of the bluff body. Similar shape features (sta-
bilization, downstream expansion, etc.) between the
planar and axisymmetric bluff bodies are evident.

Fig. 7: Cross-section of a bluff-body stabilized flame in an
axisymmetric rod (left) and disk (right) configuration [112];
reprinted with permission from Elsevier.

3.1.2. Backwards-facing steps
Backwards-facing step combustors (BFSC), or

their axisymmetric counterparts called “dump com-
bustors,” capture the critical feature of area expansion

in combustor design. Figure 8 shows a long-time ex-
posure image of a flame stabilized in a BFSC [113] at
three equivalence ratios, where the flame is attached
at the edge of the step where the shear layer separates
and stabilizes in that separating shear layer. A recir-
culation zone behind the step back-supports the flame,
providing additional stabilization support.

Fig. 8: Flame stabilized in a backwards-facing step combus-
tor at three equivalence ratios [113]; reprinted with permis-
sion from S. Hong.

3.1.3. Swirl-stabilized flames
Swirl-stabilized flames can have a number of dif-

ferent configurations depending on the level of swirl
in the flow, the presence and shape of a bluff-body,
and the confinement of the flame by the outer walls of
the combustor. This discussion will focus on flows
with high levels of swirl, resulting in the presence
of a vortex breakdown bubble. Flames can also be
stabilized in flows with low levels of swirl, where
the mechanism of stabilization is largely controlled
by meeting the kinematic condition at the base of
the flame in the central region of the flow, where
the streamlines diverge and cause a low-velocity re-
gion [114]; these flames can also experience interest-
ing combustion instability phenomena [115]. Thor-
ough reviews of high-swirl flames is provided by
Huang and Yang [39] and Candel et al. [33].

In high-swirl flows, the flow has a recirculation
zone along the centerline as a result of vortex break-
down. Though there have been many explanations
for the appearance of vortex breakdown in swirling
flows [116–120], modern analyses [121, 122] show
that early explanations by Benjamin [123] and later
analyses by Darmofal [124] and Rusak and cowork-
ers [125–127] correctly identified the mechanism as
a transition from a supercritical to subcritical state in
the flow. This feature produces a robust recirculation
zone along the centerline of the flow, in either a bub-
ble or conical configuration [128].

Figure 9 shows examples of the types of flame
shapes achievable in a swirl-stabilized combus-
tor [40]. First, the flame can be aerodynamically sta-
bilized (Fig. 9I) and it forms a sort of “bowl” shape
around the recirculation zone, stabilizing in this low-
velocity region with significant back-support. The
presence of a bluff body can cause the flame to sta-
bilize on the downstream edge of the bluff body, re-
sulting in a “V-flame” (Fig. 9II and III). Finally, the
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flame can also stabilize in the shear layers separating
from the outer edge of the swirler nozzle, as shown
by the ”M-flame” in Fig. 9IVf and IV. Flame shapes
can also change with the size and shape of the center-
body [129], although the flame shapes are generally
the same as those shown here.

Fig. 9: Swirl flame shapes [40]; reprinted with permission
from Elsevier.

3.2. Hydrodynamic Instabilities
These combustor flows, including wakes, dumps,

and swirling flows, display rich fluid dynamic insta-
bilities, referred to as “hydrodynamic instabilities.”
Several thorough reviews provide the detailed theory
behind these instabilities [130–132], and so only an
overview will be discussed here to provide the nec-
essary background for understanding the role of hy-
drodynamic instability in thermoacoustic oscillations.
Hydrodynamic instability is classified by the growth
and propagation of infinitesimal perturbations to the
flow and hydrodynamic oscillations arise when the
flow is unstable. It is important to first distinguish
the instability from its manifestation. The large-scale
vortices or bulk oscillations that flows display when
unstable are the limit-cycle oscillations resulting from
the nonlinear development of a flow instability. This
limit-cycle concept is the same as discussed with re-
gards to Fig. 1. As a result, there are different cat-
egories of instabilities that can ultimate “look” the
same in the flow, but have very different driving dy-
namics.

To begin, we will consider local stability charac-
teristics and then build to global stability. A local sta-
bility problem makes the assumption of a “parallel”
flow, where the flow profiles does not change with
downstream distance, x. As such, any variations in
the profile are only a function of the cross-stream di-
rection, y. An unstable flow is one where disturbances

grow, rather than decay. From a temporal perspec-
tive, a flow may be unstable if the Rayleigh inflection
point theorem is met, where d2ūx/dy

2 = 0; this is a
necessary but not sufficient condition. Hence, if this
criteria is met, an infinitesimally small disturbance to
the flow would grow to a finite level in time. This
criteria only captures the linear growth of the distur-
bance, saying nothing of its large-amplitude behavior
or saturation, and only applies to inviscid flows, but
is a useful framework for determining whether distur-
bances to a flow will grow or decay.

Solving for the stability of a flow profile, or a “base
flow,” is done by constructing an eigenvalue prob-
lem from a perturbation of the governing equations of
motion [130]. For example, linearly unstable modes
could by identified by linearizing the Navier-Stokes
equations and applying the proper boundary condi-
tions to calculate a dispersion relation, D(k, ω) = 0,
where k is the wavenumber and ω is the frequency
of the disturbance. Depending on whether the in-
stability problem is formulated in space or time (or
both), k and ω can be complex: k = kr + iki
and ω = ωr + iωi. Here the real part indicates
the wavenumber or frequency of oscillation and the
imaginary part indicates the growth rate. The solution
takes the form of u′(x, y, t) = Real[û(y)eikxe−iωt],
where û(y) is a complex quantity describing the os-
cillation in frequency space. While disturbance waves
of several frequencies can be created by the initial per-
turbation, one has the largest growth rate (ki in space,
ωi in time), which is the instability that will mani-
fest. This fastest growing wave has a characteristic
frequency and wavelength, related by the dispersion
relation. A group speed is defined as dω

dk
and describes

the propagation speed of the instability waves.
Local instabilities fall into two categories – con-

vective instabilities and absolute instabilities [132].
Convective instabilities are those whose unstable
waves travel at a group speed slower than the lo-
cal convective speed of the flow, which means that
the resulting disturbance is convected downstream as
it grows in time. A stationary observer would see
the disturbance propagate away from the source and
grow in space, but the amplitude at the source loca-
tion would not grow in time. Absolute instabilities
are those whose disturbance waves have group speeds
greater than the local convective velocity such that a
stationary observer at source location would see the
instability grow in time with disturbance waves prop-
agating both forward and backward from the source.

