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ABSTRACT: Detection of dysfunctional and apoptotic cells
plays an important role in clinical diagnosis and therapy. To
develop a portable and user-friendly platform for dysfunctional
and aging cell detection, we present a facile method to
construct 3D patterns on the surface of styrene-b-(ethylene-co-
butylene)-b-styrene elastomer (SEBS) with poly(ethylene
glycol) brushes. Normal red blood cells (RBCs) and lysed
RBCs (dysfunctional cells) are used as model cells. The
strategy is based on the fact that poly(ethylene glycol) brushes
tend to interact with phosphatidylserine, which is in the inner
leaflet of normal cell membranes but becomes exposed in
abnormal or apoptotic cell membranes. We demonstrate that
varied patterned surfaces can be obtained by selectively patterning atom transfer radical polymerization (ATRP) initiators on the
SEBS surface via an aqueous-based method and growing PEG brushes through surface-initiated atom transfer radical
polymerization. The relatively high initiator density and polymerization temperature facilitate formation of PEG brushes in high
density, which gives brushes worm-like morphology and superhydrophilic property; the tendency of dysfunctional cells adhered
on the patterned surfaces is completely different from well-defined arrays of normal cells on the patterned surfaces, providing a
facile method to detect dysfunctional cells effectively. The PEG-patterned surfaces are also applicable to detect apoptotic HeLa
cells. The simplicity and easy handling of the described technique shows the potential application in microdiagnostic devices.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Detection of dysfunctional and apoptotic cells in biological
fluids plays an important role in clinical diagnosis and
therapy.1−3 Many ex vivo methods based on micromechanical
oscillators, microfluidic devices, capillary electrophoresis, and
biosensors have been developed.3−5 However, these methods
often need special techniques, equipment, or a skilled person to
interpret the results.3 Furthermore, because most detection
methods enumerate abnormal cells in a small volume (5−20
mL) of blood drawn from patients and the rarity of abnormal
cells in biological fluids, these methods often fail in detecting
exceedingly rare populations.6−8 In addition, the potential
damage to detected cells constrains the collection of abnormal
cells for later analysis to investigate their role in disease
progression.9−11 Hence, development of facile and user-friendly
detection platforms capable of interrogating the high efficiency
and are harmless to detected cells is necessary to realize the

enormous diagnostic potential of pathogenic and dysfunctional
cells.
Surface patterning provides a powerful tool to create and

model cues on soft materials, which define the cell’s
microenvironment in spatially confined areas and control cell
adhesion and spreading.12−21 Among them, 3D patterning the
surface with polymer brushes is emerging as a powerful
platform to engineer a surface by providing abundant spatially
distributed chemical and physical properties.22−28 In addition,
densely packed polymer brushes with good control of
molecular weights and macromolecular architectures can be
created by surface-initiated atom transfer radical polymerization
(SI-ATRP).29−36 However, precise construction of a 3D
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patterned surface to effectively detect dysfunctional cells
remains a challenge.
The key strategy for detection of dysfunctional cells on

patterned surfaces is that polymer brushes should have an
ability to interact oppositely with normal and dysfunctional
cells. In this sense, poly(ethylene glycol) (PEG) brushes are
good candidates for patterning the surface to effectively detect
dysfunctional cells in a harmless manner. On one hand, PEG
brushes can provide noncharged, hydrophilic, and highly
hydrated surfaces to resist cell adhesion;37−39 on the other
hand, PEG chains show the tendency to interact with
phosphatidylserine that is in the inner leaflet of normal cell
membranes but becomes exposed in abnormal or apoptotic cell
membranes,40,41 resulting in adhesion of dysfunctional cells on
PEG brushes. In addition, because the response of cells to
polymer brushes depends on the density and surface structure
of polymer brushes, a high density of polymer brushes and well-
defined surface structure are highly desired.
Here, we present a facile approach to precisely pattern the

surface of SEBS with PEG brushes. SEBS is used as a substrate
due to its unique nanostructures, good biocompatibility, and
outstanding stability under physiological conditions.12,38,42 In
addition, normal RBCs and lysed RBCs are used as model cells
because RBCs are nature’s long-circulating delivery vehicles
implementing many important biological functionalities.43,44

The strategy is based on the fact that PEG brushes resist
normal cell adhesion but promote dysfunctional cell adhesion
by preferable interaction with phosphatidylserine exposed on
the membrane surface of dysfunctional cells. We demonstrate
that varied patterned surfaces, such as positive and negative
patterned surfaces, can be obtained by selectively patterning
ATRP initiators on the SEBS surface via an aqueous-based
method and growing PEG brushes through SI-ATRP. The
relatively high initiator density (6.4 initiators/nm2) and
polymerization temperature facilitate formation of PEG brushes
in high density, which gives brushes worm-like morphology and
superhydrophilic property. The distribution of dysfunctional
cells adhered on the patterned surfaces is completely different
from well-defined arrays of normal cells on the patterned
surfaces, providing a facile method to effectively detect
dysfunctional cells. The simplicity and easy handling of the
described technique shows the potential application in
microdiagnostic devices.

