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Abstract: Cell based cancer analysis is an important analytic method to monitor cancer progress on
stages by detecting the density of circulating tumour cells (CTCs) in the blood. Among the existing
microfluidic techniques, dielectrophoresis (DEP), which is a label-free detection method, is favoured
by researchers. However, because of the high conductivity of blood as well as the rare presence
of CTCs, high separation efficiency is difficult to achieve in most DEP microdevices. Through this
study, we have proposed a strategy to improve the isolation performance, as such by integrating
a magnetophoretic (MAP) platform into a DEP device. Several important aspects to be taken into
MAP design consideration, such as permanent magnet orientation, magnetic track configuration,
fluid flow parameter and separation efficiency, are discussed. The design was examined and validated
by numerical simulation using COMSOL Multiphysics v4.4 software (COMSOL Inc., Burlington, MA,
USA), mainly presented in three forms: surface plot, line plot, and arrow plot. From these results, we
showed that the use of a single permanent magnet coupled with an inbuilt magnetic track of 250 µm
significantly strengthens the magnetic field distribution within the proposed MAP stage. Besides,
in order to improve dynamic pressure without compromising the uniformity of fluid flow, a wide
channel inlet and a tree-like network were employed. When the cell trajectory within a finalized MAP
stage is computed with a particle tracing module, a high separation efficiency of red blood cell (RBC)
is obtained for blood samples corresponding up to a dilution ratio of 1:7. Moreover, a substantial
enhancement of the CTCs’ recovery rate was also observed in the simulation when the purposed
platform was integrated with a planar DEP microdevice.
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1. Introduction

In clinical practice, cancer diagnostics are commonly performed through radiological imaging
modalities such as traditional radiography (X-ray), magnetic resonance imaging (MRI), computed
tomography (CT), positron emission tomography (PET) or ultrasound [1]. These techniques allow
visualization of the internal body structure, thus enabling physicians to delineate the group of tumour
cell colonization. However, there are some drawbacks to these techniques. For instance, the deficiencies
of resolution in imaging modalities have precluded them from imaging small numbers of cancer cells
before angiogenic switch, which in turn limits the detection sensitivity [2,3]. Furthermore, most of the
cases are normally diagnosed at advanced stages where patients often relapsed within 24 months of
therapeutic intervention [4,5].
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The discovery of circulating tumour cells (CTCs) as a precursor to the formation of secondary
tumours has shed some new light in clinical prognosis. These cells are believed to have undergone
cellular transformation that caused them to lose their cell polarity and cell-cell adhesion via increased
mobility and invasiveness, to enter into the bloodstream [6]. Its clinical significance was augmented
when a study conducted by Husemann et al. highlighted that CTCs can be found in patients even
before a primary tumour is detected with conventional clinical screening methods [4]. Furthermore,
prospective multicentre studies reported that patients with the presence of 5 CTCs per 7.5 mL of blood
would have poor survival rates [7,8]. Accordingly, this finding has highlighted the prognostic value
of CTC enumeration in correlating progression-free survival and overall survival of patients with
metastatic carcinoma. As a result, the enumeration of CTC from blood of a cancer patient can serve as
an important biomarker for real-time prognosis thus precluding recurrences and metastatic relapses.
Despite this clinical relevance, the detection and analysis of CTCs are extremely difficult due to their
rare appearance in blood. For comparison, there are approximately 1 to 10 CTCs within 1 mL of blood
which contains a few million white blood cells and a few billion red blood cells. Furthermore, CTCs’
highly heterogeneous morphologies which are distinct from the profiles of single cells from cancer cell
lines have made the isolation process technically challenging [9–12]. Thus, a highly sensitive detection
device is needed to accurately characterize and enumerate CTCs.

The selection of a microfluidic sorting system can be divided into two broad categories: the
biochemical-enhanced method and the label-free method. The biochemical-enhanced method
differentiates CTCs from other blood cells based on their immune-affinity properties [9]. However,
as the knowledge of specific and unique antigens that can distinguish CTCs from hematopoietic
stem cells is limited, this technology may potentially miss CTCs that have undergone a transition to
be less-expressive or if they completely lose certain antigens [5]. Meanwhile, the label-free method
isolates cells mainly based on their intrinsic bio-physical properties, such as size, deformability, and
electric conductivity [13]. Examples of these techniques include microfiltration [14,15], hydrodynamic
sorting [16,17] and dielectrophoresis [18,19]. Since CTCs are unmodified by physical separation, cells
isolated using these techniques are compatible with a wider range of downstream phenotypic and
genotypic analyses, including those requiring viable cells. Despite their popularity in CTC research,
there are some issues which arise in the size-based microfluidic separation method, particularly
of microfiltration and hydrodynamic cell sorters. A study conducted by Park et al. showed that
a significant overlap in size of certain CTCs with leukocytes resulted in leukocyte contamination [20].
In addition, as the effectiveness of these size-based microfluidic devices are controlled by tailored gap
dimensions, their separation mechanisms are not universal and will require variation in design when
the target sample changes. In contrast to size-based microfluidic separation, dielectrophoresis (DEP)
utilizes an external electric field source to manipulate the CTC separation within the microchannel.
This technique allows the reconfiguration of the electric field externally to obtain accurate isolation
results in accordance with cell phenotypes, thereby promoting flexible control of the microenvironment
for a wide range of cells. Furthermore, several studies discovered that most CTCs exhibit similar
responses when they are subjected to an electrical field in spite of their heterogeneity [19]. Consequently,
it has been surmised that DEP can be used to detect CTCs of different cancer types. This technique is
thus employed to develop a microfluidic platform for CTC isolation in thiss tudy.

