
Surface Chemical Modification of Poly(dimethylsiloxane) for the
Enhanced Adhesion and Proliferation of Mesenchymal Stem Cells
Shreyas Kuddannaya,†,§ Yon Jin Chuah,‡,§ Min Hui Adeline Lee,‡ Nishanth V. Menon,‡ Yuejun Kang,*,‡

and Yilei Zhang*,†

†School of Mechanical & Aerospace Engineering, Nanyang Technological University, 50 Nanyang Avenue, Singapore 639798,
Singapore
‡School of Chemical and Biomedical Engineering, Nanyang Technological University, 62 Nanyang Drive, Singapore 637459,
Singapore

*S Supporting Information

ABSTRACT: The surface chemistry of materials has an
interactive influence on cell behavior. The optimal adhesion of
mammalian cells is critical in determining the cell viability and
proliferation on substrate surfaces. Because of the inherent
high hydrophobicity of a poly(dimethylsiloxane) (PDMS)
surface, cell culture on these surfaces is unfavorable, causing
cells to eventually dislodge from the surface. Although
physically adsorbed matrix proteins can promote initial cell
adhesion, this effect is usually short-lived. Here, (3-
aminopropyl)triethoxy silane (APTES) and cross-linker
glutaraldehyde (GA) chemistry was employed to immobilize
either fibronectin (FN) or collagen type 1 (C1) on PDMS.
The efficiency of these surfaces to support the adhesion and viability of mesenchymal stem cells (MSCs) was analyzed. The
hydrophobicity of the native PDMS decreased significantly with the mentioned surface functionalization. The adhesion of MSCs
was mostly favorable on chemically modified PDMS surfaces with APTES + GA + protein. Additionally, the spreading area of
MSCs was significantly higher on APTES + GA + C1 surfaces than on other unmodified/modified PDMS surfaces with C1
adsorption. However, there were no significant differences in the MSC spreading area on the unmodified/modified PDMS
surfaces with FN adsorption. Furthermore, there was a significant increase in cell proliferation on the PDMS surface with APTES
+ GA + protein functionalization as compared to the PDMS surface with protein adsorption only. Therefore, the covalent surface
chemical modification of PDMS with APTES + GA + protein could offer a more biocompatible platform for the enhanced
adhesion and proliferation of MSCs. Similar strategies can be applied for other substrates and cell lines by appropriate
combinations of self-assembly monolayers (SAMs) and extracellular matrix proteins.

KEYWORDS: (3-aminopropyl)triethoxysilane (APTES), glutaraldehyde, mesenchymal stem cells, poly(dimethylsiloxane) (PDMS),
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1. INTRODUCTION

For the past decade, poly(dimethylsiloxane) (PDMS) has
received much attention as a biomaterial for the fabrication of
biochips for multiple biological applications including the
investigation of cellular communications,1,2 mechanobiology3−6

and development,5−7 and cell isolation.8 PDMS has been
shown to possess numerous properties that offer advantages
over many other available biomaterials such as silicon, bioglass,
and other polymers. For instance, an available master allows
PDMS to be molded easily into submicrometer designs as
defined by the master.1−8 Furthermore, the elastomeric
properties of PDMS can be easily tuned by the base/curing
agents ratio to cover a wide range of physiologically relevant
elastic modulus9 for mechanobiological studies as compared to
other materials used for similar purposes, such as polyacryla-
mide gels,10,11 poly(ethylene glycol),12 and hyaluronan.13 The

surface roughness of the PDMS can also be easily adjusted with
different curing temperatures.14 These inherent properties of
PDMS allow the study of physical effects on cell behavior,
especially in the field of stem-cell differentiation. Adding to
these advantages are their optical transparency, gas perme-
ability, nontoxicity, and cost effectiveness, which could make
PDMS a preferred material for cell-based platforms used in
biomedical devices and fundamental studies.
However, the surface compatibility of PDMS for cell culture

is often discouraging.15−18 One of the major drawbacks lies in
the high surface hydrophobicity of PDMS, which limits the
affinity of mammalian cells to effectively adhere to the native
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PDMS surface.15−18 Because surface wettability is one of the
crucial factors that influences cell adhesion on the substrate,19,20

previous research has focused extensively on the modification
of the PDMS surface to reduce its hydrophobicity.21−23