2. EXPERIMENTAL SECTION
2.1. Materials. SEBS copolymer with 29 wt % styrene (Kraton G

1652, Mn = 74800) was purchased from Shell Chemicals (USA).
Poly(ethylene glycol) methyl ether methacrylate (OEGMA) monomer
(Mn ≈ 475) and copper(I) bromide (CuBr, 98%) were obtained from
Sigma-Aldrich. 2,2′-Bipyridine (Bpy, > 99%) was purchased from Alfa
Aesar. OEGMA was passed through a silica gel column to remove the
inhibitor and stored under an argon atmosphere at −4 °C. 3-sn-
Phosphatidyl-L-serine (PS, ≥97%) from bovine brain was purchased
from Sigma-Aldrich, and PS labeled with red fluorescent rhodamine B
isothiocyanate (RBITC-PS) was obtained from Beijing Biosynthesis
Biotechnology Co., Ltd. (China). Dulbecco’s modified Eagle’s medium
(DMEM) and 0.25 wt % trypsin were purchased from Beijing Solarbio
Science & Technology. Sterile filtered fetal bovine serum (FBS) was
supplied by Beijing Yuanhengjinma Biotechnology. Phosphate-
buffered saline (PBS, 0.1 mol/L, pH 7.4) solution was freshly
prepared. Other chemicals were analytical grade and used without
further purification. Milli-Q water (18.25 MΩcm) was used in all
experiments.
2.2. Fabrication of Patterned ATRP Initiator on SEBS. A

simple “top-down/bottom-up” strategy was developed to fabricate

positive and negative patterned ATRP initiators on the surface of
SEBS films. Immobilization of ATRP initiators on the SEBS surface
was carried with an aqueous-based method,38 and the copper grids
with different mesh sizes were used as photomasks. For fabricating the
positive patterned ATRP initiators, SEBS films incorporating copper
grids were exposed to UV/O3 for 30 min in a cleaning chamber and
subsequently immersed in HBr/H2SO4 (5/1, v/v) mixture solution for
24 h at 60 °C. Then these treated films were washed drastically with
deionized water to remove physically adsorbed HBr and dried
overnight under vacuum at 25 °C. The so-obtained films with
immobilized patterned initiator were referred to as positive patterned
SEBS-Br samples. For fabricating the negative patterned ATRP
initiators, the virgin SEBS films were subjected to UV/O3 for 30 min
followed by a subsequent reaction in the HBr/H2SO4 (5/1, v/v)
mixture solution for 24 h at 60 °C. Then the photomask was
positioned on the SEBS-Br surface and exposed to the UV/O3
treatment for 60 min. Afterward, the treated film was washed
drastically with deionized water and dried overnight under vacuum at
25 °C before use. The so-obtained films with immobilized patterned
initiator were referred to as negative patterned SEBS-Br samples.

2.3. Formation of Patterned Surfaces with PEG Brushes. The
positive and negative patterned surfaces were fabricated with well-
defined PEG brushes via SI-ATRP method. The general SI-ATRP
procedure is described in detail elsewhere,38 and only a short
description is given here. Briefly, CuBr (63.6 mg, 0.44 mmol), Bpy
(150.0 mg, 0.96 mmol), and patterned SEBS-Br samples were placed
in a 100 mL round-bottom flask. Oxygen-free conditions were ensured
by working in an argon atmosphere. A 70 mL amount of deoxygenated
aqueous monomer solution (volumetric ratio of PEG/H2O equals 1:6)
was introduced into the flask under argon protection. The resultant
mixture was degassed through three freeze−pump−thaw cycles before
the reaction started. The grafting process proceeded at 60 °C for 2h.
After reaction, substrates were removed from the polymerization
solution, exhaustively rinsed with Milli-Q water to remove all traces of
the polymerization solution, and subsequently dried under vacuum
overnight at 25 °C.