One of the key consequences of whether a flow
profile is convectively or absolutely unstable is how
it responds to external excitation. Absolutely unsta-
ble flows can be self-excited, where the disturbance
wave travels backwards. After the initial infinitesimal
disturbance at the source location, the flow is continu-
ally able to “re-perturb” the origin point and keep the
instability going. For a more precise definition of ab-
solute instability, see Pier and Huerre [133]. In prac-
tice, flows exhibit self-excited instability when a suffi-
ciently large region of the flow is absolutely unstable;
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these flows are termed “globally unstable,” which is a
concept that will be described later in this section.

Convectively unstable flows are not self-excited;
the initial disturbance grows as it is swept away from
the origin. In turbulent flows, the incoming turbu-
lence is typically enough to provide continual pertur-
bation to excite an instability in a convectively unsta-
ble flow, whereas absolute instability typically man-
ifests at much lower Reynolds numbers (before tur-
bulent transition) because of their self-excited behav-
iors [134]. If a convectively unstable flow is perturbed
with a single frequency, like an acoustic mode, then
the flow will respond at that frequency, whereas the
response in an absolutely unstable flow may be very
small compared to its self-excited behavior [69, 135].
These response characteristics to tonal excitation are
described more in Sec. 4.1.1.

Whether a flow at a given location is convectively
or absolutely unstable is not just a function of the ve-
locity profile, but many other parameters. One of the
parameters most critical in reacting flows is the den-
sity field. For example, one hydrodynamically unsta-
ble reacting flow controlled by the density profile is
a pool fire, where the flow above the pool is driven
by natural convection and the puffing observed in the
plume is a function of the density profile as much as
the velocity profile [136]. Even in high Froude num-
ber flows where buoyancy is not a driving factor, den-
sity gradients are critical to the stability of the flow.
A classic demonstration of this dependence comes
from Yu and Monkewitz [137], who studied the lo-
cal stability characteristics of flows as a function of
density ratio, S = ρc/ρ∞, and the backflow ratio,
Λ = (ūc − ū∞)/(ūc + ū∞), where ρc and ūc are the
density and axial velocity along the centerline of the
profile, and ρ∞ and ū∞ are the density and axial ve-
locity of the freestream flow. Variations in Λ change
the velocity profile from a wake, Λ < 0, to a jet,
Λ > 0, whereas S determines whether the core of the
flow is low-density, S < 1, or high-density, S > 1,
as compared to the freestream.

Figure 10 shows the results of this analysis as a
function of S and Λ, indicating the regions of con-
vective instability (no hashes) and two modes of the
absolute instability: sinuous (horizontal hashes) and
varicose (vertical hashes). Sinuous and varicose re-
fer to the symmetry of the mode, where sinuous mo-
tions are asymmetric about the centerline, whereas
varicose modes are symmetric about the centerline.
For example, the puffing of a buoyant plume is a
varicose mode, whereas the side-to-side oscillation of
an isothermal wake is sinuous. There are two im-
portant takeaways from this result, even though this
model problem has several simplifications as com-
pared to real combustor flows. First, there is a region
of convective instability where these flows are ampli-
fiers of external perturbations over a range of operat-
ing parameters. Second, one can identify the regions
where combustion-relevant flows occur, particularly
low-density wakes, like would be seen in bluff-body
stabilized flames. Low-density wakes are convec-

tively unstable, whereas high-density wakes are ab-
solutely unstable. This feature will be discussed more
in the context of combustion instability in Sec 4.2.

Fig. 10: Local stability of flow profiles as a function of back-
flow ratio, Λ = (ūc − ū∞)/(ūc + ū∞), and density ratio,
S = ρc/ρ∞ [137]; reprinted with permission from AIP
Publishing.

While convective and absolute instability are use-
ful constructs for understanding local stability, in-
terpretation of instability changes in a spatially-
developing, or non-parallel, flow. In this case, the
concept of convective instability still stands, as it de-
scribes whether a disturbance will grow as it is con-
vected away from an origin. While development of
the flow profile downstream of this origin will have
an impact on the local frequency and growth rate of
the disturbance, whether the disturbance grows or not
as it propagates away from this point is still a concept
that can be applied to non-parallel flows. The concept
of absolute instability, however, is much harder to ap-
ply to strongly non-parallel flows, although it does
have utility in weakly non-parallel flows [130]. To be
more general, we consider global instability, which is
defined by a finite region of absolute instability. Key
global instabilities in combustor flows are wake insta-
bilities and the precessing vortex core, both of which
are discussed next. Given this brief primer on instabil-
ity theory, the next three sub-sections briefly describe
the instability characteristics of the basic combustor
flows described in Sec. 3.1: wakes, backwards-facing
steps, and swirling jets.

3.2.1. Wake Instabilities
Wakes are formed behind flow obstructions, like

bluff bodies, and are characterized by separating
shear layers that enclose a recirculation zone. For
simplicity, this brief overview will only consider
planar wake geometries, but many of these same
features can be applied to axisymmetric wakes.
For a deeper treatment of planar wakes, consider
Williamson [138]; for a deeper treatment of axisym-
metric wakes, consider Refs. [139, 140]. An exam-
ple of a wake flow is shown in Fig. 11 from Prasad
and Williamson [141], in which visualization of the
flow behind a cylindrical bluff body shows two key
instability features of wake flows. First, the separat-
ing shear layers are unstable, displaying small-scale,
symmetric vortex rollup on either side of the cylinder.

10



These shear layers are convectively unstable, and the
instability is excited by the turbulence that is gener-
ated in the boundary layer ahead of its separation from
the body. Downstream of the recirculation zone is a
large-scale, sinuous wake instability, a manifestation
of a global instability referred to as the Bernard-von
Kármán instability. The scale of these instabilities is
related to the controlling length scales of the prob-
lem, where vortices shed in shear layer instabilities
scale with the momentum thickness of the separating
shear layer, whereas the wake vortices scale with the
diameter of the bluff body [130].

Fig. 11: Flow visualization of wake flow instability at Re =
10, 000 [141]; reprinted from Prasad, A., Williamson, C. H.
(1997). ”The instability of the shear layer separating from a
bluff body. Journal of Fluid Mechanics, 333, 375-402” with
permission from Cambridge University Press.

3.2.2. Instabilities in Backwards-Facing Steps
The main source of instability in a backwards-

facing step is the separating shear layer from the
top face of the step. The instability driven by the
velocity difference in these shear layers is referred
to as the “Kelvin-Helmholtz” instability [131]. De-
tails of this process are reviewed by Refs. [142–
144]. This shear layer in isothermal flows is convec-
tively unstable, resulting in vortex rollup and convec-
tion downstream. Figure 12 from Altay et al. [145]
shows an acoustically-excited shear layer shedding in
a backwards-facing step combustor; the visualization
is of the flame over an acoustic cycle, but as the flame
is stabilized in the shear layer, the vortical structures
in the shear layer can be inferred from this imaging.
The main length scale in the system is the step height,
which drives the size of the vortex.