Although the surface hydrophobicity of PDMS can be reduced
by surface treatment with plasma,21 hydrophobic recovery was
observed after plasma treatment.22,23 Another approach to
overcome this drawback is protein adsorption to the PDMS
substrate, which has been one of the widely used techniques to
facilitate cell adhesion because of the intrinsic biocompatibility
with proteins and molecular recognition properties.1,4−7

However, the maintenance of cell adhesion on these surfaces
was transitory whereby cells were either detached after reaching
confluence or aggregated to form loosely bound cell clumps.15

The adhesion and aggregation of proteins on the material
surface during protein adsorption relies on the interaction
between the charged domains on the protein and the material
surface.24 These interaction forces (e.g., electrostatic, van der
Waals, and hydrophobic) are usually weak25 and thus highly
susceptible to protein leaching into the medium, reducing the
biocompatibility of the protein-coated PDMS for cell culture.
Efforts have been made to induce strong and stable covalent
linkages of the protein to the material surfaces.26−28 Among the
covalent-binding strategies, material surfaces chemically modi-
fied with amino-silane (e.g., (3-aminopropyl)triethoxy silane
(APTES)) and homobifunctional aldehyde (e.g., glutaraldehyde
(GA)) chemistry have shown efficiency in immobilizing
proteins and antibodies.26−28 APTES and GA activation
function as molecular spacers to minimize the direct and
weak interactions of proteins with the PDMS surface and to
overcome the steric hindrance from the vicinity of the support,
which is essential for stronger protein attachment.29 Such
chemistry in achieving the stable covalent attachment of several
proteins has been reported in applications such as immuno-
assays. However, the use of this chemically modified PDMS
surface to stabilize cell adhesion and support cell proliferation
has yet to be well investigated. Therefore, it is of interest to
extend its use to study the interaction of stable extracellular
matrix (ECM) protein-activated surfaces with adherent cells. In
this regard, the efficiency of these APTES ± GA-modified
PDMS surfaces in immobilizing common ECM proteins such
as collagen type 1 (C1) or fibronectin (FN) as well as the
biocompatibility of these chemically modified surfaces for the
adhesion and proliferation of mammalian cells remains
unknown. Consequently, we foresee a need to investigate the
applicability of PDMS with a well-defined surface chemistry for
cell culture applications, and we hypothesize that stable
attachment of ECM proteins through covalent bonding can
facilitate stronger cell adhesion and subsequently influence cell
behavior.
Mesenchymal stem cells (MSC) are a promising cell source

for regenerative medicine because of their multipotency and
ready availability from mesenchymal origins. Specifically, in this
study, for the first time to the best of our knowledge we
investigated the effect of the modified PDMS surfaces by
APTES ± GA cross-linking chemistry with the attachment of
either FN or C1 on MSC culture. APTES was first bound onto
the plasma-activated PDMS surface followed by activation with
GA. ECM proteins (C1 or FN) were bound to the substrate
surface modified either through APTES or APTES + GA routes
(Figure 1). Surface characterization of the chemically modified
PDMS surface was performed, and its biocompatibility with the
mesenchymal stem cells (MSCs) was then assessed with

appropriate analytical techniques. We demonstrated that this
approach to the chemical modification of PDMS surfaces offers
an improved biocompatible platform that enhanced cell
adhesion and proliferation, which are critical for the later
stages of physiological cell development.