2.4. Characterization. 2.4.1. XPS Measurements. The surface
composition was determined via X-ray photoelectron spectroscopy
(XPS) using a VG Scientific ESCA MK II Thermo Avantage V 3.20
analyzer with Al/K (hν =1486.6 eV) anode mono-X-ray source. All
samples were completely vacuum dried before characterization. The
takeoff angle for the photoelectron analyzer was fixed at 90°. All
binding energy (BE) values were referenced to the C1s hydrocarbon
peak at 284.6 eV. Atomic concentrations of the elements were
calculated by their corresponding peak areas.

2.4.2. ATR-FTIR Measurements. ATR-FTIR measurements of virgin
SEBS and grafted films were performed on a Bruker FTIR
spectrometer Vertex 70 equipped with an attenuated total reflection
(ATR) unit (ATR crystal 45°) at a resolution of 4 cm−1 for 32 scans.

2.4.3. SEM. The surface of the film was observed with field emission
scanning electron microscopy (FESEM) using a XL 30 ESEM FEG
(FEI Co.) instrument equipped with an EDX spectroscopy attach-
ment.

2.4.4. Microscopy. The morphologies of the patterned surface were
observed by polarized optical microscopy (Zeiss Axio Imager A2m,
Carl Zeiss, Germany) equipped with a video CCD camera.

2.4.5. CLSM. Images were acquired using a confocal laser scanning
microscope (CLSM) (LSM700-Zeiss, Germany) equipped with an
InGaN semiconductor laser (405 nm), an Ar laser (488 nm), and a
He−Ne laser (555 nm). All samples were visualized using the same
acquisition settings and analyzed using Zen 2011 software (Carl
Zeiss).

2.4.6. Contact Angle Measurements. Surface wettability of
unmodified and PEG-modified SEBS was evaluated by the sessile
drop method with a pure water droplet (ca. 3 μL) using a contact
angle goniometer (DSA, KRUSS GMBH, Germany). The average
value of five measurements made at different surface locations on the
same sample was adopted as the contact angle.

2.5. Normal RBCs Adhesion. Micropatterned samples were
placed into cell culture plates and equilibrated with isotonic saline for
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1 h at 37 °C. Fresh blood from healthy white rabbits was extracted via
venipuncture through a 19-gauge Butterfly needle into a standard
blood collection tube containing 3.8 wt % sodium citrate [9:1 (v/v)
blood/anticoagulant]. To isolate and purify the red blood cells
(RBCs), we used the method described by Brooks et al.45 Briefly, the
whole blood sample was centrifuged at 1000 rpm (or equivalent to
approximately 91 g-force) for 15 min to obtain the RBCs concentrates.
Then the RBCs concentrates were washed three times with isotonic
saline [0.9% (w/v) of aqueous NaCl solution, pH 7.4]. Subsequently,
the RBC pellets were resuspended in normal saline to obtain a RBC
suspension at 20% (v/v) hematocrit. Afterward, 80 μL of RBC
suspension was dropped on the micropatterned substrate surface and
incubated at 37 °C for 60 min under static conditions. After
incubation, samples were carefully rinsed twice with prewarmed
isotonic saline, followed by fixing with 2.5 vol % glutaraldehyde for 2 h
at 4 °C. Finally, samples were freeze dried and the adhered RBCs on
the micropatterned sample surfaces were visualized by FESEM and
CLSM, respectively.
2.6. Detection of Dysfunctional RBCs. The normal RBCs were

incubated in the hypotonic saline [0.3% (w/v)] at room temperature
for 1 h to become hemolysis with hemolysis ratio of about 100%. The
lysed RBCs are used as model cells for dysfunctional RBCs. Adhesion
of dysfunctional RBCs on patterned surface was performed according
to the procedure described in normal RBCs adhesion.
2.7. Phosphatidylserine Adsorption. RBITC-PS was dissolved

in PBS at a concentration of 1 mg/mL, and the patterned SEBS-g-PEG
substrates were incubated in the as-prepared RBITC-PS solution for
60 min at 37 °C in the dark. Following incubation, RBITC-PS
solutions were removed and the samples were gently washed twice
with prewarmed PBS (37 °C). Then the samples were dried under a
stream of nitrogen, and fluorescence images were observed with a
CLSM (LSM700-Zeiss, Germany). As for the characterization of
CLSM, the RBITC dye was excited with an argon ion laser at 555 nm.
2.8. HeLa Cells Attachment Assay. Cell attachment assay was

studied using HeLa cells (human cervix epithelial cell line). Cells were
maintained on tissue culture plate (TCP) in DMEM supplemented
with 4.5 g/L glucose, 10 vol % FBS, 100 units/mL penicillin, and 100
μg/mL streptomycin at 37 °C in a humidified atmosphere of 5 vol %
CO2 and 95 vol % air. After the cells were grown until >90%
confluence, the TCP was gently washed once with PBS, and then the
floating and loosely attached cells were collected and resuspended with