Another class of combustors with backwards-
facing steps are those with cavities; these combus-
tors can be found in scramjets [146] or compact en-
gine configurations [147] and use the “trapped” vor-
tex in the cavity to stabilize the flame. Cavities, un-
like backwards-facing steps, can have a self-excited
instability that arises from a convective/acoustic cou-
pling process [148]. Here, vortices are shed from
the backward-facing step at the upstream-end of the
combustor and convect downstream. When they im-
pinge on the forward-facing step at the downstream
end of the cavity, the interaction between the vortex

Fig. 12: Shear layer instability excited in a backwards-facing
step combustor [145]; reprinted with permission from Else-
vier.

and boundary creates a sound wave that propagates
back upstream and excites another vortex.

3.2.3. Swirling Jet Instabilities
Swirling jets have a rich variety of instability

mechanisms present, particularly in the presence of
vortex breakdown. A thorough review of these mech-
anisms is provided by Gallaire and Chomaz [149];
instability in swirling flows has been reviewed by a
number of authors [33, 150–152]. There are sev-
eral instability features in swirling jets that are critical
for understanding thermoacoustic instability in com-
bustor flows, including shear layer instability, inertial
waves, and the precessing vortex core (PVC). Shear
layers form in two directions in swirling flows as a
result of the mean shear generated by both the axial
and swirling components of the flow. Shear layer in-
stability can manifest in both directions, as has been
shown in both experiments [151, 153] and theoretical
predictions [118, 154].

Inertial waves have been identified in swirling
flows and drive a number of different structural
and oscillatory behaviors, including vortex break-
down [121, 123–125, 155–157] and oscillations in
swirl number [158, 159]. Work by Albayrak et
al. [158] suggests that the swirl-fluctuation mecha-
nism of instability identified by a number of experi-
mental studies [41, 72, 160] is the result of interaction
between acoustic oscillations in the combustor and in-
ertial waves in the swirling flow ahead of the flame.

The precessing vortex core arises from a global in-
stability in the flow and can excite large-scale, power-

11



ful oscillations along the centerline of the flow [152].
Figure 13 from Petz et al. [161] shows a three-
dimensional reconstruction of this feature. The os-
cillations are driven by a wavemaker, which mani-
fests as a precession of the central core of the flow
around the geometric center of the rig. This core pre-
cession excites the convectively unstable shear layers
that surround the central recirculation zone, leading
to the helical vortex rollup around the core. A com-
mon misunderstanding is that the PVC is the helical
shear layer rollup – this is not the case. The mani-
festation of the instability is the core precession and
the shear layer rollup is a result of the precession; the
strength of the shear layer oscillations scales with the
strength of the precession oscillation, as was shown
by Manoharan et al. [121]. In identifying a PVC
from a modal decomposition of velocity data, like a
proper orthogonal decomposition [162], a PVC has
both a central oscillatory region and the iconic helical
shear layer oscillations. Care should be taken when
identifying these structures, as the precessing vortex
core can retreat upstream into the nozzle and out of
view of a velocity measurement at high swirl num-
bers [121, 163]. Helical instabilities can exist without
the presence of a PVC as a result of the shear layer in-
stability in swirling flows [149], and so not all helical
instabilities are the result of a PVC.

Fig. 13: Visualization of phase-averaged velocity in a
swirling flow undergoing precession [161]; reprinted with
permission from AIP Publishing.

4. Role of Flow Dynamics in Combustion
Instability

With the background on thermoacoustic and hy-
drodynamic instabilities established, we can now con-
sider the critical ways they intersect and couple in
typical combustor flows. In this section, we discuss
three topics: the role of hydrodynamic instability in
velocity coupling processes, the impact of flames on
hydrodynamic instabilities and how these may in turn
change the thermoacoustic behavior of the combus-
tion systems, and issues related to nonlinear coupling
between hydrodynamic and thermoacoustic modes.

4.1. Hydrodynamic Instability and Velocity Coupling

In this section, we return to the issue of velocity
coupling and consider it through the lens of hydro-
dynamic instability. Velocity coupling, the pathway
by which acoustics drive flow oscillations that in turn
drive heat release rate oscillations, is highly depen-
dent on the stability characteristics of the flow. In
particular, the concept of flow receptivity, or how a
flow will respond to acoustic excitation, will deter-
mine the severity of a velocity-coupled instability in
a combustor. Diagrams from Hemchandra et al. [164]
in Fig. 14 show two pathways by which the hydrody-
namic oscillations can couple with the thermoacoustic
oscillations. In Fig. 14a, a self-excited hydrodynamic
instability mode, like a globally unstable mode such
as wake shedding or the PVC, can drive flow velocity
oscillations that then lead to oscillations in heat re-
lease rate. Through the thermoacoustic energy trans-
fer mechanism, these heat release rate fluctuations can
drive acoustic fluctuations. In this case, several out-
comes are possible. If the frequency of the global hy-
drodynamic mode, fH , is equal to the resonant acous-
tic mode, fa, then resonant forcing of the system can
be achieved and high amplitudes of thermoacoustic
oscillation are possible. As fH and fa move farther
apart, this coupling weakens and thermoacoustic os-
cillation is less likely. The authors refer to this as the
“semi-open loop” forcing condition. In this case, the
Rayleigh criterion would not necessarily have to be
met in order for heat release rate and pressure oscil-
lations to occur, as the instability would be driven by
the hydrodynamics, rather than a true thermoacoustic
feedback cycle, as in Chakravarthy et al. [165].

Figure 14b shows the “fully closed-loop” condi-
tion where hydrodynamic oscillations are excited by
the acoustic mode and the velocity-coupling pathway
leads to thermoacoustic oscillation. Here, the flow
acts as a disturbance amplifier and the flame responds
to both the acoustic and vortical velocity fluctuations
excited in the flow. In this scenario, the flow can
be either convectively unstable or globally unstable,
where fH=fa and there is direct coupling between
the acoustic and hydrodynamic modes of oscillation.
This coupling can be confirmed through the calcula-
tion of an adjoint hydrodynamic mode [166–168] that
identifies the regions of highest sensitivity to exter-
nal perturbation. In the remainder of this section, we
consider several common velocity-coupled scenarios
where the hydrodynamic stability of the flow directly
informs the thermoacoustic stability of the system.