2. EXPERIMENTAL SECTION
Surface Modification of PDMS. PDMS substrates were prepared

by mixing 10 parts of silicone elastomer base to 1 part of curing agent
(SYLGARD, Dow Corning, USA) followed by casting onto a flat
polystyrene dish or well plate. The PDMS was then degassed in a
vacuum oven for 30 min to remove all of the air bubbles and cured at
70 °C for 90 min. The cured PDMS substrates were split into three
groups, and their surfaces were treated as follows. Two groups of the
PDMS substrates (APTES + protein and APTES + GA + protein)
were subjected to oxygen plasma for 3 min in the plasma cleaner
(Harrick Plasma-PDC 32G) followed by immersing the PDMS
substrates in 10% APTES (Sigma-Aldrich, Singapore) at 50 °C for 2 h.
The APTES solution was removed, and the samples were washed
twice in nuclease-free water. One of the groups (APTES + GA) was
further immersed in a 2.5% GA (Sigma-Aldrich, Singapore) solution at
room temperature for 1 h. GA was then removed, and the samples
were washed twice in nuclease-free water. All three groups (protein,
APTES + protein, and APTES + GA + protein) were then immersed
in either 0.1 mg/mL of a fibronectin (FN) (Life Technologies,
Singapore) or collagen type 1 (Col1) solution (Life Technologies,
Singapore) and stored at 4 °C overnight. Finally, the protein solution
was removed, and the samples were washed twice with nuclease-free
water. The PDMS substrates were sterilized under UV light for 60 min
prior to cell culture experiments. Tissue culture plates (TCP) (Nunc,
Singapore) were used as a control.

Analysis of Elemental Composition. X-ray photoelectron
spectroscopy (XPS) was performed to analyze the elemental
composition of the samples. XPS spectra were taken in normal
emission at 9 to 10 mbar within 10 min. All C 1s peaks corresponding
to hydrocarbons were calibrated to a binding energy of 284.8 eV to
correct for the energy shift caused by charging. The spectra were
analyzed using the Casa XPS software. A 50 eV pass energy using
empirical Wagner sensitivity factors was set to obtain the required
region scans on the surface.

Characterization of Surface’s Hydrophilic Properties. Water
contact-angle measurements were determined with a theta optical
tensiometer (Attension, Finland, Europe). Briefly, 5 μL droplets of
Milli-Q water (resistivity >10 MΩ) was brought into contact with the
surface of the PDMS substrates, and the contact angles were measured
with the static sessile drop tangent method in the Drop Shape Analysis
software, where the angle formed between the substrate surface and
the tangent to the drop surface was determined. At least three points
of contact were measured for each sample.

Surface Protein Quantification. A micro-BCA Protein Assay Kit
(Thermo Scientific, Singapore) was used to determine the amount of
protein that was retained on the different PDMS substrates. Following
the overnight incubation in the 0.1 mg/mL protein solution, the
protein solution was discarded. The PDMS surfaces were then

Figure 1. Schematic diagram of PDMS surface modification.
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incubated with 0.05% Tween 20 (Sigma-Aldrich, Singapore) for 30
min on a shaker followed by washing twice with nuclease-free water to
remove loosely bound or nonadherent protein molecules. The adhered
protein on the PDMS surfaces was then determined according to the
stated protocol in the Micro-BCA Protein Assay Kit, where the
absorbance of specimens were measured at 562 nm with Multiskan
Spectrum microplate reader (Thermo Scientific, Singapore). The
results were then expressed as a percentage ratio of the surface-bound
protein concentration to the initial protein seeding concentration to
reflect the percentage of protein retention on the PDMS surfaces.
Mesenchymal Stem Cell Culture. Mesenchymal stem cells

(MSCs) were generated from porcine bone marrow aspirates under
institutional guidelines and routinely cultured. Briefly, bone marrow
was aspirated from the porcine iliac crest under aseptic conditions and
washed with 1× PBS (First Base, Singapore). The bone marrow
stromal cells were then resuspended in Dulbecco’s modified Eagle’s
medium (DMEM) (Life Technologies, Singapore) supplemented with
10% fetal bovine serum (FBS) (Life Technologies, Singapore), a
penicillin (100 U/ml)/streptomycin(100 μg/mL) mixture (Life
Technologies, Singapore), and 2 mM Glutamax (Life Technologies,
Singapore) before seeding into a culture flask for culture in a
humidified atmosphere of 95% air and 5% CO2. Nonadherent cells
were removed by washing after 72 h, and the adhered mesenchymal
stem cells were further expanded upon reaching confluence. This
protocol was established to obtain MSCs that demonstrated good
purity and stability while maintaining the original cellular morphology
and differentiation capability in their earlier passages.30−32 MSCs of
passages 2−4 were used in the experiments for this study.
Cell Proliferation Assay. PrestoBlue cell viability reagent (Life