FBS-free DMEM medium after centrifugation. Obtained cells were
referred to as dysfunctional cells. Meanwhile, the well-grown cells were
trypsinized in a 0.25% (m/m) trypsin solution and detached from the
TCP, and the cell suspension was transferred to a tube and
centrifuged. After removal of the trypsin, the remaining cells were
resuspended with FBS-free DMEM medium and are referred to as
normal cells.

The nonpatterned SEBS-g-PEG samples with a diameter of 11 mm
were pretreated with 75 vol % ethanol aqueous solution for 1 h and
followed by extensive rinsing in PBS before immersing in the FBS-free
DMEM medium for 1 h. Normal and dysfunctional HeLa cells were
seeded onto the samples at a density of 3 × 104 cells/well and
incubated at 37 °C under a 5 vol % CO2 humidified atmosphere. Cells
were allowed to adhere to the sample surfaces for 1 h, and phase-
contrast images of the cells were taken using an inverted microscope
(TE2000-U, Nikon). To quantify cell adhesion, more than five images
were obtained for each sample and the images were analyzed with
ImageJ software to determine average cell density adhered on the
sample surfaces.

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The 3D patterned SEBS surfaces are created based on a “top-
down/bottom-up” strategy (Figure 1) in which creation of
ATRP initiators on the SEBS surface is obtained by UV/O3
irradiation through a photomask and HBr/H2SO4 treatment
followed by growth of POEGMA brushes from prepatterned
ATRP initiators via SI-ATRP. In this work, POEGMA brushes
are expressed by PEG brushes for simplicity. TEM grids with
different mesh sizes are used as photomasks. In addition, varied
surfaces, such as positive and negative patterned surfaces, can
be obtained with this strategy, demonstrating the versatility of
this method in surface patterning.

3.1. Inverted Patterns of ATRP Initiators. Similar
approaches are used to fabricate positive and negative patterns
of initiators on the SEBS surface (Figure 1). SEBS films are
irradiated by UV/O3 at room temperature with and without a
photomask, followed by immersion of films in HBr/H2SO4
mixture solution. Because UV/O3 irradiation produces oxygen

Figure 1. Schematic procedure for fabricating positive and negative patterned surfaces. (a) UV/O3 irradiation is applied through a photomask to
produce oxgen-containing groups on UV/O3-exposed areas, and these groups are substituted by bromine (Br) in HBr/H2SO4 solution, resulting in a
positive pattern of ATRP initiators. (b) SEBS film is irradiated by UV/O3 and treated in HBr/H2SO4 solution, followed by selectively etching with
UV/O3 through the photomask to form a negative pattern of ATRP initiators. Then PEG brushes grow from the initiators immobilized on the SEBS
surface via SI-ATRP to form positive and negative patterns.
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groups on the UV/O3-exposed areas46,47 and these groups are
easily substituted by Br atoms in HBr/H2SO4 mixture
solution,38 a positive pattern of ATRP initiators is created on
the UV/O3-exposed areas (Figure 1a). Meanwhile, the SEBS
film with uniform initiators on its surface is covered by the
photomask and exposed to UV/O3 irradiation again. Due to the
etching of initiators on UV-exposed areas, a negative pattern of
ATRP initiator is generated on UV-unexposed areas (Figure
1b). Creation of ATRP initiators on the SEBS surface with an
aqueous-based method avoids the swelling or dissolution of the
underlying substrate caused by use of organic solvents.
Immobilization of ATRP initiators onto the SEBS surface is

confirmed by XPS detection. Figure 2A presents XPS wide-scan
spectra of virgin SEBS and brominated SEBS (SEBS-Br)
surfaces. All survey spectra display a carbon peak (C1s) at 285
eV and oxygen signal (O1s) at 533 eV. In the wide-scan
spectrum of SEBS-Br sample, the presence of the O1s peak
mainly results from the existence of oxygen-containing groups
arising from UV/O3 treatment, while the oxygen signal of the
SEBS surface is due to the oxygen contamination species.48 In
comparison with the spectrum of SEBS, bromine signal (Br3d at
ca. 70 eV and Br3p at ca. 180 eV) is detected on the SEBS-Br
surface,49 indicating that the initiator has been successfully
introduced on the sample surface.
The initiation sites play a very important role in achieving the

