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How is it possible that a glass can retain liquid past its edges? The water in the above image is experiencing surface tension. This is where the water molecules pull and push away from each other, they attract and repel each other. Inside the glass, the water molecules are surrounded by other molecules and every pulling force is balanced by a pushing force. Because all the attracting and repelling forces are equal, the overall change is none, the forces cancel each other out. However, at the surface, where air and water meet, the same rule doesn’t apply. Molecules in the interior of a liquid have equal intermolecular attractions (forces between water molecules) in every direction. Whereas, molecules at the surface, do not have other like molecules on all sides of them, they experience greater attractions towards the interior of the liquid than towards the gas above it (air). Molecules on the surface are pulled toward the centre of the liquid. This crowds the molecules on the surface, creating a layer, like a skin. Because of surface tension, the top of this full glass of water curves outward, because of the forces acting on the water. If more water was added, it would eventually spill over the side of the glass.
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