4.1.1. Coupling through shear layer instability
The role of shear layer instability in thermoa-

coustic combustion instability was identified early in
the development of the field [13, 14, 18] and con-
tinues to be identified as a critical coupling path-
way [169]. While simultaneous planar velocime-
try and flame imaging techniques were not avail-
able early on, visualization of flame motions were
quite clear – vortex shedding in the separating shear
layer at the flame-stabilization location were driv-
ing thermoacoustic oscillations. The critical link be-
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Fig. 14: Interaction of hydrodynamic oscillations with ther-
moacoustic feedback in (a) semi-open loop and (b) full
closed-loop coupling [164]; reprinted from Hemchandra, S.,
Shanbhogue, S., Hong, S., Ghoniem, A. F. (2018). Role
of hydrodynamic shear layer stability in driving combustion
instability in a premixed propane-air backward-facing step
combustor. Physical Review Fluids, 3(6), 063201. with per-
mission from the American Physical Society.

tween the hydrodynamic stability of the flow field
and velocity-coupling was established by Schadow
and Gutmark [50], who related the amplitude of the
heat release rate oscillations to the receptivity of the
shear layer in backwards-facing step combustors. In
particular, they highlighted a number of studies that
showed that when the acoustic mode of the combus-
tor matched that of the preferred shedding mode of
the shear layer, velocity-coupled instability was en-
hanced.

Work by Hemchandra et al. [164] considered this
problem with both experimental and theoretical treat-
ments. The original experiments by Hong et al. [170,
171] used a backwards-facing step combustor at a
variety of equivalence ratios, fuel compositions, and
combustor lengths in order to understand the role
of stretch sensitivity on velocity-coupled flame re-
sponse. At a long combustor length with a fundamen-
tal acoustic mode of approximately 40 Hz, the ampli-
tude of the thermoacoustic oscillations generally in-
creased with increasing equivalence ratio. However,
two different oscillation modes were observed with
quite different flame/vortex coupling processes. At a
shorter combustor length, none of the same equiva-
lence ratios resulted in thermoacoustic oscillations.

Complementary weakly-nonlinear stability analy-
sis was applied to base flow and density profiles fit
from the experimental data. The weakly-nonlinear
formulation assumes that the acoustic excitation am-
plitude, ua, is much smaller than the vortical velocity
fluctuation, uω , which measurements in most com-

bustor configurations support. The analysis results in
a method for determining whether fluctuations in the
flow are driven by the acoustic or natural hydrody-
namic modes, which includes a receptivity function
derived from the adjoint of the solution. The solution
is solved using a Wentzel-Kramers-Brillouin-Jeffreys
(WKBJ) expansion [172–174], which uses a series of
local stability analysis, assuming locally parallel flow,
to construct a global result for a weakly non-parallel
flow. The problem is solved in both space and time,
and complex wavenumbers and frequencies of the so-
lution can be determined; for more details on this so-
lution process, see the original paper and Juniper and
Pier [168].

A major result of the study is shown in Fig. 15,
which shows the temporal growth rate of the shear
layer mode to an impulse response at three equiv-
alence ratios of interest with downstream distance,
where the ϕ = 0.72 mode showed moderate-
amplitude thermoacoustic oscillations and the ϕ =
0.85 mode showed large-amplitude thermoacoustic
oscillations. Locations of absolute instability, indi-
cated by ωoi > 0, vary significantly for the three
cases, where the region over which the shear layer
is absolutely unstable is much larger for ϕ = 0.72
than ϕ = 0.85. This result, coupled with the adjoint
modes, showed that the oscillation at the ϕ = 0.72
condition is a “semi-open loop” forcing condition,
where the large region of absolute instability drives
the heat release rate and pressure oscillations. How-
ever, the receptivity of the flow in the ϕ = 0.85
case was quite high, driving very high levels of “fully
closed-loop” oscillation in this case. Further, the most
unstable frequency of the shear layer in the ϕ = 0.85
mode was far from the resonant acoustic mode (fH ≈
110 Hz vs. fa ≈ 40 Hz), and yet it responded to the
40 Hz acoustic mode during the velocity-coupled in-
stability. This highly coupled experimental and the-
oretical effort shows the subtle but critical role that
hydrodynamic instability can have in driving combus-
tion dynamics.

The concept of shear layer receptivity applies to
more complex flows as well. Work by Mathews
et al. [175] in a non-reacting swirling jet at various
swirl numbers characterized the response of the jet to
acoustic oscillations at multiple frequencies and am-
plitudes. The response was quantified with a vortic-
ity transfer function, where the input was an acoustic
velocity fluctuation and the output was the vorticity
response in the shear layer. This initial work found
that the shear layers responded strongly at low swirl
numbers, but response was almost completely sup-
pressed at high swirl numbers where a PVC formed.
Follow-on work from Frederick et al. [45] showed
through both experiments and local stability analy-
sis that the PVC suppressed the response of the shear
layer; this result was further confirmed in separate ex-
periments and analysis by Lückoff et al. [176]. Cal-
culation of the spatial growth rate of disturbances to
the shear layer, using measured flow profiles, showed
that when a PVC was present, the spatial growth rate

13



Fig. 15: Absolute growth rate of shear layer oscillations at
three equivalence ratios as a function of downstream dis-
tance [164]; reprinted from Hemchandra, S., Shanbhogue,
S., Hong, S., Ghoniem, A. F. (2018). Role of hydrody-
namic shear layer stability in driving combustion instability
in a premixed propane-air backward-facing step combustor.
Physical Review Fluids, 3(6), 063201. with permission from
the American Physical Society.

was negative at almost all frequencies. The action of
the PVC thickened the shear layer to a point where its
most receptive frequency was very low, in addition to
changing the growth spatial growth rates. This work
was repeated in a confined swirling jet by Mason et
al. [177] and the results were again confirmed. While
this study focused on non-reacting swirling jets in a
gas turbine-relevant geometry, it showed the complex
interactions that self-excited instabilities could have
with acoustically-driven phenomena.

Shear layer response is not just sensitive to fre-
quency, but also the symmetry of acoustic forcing.
O’Connor and Lieuwen [178] experimentally inves-
tigated the impact of transverse acoustic forcing on
the response of swirling flows and swirl-stabilized
flames. Figure 16 shows one of the key results from
this work, where Fig. 16a shows the vorticity response
of the flow to a symmetric disturbance field (an acous-
tic velocity node/pressure anti-node) and Fig. 16b the
vorticity response to an asymmetric disturbance field
(an acoustic velocity anti-node/pressure node). In
these figures, flow is from left to right and the trans-
verse forcing is applied perpendicular to the direction
of flow (up and down in the figure). For the sym-
metric forcing case, the response of both the inner
and outer shear layers of the annular jet is symmet-
ric, whereas the asymmetric forcing results in helical
rollup in both shear layers. Further imaging in the
radial plane confirmed this symmetry [179]. Simi-
lar results were observed by Hauser et al. [180] and
Dawson and Worth [181] in experiments. Later ex-
periments by Saurabh et al. [182, 183] continuously
varied the location of the flame relative to a transverse
acoustic field, with similar results.

Fig. 16: Response of a reacting swirling flow to transverse
forcing with (a) asymmetric and (b) symmetric transverse
forcing [184]. Vectors indicate phase-resolved velocity and
colorbar indicates normalized vorticity.