high and even surface coverage of the SEBS surface with the
functional polymer brushes. In addition, the C−Br bonds
directly connecting with the benzene rings of styrene blocks are
effective initiation sites for SI-ATRP.50 In order to compare the
initiator density with our previous work, in which the ATRP
initiators are created by the combination of O2 plasma
irradiation and bromination,38 the initiator density is
quantitatively evaluated by Br content in XPS spectra. XPS

spectra of SEBS-Br samples produced by O2 plasma and UV/
O3 irradiation are displayed in Figure 2B and 2C, respectively.
In both cases, the Br3d peak can be curved into two main
components with binding energies of about 67.9 (Br3d‑1) and
70.2 eV (Br3d‑2) based on XPS peak-differentiating software.
The former is attributed to C−Br species connecting with
benzene rings of styrene blocks (effective initiator),51 while the
latter is attributed to C−Br species connecting with aliphatic
blocks. For the SEBS-Br sample produced by O2 plasma
treatment it has a main peak at 70.2 eV (Br3d‑2) and a shoulder
peak at 67.9 eV (Br3d‑1); in contrast, the peak at 67.9 eV
(Br3d‑1) becomes the main peak for the SEBS-Br sample
produced by UV/O3 treatment. Figure 2D shows the surface
concentration of the Br atom and composition of Br3d‑1 and
Br3d‑2 (in atom %) obtained by integration of the core level
peaks. The bromine content of the SEBS-Br surface (UV/O3
treatment) increases up to 1.94%, while the bromine content of
the SEBS-Br surface (O2 plasma treatment) is just 1.44%
(∼4.76 initiators/nm2).38 From the results discussed above, the
initiator density for the SEBS-Br surface prepared by UV/O3
treatment is estimated to be about 6.4 initiators/nm2.
Furthermore, the Br3d‑1 content of the former (1.11%) is
three times more than the latter (0.33%). Thus, the density of
effective initiation sites is much higher than that of initiators on
SEBS generated with treatment of O2 plasma.

3.2. Formation of Superhydrophilic PEG Brushes with
Wormlike Morphology. PEG brushes are then formed via SI-
ATRP from the model surfaces. Formation of polymer brushes
is analyzed with ATR-FTIR spectra (Figure 3). Compared with
the spectrum of the virgin SEBS surface (Figure 3a), all grafted
samples show two intense bands at 1728 and 1110 cm−1

(Figure 3b−d), characteristic of the stretching vibration of
CO and C−O−C, respectively.36 Moreover, the peaks at

Figure 2. (A) Wide-scan spectra of virgin SEBS (a), SEBS-Br prepared by UV/O3 treatment (b); (B) Br3d core-level spectrum of the SEBS-Br
surface produced by O2 plasma treatment; (C) Br3d core-level spectrum of the SEBS-Br surface produced by UV/O3 treatment; (D) Br, Br3d‑1, and
Br3d‑2 concentration of the SEBS-Br surfaces produced by O2 plasma and UV/O3 treatment.
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1349 and 1288 cm−1, which are attributed to antisymmetric
OCH2−CH2 stretching and symmetric OCH2−CH2 stretching,
are clearly observed.52 These results provide direct evidence
that the PEG brushes have been successfully grafted onto the
SEBS surface.
The effects of effective initiator density and temperature on

grafting density of PEG brushes are also investigated. The
intensity of peaks at 1110 and 1728 cm−1 for the formed PEG
brushes in Figure 3c (with Br3d‑1 concentration of 1.11%) is
much stronger than that of Figure 3b (with Br3d‑1 concentration
of 0.33%), indicating a high effective initiator density facilitates
a high grafting density of PEG brushes. Grafting of PEG
brushes from the surface with a Br3d‑1 concentration of 1.11% is

carried out at 40 and 60 °C. The intensities of the CO and
C−O−C peaks of PEG brushes performed at 60 °C are much
higher than that performed at 40 °C, indicating a higher
reaction temperature results in a higher grafting density of PEG
brushes.
The dependence of the surface properties of PEG brushes on