Technologies, Singapore) was used to assay the proliferation activity of
MSCs on different modified PDMS surfaces for 2 weeks. Briefly,
MSCs were seeded at a density of 1.5 × 103 cells per well (1.9 cm2)
and incubated in a humidified atmosphere of 5% CO2 at 37 °C. The
medium was changed twice per week. On third, seventh, and 14th
days, the culture medium was removed, and the cells were washed
twice with 1× PBS before they were incubated with DMEM
containing 10% PrestoBlue reagent for 1 h at 37 °C in a humidified,
5% CO2 atmosphere. DMEM containing 10% PrestoBlue reagent was
incubated in the wells with no cells and served as the blank control.
The absorbance of the reduced PrestoBlue reagent was read at 570
(excitation) and 600 nm (emission) with a Multiskan Spectrum
microplate reader (Thermo Scientific, Singapore). Because the number
of viable cells correlated with the reduction level of the PrestoBlue dye,
the absorbance readings were converted and expressed as the
percentage reduction of the PrestoBlue reagent according to the
manufacturer’s protocol.
Characterization of Cell Adhesion. For the analysis of cell-

adhesion capability on different modified PDMS surfaces, MSCs were
seeded at a density of 1.0 × 104 cells per well (1.9 cm2) and incubated
in a humidified atmosphere of 95% air and 5% CO2 for 90 min. The
wells were then rinsed twice with 1× PBS to remove the nonadherent
cells, and the adherent cells were frozen at −80 °C. The frozen cells
were then thawed and lysed by the addition of a cell lysis buffer
containing 1× CyQUANT GR Dye from the CyQUANT Cell
Proliferation Assay Kit (Life Technologies, Singapore) for 5 min.
Fluorescence was then measured directly with an Infinite M200 series
plate reader (Tecan Asia, Singapore) with excitation at 485 nm and
emission detection at 535 nm. The readings were then expressed as a
fold difference relative to the fluorescence intensity of the TCP
(control). Because the DNA content is constant within the cell, this
method uses the DNA content (reflected by fluorescence intensity)
that was obtained by cell lysis to correlate to the number of cells that
remained adhered on the surface. This method has proved to be a
sensitive, accurate, and simple deterministic means for correlating
DNA content to cell density33,34 and thus provides an accurate
quantification of the cell adhesion under conditions of different surface
chemistries.
Cell adhesion area was determined as follows. MSCs were seeded

onto 6-well plates at a seeding density of 1.0 × 104 per well (9.6 cm2)
and incubated in a humidified atmosphere of 95% air and 5% CO2 for

4 h. The adhered cells were then fixed with 10% formalin (Sigma-
Aldrich, Singapore) overnight, permeabilized with 0.1% Triton X-100
(Sigma-Aldrich, Singapore), blocked with 1% BSA (Sigma-Aldrich,
Singapore), and incubated with TRITC-conjugated Phalloidin
(Millipore, Singapore) for 60 min and DAPI (Millipore, Singapore)
for 5 min. The images were viewed under an IX71 inverted
fluorescence microscope (Olympus, Singapore), and the area of
individual cell adherence was analyzed by Image-Pro Plus (Media
Cybernetics, Rockville, MD).

Statistical Analysis. The paired Student’s t test was adopted for
determining the statistical significance between groups using Minitab
16 Statistical Software (Minitab Inc., State College, PA). All
experiments were performed in quadruplicate. A p value of <0.05
was considered to be statistically significant.