Although the precessing vortex core in the experi-
ments by O’Connor and Lieuwen was relatively weak
as compared to the acoustically-excited shear layer
dynamics [185], the natural dynamics of shear lay-
ers in swirling flow are inherently helical. Even in
the absence of a PVC, the most unstable modes of the
Kelvin-Helmholtz instability of the shear layer in a
swirling jet is helical [186], as a result of the asym-
metry introduced by the action of swirl. As such,
these inherent asymmetric dynamics can appear even
in the presence of symmetric forcing. Further work
by O’Connor and Lieuwen [179] showed that as a
ring vortex shed by a symmetric transverse excitation
mode propagated downstream, it tilted, a result of the
inherent asymmetry in the swirling jet.

Finally, the role of turbulence in the behavior
of vortices during velocity-coupled instability should
not be ignored. Work by Karmarkar et al. [187]
showed that high levels of turbulence could excite
coherent oscillations of a globally stable mode in a
bluff-body stabilized flame, even in the absence of
an acoustic mode. Similar results have been reported
in non-reacting flows [167, 188], but the interaction
of turbulence, the flame, and the flow instabilities is
critical here. Figure 17 shows wavelet transforms of
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the vorticity in the shear layer just downstream of the
bluff body; the signal was filtered using POD before
being analyzed. The results shown are two bulk-flow
velocities (5 and 15 m/s) and two inflow turbulence
intensities (6% and 18%). The high turbulence inten-
sity cases show significantly more coherent motion,
which occurs at a frequency that corresponds to the
BVK instability, despite the fact that the flow is glob-
ally stable because of the high density gradient intro-
duced by the flame.

In these cases, two effects are creating this noise-
driven coherent motion. First, the higher turbu-
lence level provides larger amplitude excitation; even
a highly damped system will oscillate if hit hard
enough. Second, and more importantly, higher turbu-
lence levels increase the turbulent flame speed, which
increases the offset between the flame and the shear
layer. As will be discussed in detail in Sec. 4.2, this
offset moves the flow closer to the stability bound-
ary of the BVK mode, increasing its receptivity to
external perturbations. POD of the velocity fields in
each case showed that the mode excited in the low-
turbulence cases was symmetric, as the colocation of
the flame with the shear layer caused significant sup-
pression of the BVK mode. However, the POD of the
high-turbulence cases showed that the noise-driven
mode was asymmetric, or the BVK instability.

Fig. 17: Wavelet transform magnitude scalograms for the
high-turbulence (top) and low-turbulence (bottom) cases at
bulk velocities of 5 m/s (left) and 15 m/s (right) [187];
reprinted with permission from Elsevier.

In turbulent systems with acoustic excitation, tur-
bulence can cause “phase jitter” in the coherent vor-
ticity dynamics, resulting in variation in the flame’s
response. Work by Shanbhogue et al. [189] quanti-
fied the motion of vortex cores as a function of down-
stream distance at each phase in the acoustic forcing
cycle for a bluff-body stabilized flame. The in-flow
turbulence and the shear-generated turbulence in the
bluff body shear layers caused the vortex centers to
jitter from one phase to the next, reducing the coher-
ence of the flame response.

4.1.2. Interaction of coupling mechanisms
While vortex-shedding is a critical feature of

velocity-coupled combustion instability, it is not al-
ways the only velocity disturbance to drive instabil-
ity. In swirl-stabilized flames, in particular, mul-
tiple velocity-coupling pathways can exist and in-
teract with each other, resulting in non-monotonic
flame response with frequency. In swirl-stabilized
flames, two velocity-coupling pathways are signifi-
cant: vortex shedding and swirl number fluctuations.
Swirl number fluctuations arise from the interaction
of acoustic oscillations and flow through the swirler,
whereby the fluctuating velocity through the swirler
results in fluctuations in swirl number that convect
downstream to the flame [190]; Hirsch et al. [160]
provide a thorough review of these mechanisms. As
the origin of the swirl fluctuations and the origin of
vortex formation are typically not the same, the phase
between these two disturbances determines the level
of velocity-coupled response of the flame. As was
discussed with reference to Fig. 3, competing delay
times drive the final level of thermoacoustic instabil-
ity in a combustor.

Work by Palies et al. [72] showed the frequency
dependence of this coupling process interference phe-
nomenon. This experiment consisted of an axial
swirler with a geometric swirl number of 0.87 at
two different bulk flow velocities, Ub = 2.67 and
Ub = 4.13 m/s. The flame describing function (FDF),
a ratio of normalized heat release rate to normal-
ized acoustic velocity input, was measured at a range
of frequencies and amplitudes; unlike flame transfer
functions (FTF), which is a linear framework for un-
derstanding flame response to disturbances, FDFs are
a description of the system in both frequency and am-
plitude space. The heat release rate oscillations were
measured using CH* chemiluminescence and the in-
coming flow perturbations with hot wire anemometry.
Figure 18 shows the resultant FDFs for flame A at
Ub = 2.67 m/s and flame B at Ub = 4.13 m/s. At all
normalized forcing amplitudes, u′/Ub, a significant
dip in the FDF is evident. In flame A, this dip occurs
at 60 Hz, whereas it occurs at 100 Hz in flame B. In
Strouhal number space, where St = fD/Ub, the dip
occurred for both flames at St = 0.5, indicating that
the mechanism for the dip was convective, rather than
acoustic, as the normalizing velocity for St was the
bulk flow velocity.

Further measurements of the velocity fluctuations
at the nozzle exit showed that the acoustic excita-
tion caused two distinct velocity disturbances: one
due to vortices shed from the centerbody on which
the flame was stabilized and one due to fluctuations
in swirl number. At St = 0.5, for the given ge-
ometry of the combustor (particularly, the length be-
tween the swirler trailing edge and the centerbody
trailing edge), the flame heat release rate fluctuations
due to each of these two mechanisms destructively in-
terfered, leading to a significantly lower heat release
rate oscillation amplitude. Similarly, the mechanisms
constructively interfered at the peaks in the FDF on
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Fig. 18: Flame describing function for flame A at Ub = 2.67
m/s (left) and flame B Ub = 4.13 m/s (right) from Palies et
al. [72]; reprinted with permission from Elsevier.

either side of the dip. In frequency space, this dip
frequency moved because of the change in convective
delay time, τ = L/Ub, associated with the swirl num-
ber fluctuation traveling the distance from the swirler
trailing edge to the flame, L.