initiator density and reaction temperature is further analyzed by
SEM and water contact angle measurements (Figure 4). Figure
4a shows that the surface of virgin SEBS film is relatively flat
and quite hydrophobic with a contact angle of 105°. No
obvious difference in the morphology is observed on the
grafted surface performed at 40 °C with low initiator density
(with Br3d‑1 concentration of 0.33%), but a decrease in the
water contact angle (CA, 48°) is obtained due to the inherent
hydrophilic nature of PEG brushes (Figure 4b).53,54 The
grafted surface with a high initiator density (with a Br3d‑1
concentration of 1.11%) becomes relatively rough with
irregularly packed convex papillae (asperities) (Figure 4c),
and the contact angle (46°) is similar to that on the SEBS
surface with low initiator density. The hierarchical and irregular
wormlike structures of PEG brushes appear on the surface of
UV/O3-treated SEBS with a grafting temperature of 60 °C
(Figure 4d). Entanglement of PEG brushes results in high
thickness and porous structures of brushes (see Figure S1,
Supporting Information), which renders the surface super-
hydrophilic (see Supporting Information, Video S1). Therefore,
both the high initiator density and the reaction temperature
lead to a high grafting density and thickness of PEG brushes,
which exhibit unique superhydrophilic property and wormlike
morphology structure compared with the hydrophilicity and
surface structure of PEG brushes reported by other works.55,56

3.3. Formation of Positive and Negative Patterns via
SI-ATRP. Figure 5 shows optical and SEM images of positive
and negative patterns on the SEBS surface after grafting PEG

Figure 3. ATR-FTIR spectra of the surfaces of (a) pristine SEBS, (b)
SEBS-g-PEG prepared at 40 °C with a Br3d‑1 concentration of 0.33%,
(c) SEBS-g-PEG prepared at 40 °C with a Br3d‑1 concentration of
1.11%, and (d) SEBS-g-PEG prepared at 60 °C with a Br3d‑1
concentration of 1.11%. All ATRP processes are performed for 10 h.

Figure 4. SEM images and water contact angle on virgin and grafted SEBS: (a) virgin SEBS surface, (b) SEBS-g-PEG surface prepared under ATRP
conditions (10 h, 40 °C) with a Br3d‑1 concentration of 0.33%, (c) SEBS-g-PEG surface prepared under ATRP conditions (10 h, 40 °C) with a Br3d‑1
concentration of 1.11%, (d) SEBS-g-PEG surface prepared under ATRP conditions (10 h, 60 °C) with a Br3d‑1 concentration of 1.11%. Scale bar is
20 μm in all images.
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brushes atop the ATRP initiator layer. Optical images of the
positive patterned surface show generation of PEG brushes on
one surface with different square sizes ranging from 52 to 155
μm (Figure 5a). The dark squares are covered with PEG
brushes because PEG brushes selectively grow on the UV/O3-
irradiated areas. A typical SEM image of the positive patterned

surface shows that the homogeneous polymer brushes are
closely packed, and the roughness on the square parts is much
higher than that on the line parts (Figure 5c). Optical and SEM
images of the negative patterned surface are shown in Figure 5b
and 5d, respectively. Polymer brushes are grown in line parts,
which are complementary to that grown on a positive pattern

Figure 5. Optical images (a, b) and SEM images (c, d) of positive (a, c) and negative (b, d) patterned surface. Scale bar is 200 μm in all images.
(Inset of d) SEM image of the cross section of PEG brushes with high magnification.

Figure 6. CLSM (a, b) and SEM (c, d) images showing the RBC microarrays on the positive (a, c) and negative (b, d) patterned surfaces. Scale bar
is 50 μm in all images.
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surface. The inset of Figure 5d shows the SEM image of the
cross section of the negative patterned SEBS-g-PEG surface. It
is clearly seen that the thickness of the PEG brushes is about
3.2 μm. These results illustrate that both a positive and a
negative 3D patterned surface have a uniform and closely
packed structure with high lateral resolution, indicating this
method allows fabricating patterned surfaces with tunable
chemistry and size of the microscopic features.
3.4. Normal RBCs Adhesion and Dysfunctional RBCs