3. RESULTS
X-ray Photoelectron Spectroscopy (XPS). Surface

elemental composition was obtained from XPS character-
ization. From Figure 2, it can be seen that the relative loading of

carbon (C 1s) increased slightly in APTES and subsequently in
APTES + GA-modified samples as compared to the plain
PDMS. Similarly, a higher loading of nitrogen (N 1s) was seen
in both the APTES and APTES + GA-modified samples
because of the presence of the amine group (−NH2) of the
organosilane.

Surface Wettability. The surface wettability of the native
PDMS, tissue culture plate (TCP), and the chemically modified
and unmodified PDMS with protein coating was evaluated by
the measurement of the water droplet contact angle on the
substrate (Figure 3). The wettability of the native PDMS was
within the hydrophobic region (114.41 ± 3.14°). Although
protein adsorption on the unmodified PDMS surface resulted
in a slight decrease of the contact angle, the surface wettability
still remained in the hydrophobic regions (∼ 100°). However,
chemical modification of the PDMS surface by APTES and/or
GA with protein adsorption could further reduce the contact
angle to a hydrophilic region (<70°), for which the collagen

Figure 2. XPS analysis of elemental composition. (A) C 1s (carbon)
and (B) N 1s (nitrogen) region XPS scans on (a) native PDMS, (b)
PDMS + APTES, and (c) PDMS + APTES + GA samples.
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type 1 adsorption showed significantly greater effect than the
fibronectin adsorption.
Protein Adsorption. A microBCA assay was used to

evaluate the extent of protein adsorption on the modified/
unmodified PDMS surfaces (Figure 4). The assay revealed that

the chemical modifications indeed enhanced the adsorption for
both proteins. However, the attachment of the C1 protein was
significantly higher as compared to FN attachment on similar
PDMS surfaces. The adsorption of FN, however, was enhanced
in the APTES + protein group. The data also revealed a
significant difference in the attachment of either protein on
similar PDMS surfaces.
Cell Adhesion. To assess the influence of the chemically

modified/unmodified PDMS surfaces on the adhesion of
MSCs, the amount of adherent cells were determined by a
CyQUANT Cell Proliferation Assay Kit after 90 min of the
initial cell seeding. The adherent cell density was then
expressed as a fold difference relative to that of the TCP
group. Cell adhesion on PDMS modified with APTES + GA +
protein was significantly higher than the rest of the groups
(Figure 5). Furthermore, FN adsorption on any PDMS surface

was shown to provide better cell adhesion as compared to C1
adsorption on similar PDMS surfaces (Figure 5).

The MSCs were further examined for their spreading area on
the different chemically altered PDMS surfaces 4 h after the
initial cell seeding by TRITC-conjugated phalloidin staining.
The stained cells were viewed with an inverted fluorescent
microscope. The spreading area of each single cell was
measured by the Image-Pro Plus software. For the PDMS
surfaces with collagen adsorption, cell adhesion on APTES +
GA + protein resulted in a significantly higher spread area
compared to the other two modified/unmodified PDMS
surfaces (Figures 6 and 7). However, for PDMS surfaces with

FN adsorption, there was no significant difference in the spread
area of the cells on all three modified/unmodified PDMS
surfaces (Figures 6 and 7), whereas in general the cells spread
much wider compared to the adhered MSCs on TCP surfaces.

Cell Proliferation. The proliferation of MSCs on different
chemically modified/unmodified PDMS surfaces was evaluated

Figure 3. Average contact angle on TCP and different PDMS surfaces.
The data are shown as the mean ± SD. *p value of <0.05 between two
groups. **p value of <0.05 as compared to the rest of the groups. #p
value of <0.05, as compared to fibronectin coated on the similar
PDMS-modified surfaces.

Figure 4. Amount of protein (collagen type 1 or fibronectin protein)
retained on the modified/unmodified PDMS surfaces. The data are
shown as the mean ± SD. *p value of <0.05 between two groups. #p
value of <0.05, as compared to fibronectin coated on the similar
PDMS-modified surfaces.

Figure 5. Adherent cell density after 90 min of initial MSC seeding on
modified/unmodified PDMS surfaces. The cell density is presented as
the fold difference relative to the cell density on TCP. The data are
shown as the mean ± SD. *p value of <0.05 between two groups. #p
value of <0.05, as compared to fibronectin coated on the similar
PDMS-modified surfaces.