A study by Bunce [191] further explored this phe-
nomenon by changing the length of the centerbody, or
location of vortex formation, relative to the fixed lo-
cation of the swirler, rather than the flow velocity as
was done by Palies et al. [72]. In this study, the length
of the centerbody and the location of the dump plane
were both modified in order to change the flame sta-
bilization location relative to the trailing edge of the
swirler, but keep the center of heat release (COHR)
of the flame in the same location in the combustor.
This constant COHR location is critical, as it ensures
that the flame is the same place relative to the dom-
inant acoustic mode, so that any changes to the ther-
moacoustic combustion instability precipitated by this
change are not due to a change in the coupling de-
scribed by the Rayleigh criterion, but rather changes
to the velocity-coupling mechanisms. The result of
this change was a shift in the minima and maxima of
the FTF, just as in the work by Palies et al. [72]. The
shift aligned exactly with the change in convective
phase delay of the swirl fluctuation associated with
the change in centerbody geometry. Recent work by
Albayrak et al. [158] suggests that the source of the
swirl-number fluctuations is inertial rather than con-
vective, but the presence of multiple disturbances and
their impact on the FTF is generally accepted.

4.2. Impact of Flames on Hydrodynamic Instability
In the previous section, we considered the role that

hydrodynamic instability has in driving flame oscilla-
tions. However, the presence of the flame can have
an impact on the behavior of hydrodynamic instabil-
ity modes in combustor flows. Flames act as both
sources of heat and energy in the flow, as well as
regions of significant density gradients. As was dis-
cussed in Sec. 3.2, the density profile in a base flow
can have a dramatic effect on the stability of the flow.
Figure 10 showed this effect in the local instability of
two-dimensional wakes. Density gradients can also
have a significant impact on the precessing vortex
core.

Simulations by Erickson and Soteriou [192] show

the impact of density ratio on the Bernard-von
Kàrmàn (BVK) instability in a reacting wake. Fig-
ure 19 shows variation in the vorticity (colormap)
and flame (black contour) dynamics as a function of
the ratio of the burnt temperature to the unburned
temperature, Tb/Tu. The temperature ratio is de-
creased from 3.5 to 1.25 by increasing the reactant
temperature; a non-reacting wake, Tb/Tu = 1, is
shown for comparison. The density ratio, which is the
physically-relevant quantity for the stability analysis,
can be related to the temperature ratio through the
ideal gas law. At high temperature ratios, the symmet-
ric vortex shedding in the shear layers separating from
the bluff body are visible and corrugate the flame. As
the temperature ratio decreases, the asymmetric wake
shedding instability arises and its inception point (or
wavemaker region) moves closer to the bluff body as
Tb/Tu decreases towards unity.

Fig. 19: Wake instability in bluff-body stabilized flame as a
function of temperature ratio [192]; reprinted with permis-
sion from Elsevier.

The mechanism by which the suppression of the
BVK instability occurs can be explained from both
the stability analysis, as in Fig. 10, and from a vor-
tex dynamics perspective. Vorticity dynamics are
governed by convective and diffusive processes, but
also by vortex dilatation, vortex stretching/bending,
and baroclinic torque – where baroclinic torque is the
process relevant to the interaction between the BVK
instability and the flame. Baroclinic torque is gen-
erated by the misalignment of density and pressure
gradients in a flow, resulting in rotation of the fluid.
In a reacting flow, the density gradient is introduced
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by the flame and a pressure gradient arises from the
low-pressure center created by the wake behind the
bluff body. At high temperature gradients, baroclinic
torque is generated in the opposite direction from the
BVK vortices, cancelling out their formation. As the
density gradient weakens as Tb/Tu approaches unity,
this baroclinic effect decreases and the BVK vortices
arise again.

Experiments by Emerson et al. [110] showed sim-
ilar results. Here, the density ratio across a flame
stabilized on a ballistic bluff body was varied using
a vitiating combustor upstream, which significantly
increased reactant temperature. High-speed chemilu-
minescence imaging was used to measure the instan-
taneous dynamics of the flame and high-speed PIV
was used to measure the velocity profiles. The cor-
relation coefficient between the cross-stream oscilla-
tions of either branch of the flame was used to deter-
mine whether the motion was sinuous (resulting from
BVK) or varicose (resulting from KH), and this anal-
ysis showed the cross-over point from sinuous to vari-
cose oscillations occurred at a density ratio of approx-
imately 2.5. Local stability analysis using the mea-
sured velocity profiles supported this finding. Addi-
tional work by Rees and Juniper [193] showed the fur-
ther destabilizing effect of confinement on the sinuous
modes of wakes.

Further theoretical analysis by Emerson et al. [194]
and simulations by Erickson and Soteriou [192] show
that the relative location of the flame (density gradi-
ent) and the shear layer can have a significant impact
on the flow stability. Erickson and Soteriou varied
the location of the flame relative to the shear layer by
changing the turbulent flame speed in the simulation,
allowing the flame to propagate forward into the reac-
tants and away from the shear layer. Figure 20 shows
this effect at a temperature ratio of Tb/Tu = 2, which
in Fig. ?? showed a complete suppression of the BVK
instability. However, as the flame moves away from
the shear layer, the asymmetric BVK instability reap-
pears. From a mechanistic standpoint, the removal
of the density gradient of the flame from the pressure
gradient near the recirculation zone decreases the ef-
fect of the cancelling baroclinic torque. In the region
where the vortices are formed, the baroclinic mech-
anism no longer exists and so BVK vortex shedding
can occur.

Linear stability predictions from a local stability
analysis by Emerson et al. [194] show the same be-
havior. In this analysis, a step wake profile for the
velocity field and a step density profile for the flame
are solved for as a function of step location of the
velocity, δu, and density, δρ, from the centerline of
the flow. Figure 21 shows the normalized temporal
growth rate of the instability at a given backflow ra-
tio, β = −Ub/Uu = 0.15, where Ub is the veloc-
ity on the inside of the profile and Uu is the velocity
on the outside of the profile. The quantity on the x-
axis, (δρ − δu)/δu, is a normalized flame/shear offset
parameter, where (δρ − δu)/δu > 0 indicates that
the flame is located outside of the shear layer, which

Fig. 20: Impact of turbulent flame speed on wake instabil-
ity [192]; reprinted with permission from Elsevier.

would occur as turbulent flame speed increases. At
co-location ((δρ − δu)/δu = 0), the growth rate is
negative, for density ratios, ρb/ρu, greater than ap-
proximately 1.3. This result tracks with the results
of Erickson and Soteriou [192], where flames in the
shear layer suppress the BVK instability (negative
growth rate). Increasing the turbulent flame speed
would cause (δρ − δu)/δu to increase, where above
(δρ − δu)/δu ≈ 0.2 the BVK mode is unstable again
for all density ratios.

Fig. 21: Absolute instability growth rate as a function of
density ratio and flame/shear offset [194]; reprinted with per-
mission from B. Emerson.