Detection. Patterned surfaces provide powerful tools to
control cell adhesion and array. Here, normal red blood cells
(RBCs) are selected as model cells to perform cell patterning,
because RBCs are nature’s long-circulating delivery vehicles
implementing many important biological functionalities, such
as transport of oxygen and nutrients, coagulation for hemo-
stasis, and immunoprotection.43,44 Figure 6 shows CLSM and
SEM images of adhered normal RBCs on the inverted
patterned surfaces. Interestingly, red fluorescent RBCs can be
observed by CLSM after excitation at 555 nm, and RBCs
exhibit biconcave morphology (Figure 6a and 6b).
For the positive patterned surface, RBCs selectively adhere

along the line parts of the pattern, whose width (13 μm) is just
larger than the size of RBC (8 μm). For the negative patterned
surface, RBCs are firmly attached on square parts, which is
completely adverse to cell arrays on positive patterned surface.
Cells adhere in a controlled manner according to the pattern of
surface, which consists of many squares with different sizes
(Figure 6b and 6d). This phenomenon is well understood as
grafted PEG brushes provide a strong hydration layer present
on the substrate surface to resist cell adhesion;58,59 the cell
microarrays are mainly caused by the hydrophobic interaction
between the underlying SEBS substrate and the cell
membranes.

Sickle cell disease, blood transfusion, and sepsis often lead to
hemolysis to generate dysfunctional RBCs.60 Hemolysis is the
dissolution of RBCs with the release of intracellular
hemoglobin, which reduces oxygen affinity and delivery,
causing an intrinsic mechanism for human disease.61,62 Thus,
direct detection of lysed RBCs from blood is important to
diagnose and treat diseased RBCs. In this work, the lysed RBCs
are obtained by pipetting the RBCs into hypotonic saline [0.3%
(w/v)] to model dysfunctional cells. In addition, patterned
surfaces are used as simple and user-friendly platforms to detect
dysfunctional RBCs. The typical images (CLSM and SEM) of
dysfunctional RBCs adhered on negative patterned surface are
shown in Figure 7.
In comparison with the cell microarrays of normal RBCs

adhesion (Figure 6b), the distribution of adhered dysfunctional
RBCs appears disordered (Figure 7a). In addition, the majority
of dysfunctional cells tend to adhere onto the line parts where it
is fully populated with polymer chains (Figure 7b). The red
fluorescence density of lysed RBCs is much weaker than that of
normal RBCs under the same viewing conditions, which may
be caused by the loss of hemoglobin in lysed RBCs. In
comparison with the biconcave discs of normal RBCs (see
Figure S2a, Supporting Information), the dysfunctional RBCs
exhibit irregular flat discs (see Figure S2b, Supporting
Information). Becuase phosphatidylserine becomes exposed
on the membrane surface of lysed RBCs40 and the
phosphatidylserine tends to interact with PEG brushes,41

adhesion of dysfunctional RBCs onto PEG brushes is obtained.
Similar results are observed on the positive patterned surfaces
(see Figure S3, Supporting Information).
Figure 8 displays the statistical results of normal and

dysfunctional RBCs adhered on the SEBS region and the
PEG region. The density of normal RBCs adhered on the PEG

Figure 7. CLSM (a, b) and SEM (c, d) images showing the dysfunctional RBCs adhesion on the negative patterned surfaces. Scale bar is 50 μm in all
images.
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region (∼78 cells/mm2) is much lower than that adhered on
the SEBS region (∼11.2 × 103 cells/mm2), which is due to the
fact that highly hydrated PEG chains in water can strongly repel
cells approaching the substrate surface. As for dysfunctional
RBCs, there is an average of (1.5 ± 0.3) × 103 cells/mm2 on
the SEBS region and (38.2 ± 3.5) × 103 cells/mm2 on the PEG
region, respectively. The former is mainly caused by the
hydrophobic interaction between SEBS substrate and dysfunc-
tional RBCs membranes, while the latter is expected to result
from the interactions between PEG and phosphatidylserine
(PS), a cell membrane component present in the inner leaflet

of normal cells and becomes exposed in abnormal or apoptotic
cells. The interaction between PEG and PS is much stronger
than the hydrophobic interaction. As hydrophilic PEG brushes
prevent damage of captured dysfunctional cells, these abnormal
cells can be readily collected for later analysis to investigate
their role in disease progression.11 In addition, the patterned
PEG brushes facilitate nonskilled persons to interpret the
adhesion results and estimate the content of diseased cells
accurately.