Figure 6. Mean and median cell-spread area on modified or
unmodified PDMS surfaces displayed as Box and Whiskers plots (n
> 30). The mean data are represented by +. *p value of <0.05 between
two groups. #p value of <0.05, as compared to collagen type 1 coated
on the similar PDMS-modified surfaces.
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with PrestoBlue Cell Viability Reagent for a duration of 14
days. On the modified PDMS surfaces with C1 adsorption,
MSCs remained metabolically active and continued to
proliferate, whereas MSCs showed a higher proliferation
activity on the APTES + GA + C1 PDMS surface (Figure
8A). However, MSCs that adhered to the unmodified PDMS

surfaces with C1 adsorption remained metabolically inactive
(Figure 8A). For the modified/unmodified PDMS with FN
adsorption, there were no significant differences in PrestoBlue
dye reduction on day 3, but the subsequent data revealed
significant differences in their proliferation activities on days 7
and 14, when the MSCs exhibited enhanced proliferation

activities on the modified PDMS surfaces as compared to the
unmodified surfaces (Figure 8B).

4. DISCUSSION
In recent years, the exploration of cell-surface interactions has
been gaining importance, especially in the area of biomaterial
research for therapeutics, diagnostics, and regenerative
medicine. Investigating the effects of surface chemical
modifications on cellular behavior is critical to assess the
optimal conditions for cell adhesion, expansion, and prolifer-
ation. This requires a thorough understanding of surface
functionalities and cell-surface interactions that beneficially
influence cell anchorage on the chemically modified substrates.
The high hydrophobicity of a PDMS surface and poor

physical adsorption of ECM components, such as fibronectin,
has commonly caused the early detachment of cells and the
uneven layering and clumping of a loosely bound cell
population, thereby limiting the use of PDMS in cell
culture.15−18 This could be attributed to the relative instability
of the physically adsorbed surface proteins that are vulnerable
to detachment. A significant loss of bioactivity through
disruptions of the protein’s conformation or weak attachment
is bound to occur in subsequent washing or media-changing
steps35 or even during routine perfusion processes. In this
study, PDMS was functionalized with APTES and GA cross-
linking chemistry, which provided −NH2 and −CHO func-
tional groups, respectively, to achieve a stable covalent bonding
of C1 or FN. The C 1s region scan data from XPS revealed the
presence of a higher percentage of carbon in the successive
modification steps (Figure 2). This confirmed the modification
of PDMS surfaces with APTES and GA because of the presence
of triethyl (−CH2) and aldehyde (−CHO) groups, respec-
tively. Similarly, the N 1s region scans revealed the presence of
a higher percentage of nitrogen in the silanized surface because
of the presence of the amine group (−NH2) of the APTES
molecules. Subsequently, the surface characterization and
biocompatibility analysis of the chemically modified PDMS
surfaces were performed to investigate the feasibility of the
mentioned surface chemistry for application in cell culture
studies.
Cell adhesion is vital for viability and growth, and the cellular

adhesion relationship with the substrate is usually influenced by
the substrate surface properties, such as biomolecular/
biochemical composition, wettability, charges, and chemis-
try.36,37 Therefore, it was of fundamental interest to investigate
the level of cell attachment and spread area on the unmodified/
modified PDMS surfaces. The surface wettability of the
substrates has been known to be one of the determining
factors that influence cell adhesion. To relate the surface
wettability of our functionalized surfaces to the influence of cell
adhesion and behavior, the hydrophobicity of the unmodified/
modified PDMS surfaces was assessed by the measurement of
the water contact angle. Previous studies have reported that
PDMS surface functionalized with APTES and/or GA could
result in a more hydrophilic surface.38,39 These reported
phenomena were observed to be consistent with the water
contact-angle measurements performed on the APTES ± GA
modified surfaces (data not shown) in which the reduced
hydrophobicity could be attributed to their hydrophilic
carbonyl and amine functional groups. The physical adsorption
of protein alone (without any surface chemical treatment) was
able to reduce the hydrophobicity of the native PDMS, but the
surfaces were still hydrophobic (>90°) (Figure 3). However,

Figure 7. Cell-spread area of MSCs on modified/unmodified PDMS
surfaces. The actin cytoskeleton of MSCs was stained red, and the cell
nucleus was stained blue. Scale bar, 50 μm.