Suppression of the PVC global mode in swirling
flows has also been shown as a result of the pres-
ence of a flame. Experiments and analysis by Ober-
leithner et al. [195] showed that the PVC could be
suppressed when a strong radial density gradient is
introduced in the wavemaker region responsible for
the PVC; the results were further confirmed on an
industry-relevant combustor design [196]. Further lo-
cal analysis by Terhaar et al. [197] showed that the
PVC is most sensitive to backflow ratio and density
gradient in the jet. Figure 22 shows a compilation of
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the results, where the contours indicate the absolute
mode growth rate (left) and frequency (right), where
the thick black contour indicates the boundary be-
tween convective (ω0 < 0) and absolute (ω0 > 0)
instability in these cases. In these cases, a represents
a backflow intensity, ρr is the density ratio, and q is
the level of swirl, following profiles from Monkewitz
and Sohn [134]. The presence of a flame affects not
only the density ratio but also the backflow intensity,
as expansion across the flame can significantly alter
the recirculation region flow.

Fig. 22: Sensitivity of absolute growth rate (left) and fre-
quency (right) of PVC to model parameters [197]; reprinted
with permission from Elsevier.

Finally, the flame shape and the hydrodynamic
modes are highly coupled due to the proximity of the
flame stabilization point to the wavemaker region of
the PVC and the shear layer separation points. A
study by Stöhr et al. [198] showed the significant
coupling between hydrodynamic instability, thermoa-
coustic instability, and flame shape. In this combus-
tor, the flame shape intermittently oscillated between
a V-flame and M-flame shape, where the center of
the M-flame was lifted from the centerbody, as in
Fig. 9d. A combination of experiments and local hy-
drodynamic stability analysis showed that a PVC was
present in the M-flame configuration, but suppressed
in the V-flame configuration, whereas thermoacous-
tic oscillations were present in the V-flame configu-
ration but not the M-flame configuration. The tran-
sition between the two types of oscillations was pre-

cipitated by the incremental growth of the PVC mode
that eventually took hold and was powerful enough to
disrupt the flame shape. The M-flame did not sup-
press the PVC, like the V-flame, and so this tran-
sient constructive feedback cycle between flame and
hydrodynamic instability was enough to change the
flameholding in the combustor.

4.3. Nonlinear Coupling
Until now, we have considered largely linear cou-

pling processes between acoustic oscillations, hydro-
dynamic instabilities, and the flame. Although the re-
sultant thermoacoustic instability reaches a limit cy-
cle oscillation amplitude, the coupling process at the
shear layer separation point or in the wavemaker re-
gion is a largely a linear concept. All oscillations are
occurring at the same frequency and could be pre-
dicted in a linear framework. However, there are
some interesting nonlinear behaviors that can be im-
portant in the coupling between hydrodynamic and
thermoacoustic oscillations in combustion systems.
Note that the topic of nonlinear combuston instability
is very broad and there are a large number of non-
linear behaviors in thermoacoustic systems. Here,
we will consider three nonlinear behaviors that re-
late hydrodynamic and thermoacoustic modes – en-
trainment, nonlinear modal coupling, and nonlinear
modal suppression – but there are many other non-
linear behaviors that could arise, including nonlinear
flame response [57, 59, 61, 64, 199], instability trig-
gering [8, 200–202], nonlinear modal coupling [203–
205], among others.

Entrainment is a process by which high-amplitude
external excitation changes the dynamical behavior of
globally unstable flow. Emerson and Lieuwen [206]
discussed this feature in the global instability of vi-
tiated bluff-body stabilized flames where both sin-
uous and varicose mode components were present.
A decomposition of the flame edge displacement
from chemiluminescence imaging was used to deter-
mine the relative strength of the sinuous and varicose
modes, where the sinuous mode was typically stabi-
lized by the flame at high density ratios [110]. Energy
from longitudinal forcing excites motion in the vari-
cose mode, as would be expected by the symmetry of
forcing vs. response. However, at forcing frequen-
cies close to that of the BVK mode, more sinuous
motion could be detected, particularly further down-
stream from the bluff body. When the forcing fre-
quency is close to that of the natural mode near the
bluff body, relatively equal amplification of the vari-
cose and sinuous modes is measured. Farther down-
stream, however, the sinuous mode is amplified more
at resonant frequencies. The unique trajectory at this
condition is a result of nonlinear coupling between the
forcing frequency and the sinuous response at twice
the forcing frequency. Later analysis of this dataset
by Pawar et al. [207] considered variations in density
ratio, showing the complex temporal dynamical fea-
tures that arise as the baseflow stability is varied.
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Work by Moeck et al. [199] considered the im-
pact of acoustic forcing on the precessing vortex core.
A strong PVC was identified with the M-flame over
a range of Reynolds numbers and equivalence ra-
tios, and the PVC frequency was quite similar in the
non-reacting and reacting conditions. Longitudinal
acoustic forcing was applied at a range of frequen-
cies and amplitudes to understand the impact acous-
tic forcing could have on the PVC. At certain condi-
tions with high-amplitude forcing, spectra of both the
flame (from chemiluminescence) and the flow (from
laser Doppler velocimetry) show both the acoustic
and hydrodynamic frequencies, as well as sum and
difference frequencies, indicating nonlinear coupling.
Low-frequency, high-amplitude excitation could sup-
press the PVC, as had been seen in previous stud-
ies [208–210]. At certain conditions, the PVC oscil-
lated at 770 Hz and a self-excited thermoacoustic in-
stability was present at 520 Hz. A pressure spectrum
of this experiment showed a strong frequency at 250
Hz, which is the difference frequency between these
two modes, indicating a strong nonlinear coupling be-
tween the two.

Another example of nonlinear coupling between
a PVC and thermoacoustic instability was found in
an experiment at DLR - Stuttgart, which displayed
a thermoacoustic mode and a PVC at different fre-
quencies [211, 212]. In the analysis by Steinberg et
al. [211], a thermoacoustic instability at 308 Hz and
a PVC at 515 Hz co-existed and created highly com-
plex flame behaviors at both frequencies simultane-
ously. Figure 23 shows an example of the doubly
phase resolved analysis, with the PVC at one phase
and the thermoacoustic oscillation at three different
phases during the same phase of the PVC. This result
shows that the acoustic oscillation causes extension
and contraction of the PVC structure over the acous-
tic cycle, and that the flame shape and location are a
function of both the PVC and acoustic mode. They ar-
gue that the level of interaction between the PVC and
the flame is a function of the phase of the acoustic cy-
cle, with higher levels of interaction during maximum
combustor pressure.

Fig. 23: Doubly phase-resolved Vorticity (top), axial veloc-
ity (bottom), and flame (contour) behavior at three phases
in the thermoacoustic cycle and one phase of the PVC cy-
cle [211]; reprinted with permission from Elsevier.