3.5. Interaction between Phosphatidylserine and PEG
Brushes. To verify the interaction between PS and PEG
brushes, adsorption of RBITC-labeled PS (RBITC-PS) on the
patterned surfaces is performed. The resultant fluorescence
images of positive and negative patterned SEBS-g-PEG surfaces
before and after RBITC-PS adsorption are shown in Figure 9.
The patterned surfaces do not show any fluorescence in the
detection wavelength range of RBITC (Figure 9a and 9b). In
contrast, spatially well-ordered, two-dimensional RBITC-PS
patterns appear on the surfaces with fluorescence intensity
(Figure 9a′ and 9 b′). The fluorescence intensity indicates the
high density of adsorbed PS. Thus, these results provide direct
evidence that there is an interaction between PEG brushes and
PS, and the interaction is much higher than the hydrophobic
interaction between PS and SEBS substrate.
To widen the application of this platform, HeLa cell

attachment is performed. It is well established that HeLa cells
exhibit high levels of PS exposure during apoptosis.63,64 Figure
10 shows the attachment of normal and dysfunctional HeLa

Figure 8. Statistical number of normal and dysfunctional RBCs
adhered on the SEBS region and PEG region. Error bars represent a
standard deviation for n = 5.

Figure 9. Fluorescent images of positive (a, a′) and negative (b, b′) patterned SEBS-g-PEG surfaces before (a, b) and after (a′, b′) RBITC-PS
adsorption. Scale bar is 100 μm in all images.
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cells onto TCP and PEG brushes. Compared with normal cells
(Figure 10a), the dysfunctional cells display typical apoptosis
features such as chromatin condensation, membrane disintegra-
tion, nuclear fragmentation, and apoptotic bodies (Figure 10b).
Figure 10a′ shows that there are few normal cells adhered on
the PEG brushes because the highly hydrated PEG chains
strongly repel cell adhesion on the substrate surface. In
contrast, the number of captured dysfunctional cells is
drastically increased on the PEG brushes (Figure 10b′). The
comparison of the statistical number of adhered normal and
dysfunctional HeLa cells onto PEG brushes is clearly exhibited
in Figure S4 (Supporting Information). The above results
indicate that the PEG patterned surfaces can be used to detect
abnormal and apoptotic cells through the interaction between
PEG and phosphatidylserine exposed on the membrane surface
of dysfunctional cells.
3.6. Mechanism for Normal and Dysfunctional Cells

Detection on the Patterned Surfaces. The mechanism for
normal and dysfunctional cells detection on the patterned
surface is shown in Figure 11. Once the substrate with
patterned PEG brushes contacts water, water molecules likely

form hydrogen bonds with two adjacent oxygens of the
monomer unit of PEG and thus stabilize the water interface
with helical PEG brushes.65 When the patterned surface
contacts normal cells, the presence of water molecules within
the PEG brushes and the flexibility of highly hydrated chains
can effectively repel the cells approaching the substrate surface.
The cell microarrays are thus formed on the regions without
PEG brushes, which is mainly caused by the hydrophobic
interaction between the underlying SEBS substrate and cell
membranes. Because phosphatidylserine becomes exposed at
the external surface of the dysfunctional cells40,66 and the
phosphatidylserine interacts with PEG brushes,41 the dysfunc-
tional cells are effectively detected with PEG brushes in a
harmless manner.
It is obvious that the patterned surface with PEG brushes

provides a facile and user-friendly platform in effectively
detecting abnormal and apoptotic cells without harm to
detected cells. As a prepattern of initiators can be performed
on widely used substrates and the structure and morphology of
PEG brushes can be precisely controlled, the method presented
here is universal to construct a platform to detect dysfunctional

Figure 10. Optical micrographs showing the attachment of normal and dysfunctional HeLa cells onto TCP and PEG brushes.

Figure 11. Mechanism for normal and dysfunctional cells detection on the patterned surfaces.
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and aging cells. The simplicity and easy handling of the
described technique shows potential application in micro-
diagnostic devices.

4. CONCLUSIONS
In this work, we presented a facile method to construct varied
3D patterns on the SEBS surface with PEG brushes in order to
develop a portable and user-friendly platform for dysfunctional
cell detection. Normal red blood cells (RBCs) and lysed RBCs
(dysfunctional cells) were used as model cells. The strategy was
based on the fact that PEG brushes tended to interact with
phosphatidylserine, which was in the inner leaflet of normal cell
membranes but became exposed in abnormal or apoptotic cells.
We demonstrated that varied patterned surfaces could be
obtained by combination of selectively patterning ATRP
initiators on SEBS surfaces and controlled growth of PEG
brushes through SI-ATRP. The relatively high initiator density
and polymerization temperature resulted in formation of PEG
brushes in high density, which gave brushes worm-like and
porous structure with superhydrophilic property. The tendency
of dysfunctional cells adhered on the PEG brushes was
completely different from well-defined arrays of normal cells
on the patterned surfaces, providing a facile method to detect
dysfunctional cells effectively. The simplicity and easy handling
of the described technique showed potential application in
microdiagnostic devices.
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