Figure 8. PrestoBlue assay for the proliferation of MSCs cultured on
PDMS-modified/unmodified surfaces with (A) collagen type 1 or (B)
fibronectin coating at 3, 7, and 14 days after seeding. *p value of <0.05
between two groups.
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protein attachment on APTES + GA surfaces proved to be the
most effective chemical modification to render a hydrophilic
surface among the three experimental groups, with C1-bound
surfaces more hydrophilic than the FN-bound surfaces (Figure
3). Despite the higher wettability on collagen-bound surfaces
compared to that of FN-bound surfaces, cell adhesion was
reported to be weaker on C1-bound surfaces (Figure 5). These
data suggested that cell adhesion to a substrate surface was
determined not only by its wettability but also by the types of
proteins or functional groups present on the substrate surfaces.
Cell interactions with ECM proteins are vital to many

biological processes,40,41 and in numerous studies matrix
proteins such as FN and collagen have been coated on a
substrate for in vitro cell-based experiments.1,4−7 Hence, it is
essential to generate the stable attachment of matrix proteins by
surface chemical functionalization. Past studies have shown that
chemical modification leads to a higher surface stability than
physical adsorption alone,26−28 which could probably result in
an enhanced biocompatibility for cell culture. To assess the
stability of proteins bound to each unmodified/modified
surface, Tween 20 was used to remove loosely bound proteins.
The formation of stable protein−substrate covalent linkages
resulted in a higher amount of protein being strongly attached
on the chemically modified PDMS (Figure 4). Meanwhile, it
was observed that C1 had a greater affinity than FN on the
unmodified/modified PDMS surfaces. This could be attributed
to the differences in their amino acid composition and protein
conformation that influence the intermolecular forces between
the proteins and the substrates, which would facilitate the
attachment of proteins.42 Functionalizing APTES and GA
cross-linkers on the PDMS surface offers the possibility for the
preferential orientation and covalent attachment of proteins
through their respective affinity for moieties that bind to the
reactive functional groups.43

We observed that surfaces coated with C1 had an increased
wettability (Figure 3) with a higher amount of absorbed
proteins (Figure 4) than those coated with FN, which could be
favorable conditions for cell adhesion. However, the compar-
ison of actual MSC adhesion on FN and C1 showed an
opposite trend. We compared the level of cell adhesion and cell
spreading on unmodified/modified surfaces with different
protein adsorption, and the findings revealed a relatively
lower level of cell adhesion and spreading on all of the C1-
adsorbed surfaces as compared to FN-adsorbed surfaces. These
results suggested that besides surface wettability and the
underlying immobilization chemistry, the particular type of
biomolecules (proteins) present on the surfaces also had an
effect on the level of cell adhesion and spreading. Many studies
have reported that cell adhesion on a collagen-coated surface is
inferior to those on FN-coated surfaces.37−46 The presence of
cell adhesion motifs in ECM proteins37,47 and the multiple
integrin receptors on cells with different ligand specificities48

can mediate cell adhesion to different matrix proteins.
Additionally, the protein conformation on the substrate surfaces
could also contribute to differential affinity for cell adhesion on
the different protein-coated surfaces.49