While the flame can suppress the PVC, work by
Karmarkar et al. [213] showed that the PVC can sup-
press thermoacoustic combustion instability. In this
work, a two-stream swirler nozzle with fuel injection
between the two streams is used to study the impact
of air split on combustor stability, where air split is
defined as the the percentage of the total mass flow
going through the inner passage of the nozzle. While
both passages have relatively similar swirl numbers
(0.82 for the inner and 0.79 for the outer), changing
the air split dramatically changes the structure of the
flow field. In particular, increasing the air split drives
greater recirculation along the centerline and excites
a PVC at an air split of 0.2 in both the non-reacting
and reacting flow cases. In addition to the PVC, two
thermoacoustic (TA) modes are present over a range
of air splits. Figure 24 shows a key result from this
experiment, where Fig. 24a shows the frequency of
the three modes as a function of air split, and Fig. 24b
shows the amplitude of the modes, calculated using
spectral proper orthogonal decomposition [214]. The
modes were identified by their shape and symmetry;
the thermoacoustic modes are longitudinal modes and
so excite symmetric oscillations in the flow, whereas
the PVC excites a helical structure in the shear layers
and has a large oscillatory region at the base of the
recirculation zone.
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Fig. 24: Thermoacoustic and PVC mode frequency (a) and
amplitude (b) as a function of air split in a dual-passage
swirler [213].

The two TA modes have a relatively constant fre-
quency as a function of air split, which would be
expected for an acoustic, rather than hydrodynamic,
mode. The PVC frequency increases with air split,
which is expected for a hydrodynamic mode. It was
determined that the PVC dynamics are driven by the
flow through the central nozzle and increasing the
flow split increases the flow velocity through the cen-
tral nozzle, which has been shown in many previ-
ous studies to increase the frequency of PVC oscil-
lation [152]. The key result from this analysis shows
that when the PVC frequency overlaps with a ther-
moacoustic frequency, the thermoacoustic mode is
suppressed. This occurs at air splits of 0.35-0.45 for
TA1 and 0.5 for TA2. Companion weakly-nonlinear
stability analysis shows that this is the result of a non-
linear interaction between the modes and that the ac-
tion of the PVC suppresses shear layer response to the
acoustic mode, not the other way around. This result
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provides interesting insight into the potential for in-
stability suppression through hydrodynamic design.

5. Outlook for Instability Suppression

The current body of work on hydrodynamic insta-
bility and thermoacoustic instability has shown the
strong link between the stability of the flow and the
coupling processes in unstable combustors. Detailed
experiments and simulations, when combined with
stability theory, have provided deep insight into these
coupling processes. The next step in the evolution of
the field is to use this understanding to improve de-
sign of combustion systems and reduce the likelihood
of thermoacoustic oscillations.

This concept was suggested by Juniper [215] in a
discussion of instabilities in aero-engine gas turbine
combustors. In this work, he applied linear stabil-
ity analysis for the prediction of convective and ab-
solute instabilities in three swirling flows: a Rank-
ine vortex model, a single-stream swirling jet (simi-
lar to typical laboratory configurations [45, 72, 216]),
and a five-stream, counter-swirling aero-engine fuel
injector. In all cases, the stability theory identified
the mode shapes, frequencies, and growth rates of
modes in the flow. Juniper suggested that this type
of analysis earlier in the design phase could help
identify hydrodynamic modes with frequencies close
to known acoustic resonances in the combustor, po-
tentially leading to thermoacoustic coupling. Fur-
ther adjoint analysis by Tammisola and Juniper [217]
showed the opportunities for targeted suppression of
a hydrodynamic mode, including those that couple
with the combustor acoustics. These adjoint solutions
identify potential avenues for design modification to
suppress the problematic hydrodynamic oscillations.

Frederick et al. [45] came to a very similar con-
clusion, where we showed the pathway to combus-
tion instability suppression through shear layer ma-
nipulation. Shear layer manipulation for suppression
of noise (e.g., chevrons [218]) and other instabili-
ties [219] is not a new concept and could be imple-
mented in combustor geometries. For example, ther-
moacoustic instability in a backwards-facing step has
been suppressed through suction and blowing at the
step lip by Altay et al. [145]. The approach proposed
by Frederick et al. [45] showed that thickening of the
shear layer could reduce both its most unstable fre-
quency to frequencies far below any resonance in the
combustor, and to suppress its receptivity to exter-
nal perturbations. Interestingly, the mechanisms by
which this shear layer thickening was achieved was
through the PVC rather than a geometric change in
nozzle at the shear layer separation point or an active
control mechanism [220, 221].

Promising results for the use of a hydrodynamic in-
stability to suppress flow receptivity to thermoacous-
tic feedback are highlighted in work by Karmarkar
et al. [213]. Here, the weakly-nonlinear framework
provides a guide for more generalized instability sup-
pression techniques. There is a potential drawback to

this methodology, however. Most combustion devices
operate over a range of conditions, particularly gas
turbines for both propulsion and power generation,
which can change the resonant frequencies in the sys-
tem during operation. If the resonant frequency at a
particular operating condition overlapped with that of
the global mode, coupling could occur, as was shown
by Boxx et al. [222]. Despite this, a clear pathway
forward for the incorporation of hydrodynamic insta-
bilities into combustor design exists.

Incorporating these lessons from hydrodynamic in-
stability theory into the gas turbine design process is
a tractable task. In the most simplistic terms, current
gas turbine aerodynamic design practice is generally a
three-step process: design or modification of previous
designs based on empirical scalings; detailed CFD on
candidate geometries; testing to confirm combustor
behaviors before hardware deployment into larger en-
gine tests. Mongia et al. [223] described the ways
in which thermoacoustic considerations have tradi-
tionally been incorporated into this design process in
gas turbine engines. Acoustic modeling of combustor
designs at relevant operating conditions is relatively
straight forward using Helmholtz solvers, and so the
key frequencies of the engine are known very early in
the design phase. Thermoacoustic modeling tools that
incorporate measured FTFs, modeled FTFs, or other
flame response models are run in parallel with CFD,
as calculation of thermoacoustic instabilities in CFD
is still a resource-intensive process. Recent advances,
reviewed by Poinsot [224], have made these simula-
tions more tractable.

In future, this design process could be augmented
by the use of hydrodynamic instability prediction
codes to better understand the potential for velocity-
coupled instability in combustors. In particular, flow
profiles from either empirical models or CFD could
be used as input to a hydrodynamic stability code.
These calculations are relatively inexpensive compu-
tationally, particularly as compared to fully unsteady
CFD. Alignment between acoustic modes and hydro-
dynamic modes could be identified earlier in the de-
sign process and avoided through changes to the aero-
dynamics of the injector. This practice could be taken
one step further, where design of combustors could
be co-optimized for hydrodynamic instability through
the use of the adjoint of the hydrodynamic modes.

The outlook is bright for the future of solving
thermoacoustic instability issues in high-performance
combustion systems. Our improved understanding of
combustion phenomena and hydrodynamics, coupled
with ever-improving simulation and experimental ca-
pabilities, has moved the science forward and opened
new pathways into engineering applications.
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