Arima et al36 reported that functional groups expressed on
the substrate surface had an impact on the adhesion of cells,
where amino groups encouraged better adhesion of endothelial
cells than hydroxyl and carboxylic groups. In our study,
chemically modified surfaces with either C1 or FN protein
coating improved cell adhesion (Figure 5). The effect on cell
spreading for FN-coated PDMS surfaces, however, is not as

notable as those on C1−coated PDMS surfaces (Figures 6 and
7). All of the above-mentioned phenomena suggested that the
enhanced MSC adhesion/spreading on APTES + GA + protein
surfaces could be attributed to the synergistic effects of multiple
contributing factors, such as the increased wettability of the
surfaces, the influence of reactive functional groups in APTES/
GA on protein attachment/conformation, and the choice of
matrix protein, given their preferential affinity.
Protein adsorption on a substrate surface, cell-substrate

surface adhesion, and cell spreading were a few critical steps
that preceded cell proliferation in the later stages. Besides, a
study by Chen et al. showed that promoting increased cell-
spread area could potentially lead to an enhanced proliferation
of the cells.50 Cell proliferation on each unmodified/modified
PDMS surfaces was thus evaluated with a PrestoBlue assay and
correlated with results of the cell-spread area, as discussed
earlier. On C1-coated surfaces, it was shown that the spreading
area and proliferation of MSCs were both significantly higher
on PDMS functionalized with APTES + GA (Figures 6−8A),
whereas there was no significant MSC growth observed on the
unmodified PDMS surface over the 14 days (Figure 8A).
However, the MSC spreading area measured on FN-coated
surfaces showed little difference among the three experimental
surfaces (Figures 6 and 7). However, enhanced MSC
proliferation was observed on FN-coated surfaces function-
alized with APTES ± GA (Figure 8B). Because the MSCs were
cultured on different functionalized surfaces, these observations
suggested that MSC proliferation could not be attributed only
to the extent of cell spreading, which implied that other factors,
such as the surface chemistry, wettability, and the protein types,
could also potentially influence MSC proliferation.
The drawback of native PDMS is that it is unfavorable to cell

culture. Although the physical adsorption of ECM protein
might help in initial cell adhesion, early detachment of cells and
cell clumping were observed during cell confluence or even
before reaching confluence.15−18 Furthermore, this proved to
be disadvantageous for long-term cell based applications, such
as tissue engineering. Our study demonstrated that a PDMS
surface functionalized with APTES + GA + protein adsorption
provided a biocompatible surface for cell-based experiments.
Our data showed that chemical modification not only provided
a hydrophilic surface but also showed a stable covalent linkage
of proteins, which was a prior step to establish the strong
anchorage of cells. Furthermore, strongly adhered MSCs could
have a great potential in long-term cell-based studies. Future
experiments will be directed toward demonstrating the
versatility of this surface treatment for long-term culture.
Because these surfaces offer a convenient platform for long-
term studies on MSCs, analytical validation could be performed
to evaluate the functionality characterization of MSCs on these
functionalized surfaces.

5. CONCLUSIONS
PDMS surfaces functionalized with APTES ± GA and the
attachment of either C1 or FN were used in this study to
demonstrate the ability of modified PDMS to serve as a
biocompatible substrate for long-term cell culture. Chemical
functionalization was shown to reduce the hydrophobicity of
the native PDMS surfaces. APTES and GA cross-linking
chemistry showed stable covalent attachment of the matrix
proteins on the basis of the available active surface functional
groups. The notable enhancement of MSC adhesion, spread
area, and proliferation were best observed on the PDMS
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surfaces functionalized with APTES + GA + proteins. For C1-
coated surfaces, the chemical modification improved cell
adhesion, spreading, and proliferation significantly. For FN-
coated surfaces, although the promotion of cell spreading is not
as notable as C1 groups, the chemical modification did greatly
enhanced the cell proliferation. However, in general, the MSCs
demonstrated a higher affinity, in terms of cell adhesion and
spreading, on FN-coated PDMS than on C1−coated PDMS.
These results indicated that surface chemical modification with
APTES + GA + proteins had a profound effect on cell adhesion,
spread area, and proliferation in which the synergistic effects of
multiple contributing factors, such as surface wettability,
protein matrix, and APTES/GA functional groups, played a
combined role. We reported the utility of biocompatible PDMS
surfaces functionalized with APTES + GA + proteins for
enhanced cell culture stability, which can be potentially used for
the study of cellular physiology, especially in the area of tissue
engineering and mechanobiology.
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