Generally, DEP refers to a net force on the dielectric particles in response to a spatially non-uniform
electric field. The expression for the DEP force can be represented by:

→
F DEP = 2πε0εmR3Re [K (ω)]∇E2 (1)

where ∇E is the magnitude gradient of electric field, expressed in RMS value and K (ω) denotes
the complex Clausius-Mossotti factor. Leveraging the dissimilarities of electrical properties between
CTCs and blood cells, few bench-top DEP devices have been successfully used to detect variables
of cancer cells, including oral [21,22], colon [23], breast [19], lung and prostate cancer cells [24].
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Although the discussed DEP technique shows a successful CTCs’ isolation outcome, there are some
limitations reported across multiple studies. First and foremost, for an on-chip DEP microfluidic
device, the reported separation efficiency is relatively low, such that the achievable recovery rate for
cancer cells is less than 80%. Such a scenario is mainly caused by the high conductivity of blood [25].
This distinctive blood feature has resulted in cells experiencing negative DEP most of the time, and
therefore influencing the separation performance of a DEP device (e.g., difficult to obtain a high purity
output) [26]. Additionally, the high conductivity of a blood suspension is reported to cause significant
heating within a DEP device. This may lead to undesirable lysing of cells [26,27].

As first noted by Gascoyne et al. [28], the integration of multiple separation forces enables
a microfluidic device to precisely control the cell separation dynamics, and thus give rise to new
modalities of separation. In order to improve CTC capture efficiency as well as to achieve the isolation
of cell types having small differences in their DEP crossover frequencies, integration of DEP with
other cell separation techniques has been attempted. Up-to-date, there is only one method, known
as hydrodynamic separation technique, which has been reported to be integrated with a DEP-based
microfluidic chip for CTCs’ isolation. This technique is pioneered by a group of scientists from the
University of Texas MD Anderson Cancer Centre’s Laboratory Diagnostic Microsystems (Houston,
TX, USA), whereby they combined the DEP force with field-flow fractionation to create DEP-FFF [29].
In this approach, a diluted mixed cell population which continuously flows into the chamber, is
subjected to a combination of upward-pushing DEP force, downward-pulling sedimentation force,
and hydrodynamic force. When the preliminary performance of DEP-FFF is tested using human
blood sample spiked with breast cancer cell line (MDA-MB-231), Gupta et al. demonstrated a recovery
efficiency of 86.6% [30]. Therefore, it can be deduced that the development of DEP-FFF has enhanced
cell discriminating ability and throughput in contrast to a-standalone-DEP stage.

Despite enhanced separation, there are numerous problems to be solved in this integration
platform. The latest study conducted at BEACON indicated an existence of excessive cell loading
in the DEP-FFF device [31]. Such a condition can result in dipole-dipole interaction between cells,
thus causing the clustering of cells and the entrapment of both similar and dissimilar cell types.
Consequently, it will reduce the separation efficiency of a device. For example, on a DEP-FFF device
which consists of arrays of 50 µm wide interdigitated electrodes, the isolation efficiency is 85%
at a loading density of 500 peripheral blood cells per mm2 but only 20% at a loading density of
10,000 peripheral blood cells per mm2 [32]. However, it should to be noted that the number of target
CTCs in clinical specimens is very small. The overloading of cells within the DEP chamber which
might cause interactions between CTCs does not have any impact on device performance. From a CTC
application standpoint, such a condition is undesirable as it shows the isolation efficiency of CTCs is
independent of their concentration. Though few studies suggested that the overloading cell problem
can be solved by increasing a blood dilution ratio, Pommer et al. [33] and Liao et al. [34] reported that
the actual separation efficiency dropped approximately 20% if a dilution ratio of 1:10 of the whole
blood sample was carried out. Furthermore, another study conducted by Takaori in 1966 indicated
that an excessive dilution will causes a progressive decrease in the blood sample pH [35]. Since blood
cells respond quickly to the changes in their environment, their biological characteristics might change
in regard to the reduction of pH.

To circumvent these issues, integration of DEP with another cell separation force will be attempted.
The design will focus on decreasing an excessive cell loading within a DEP separation chamber, as well
as enhancing recovery rate and throughput. Notably, in a whole blood sample, 98% of human
blood cells are red blood cells (RBCs), whose cell density is around 5 × 106 cells/µL [36]. Besides,
a study conducted by a group from LifeScan Scotland showed that electrical conductivity of the
blood medium is highly dependent on the haematocrit level within the blood [37]. As such, the
blood medium conductivity will be reduced with the decreased of haematocrit level. Therefore,
a removal of RBCs from a whole blood sample in the early stage would greatly help downstream
sub-classification of target cells as well as to eliminate cell overloading issues. In the literature,
centrifugation has been employed as a pre-enrichment step prior to sorting by DEP. However, previous
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studies have shown that the blood sample tends to mix with the gradient media if the centrifugation
is not performed immediately after applying it to a sample. Besides, excessive cell loss might occur
as a consequence of density-medium-related cytoxicity [38]. Importantly, this technique is found to
stress cells for an extended period, which might activate the white blood cells [39]. Such activation will
alter the protein and gene expression pattern of white blood cell (WBC), thus limiting the downstream
application for DEP.

Interestingly, various studies have reported RBCs to exhibit a distinctive magnetic response under
a magnetic field in contrast to both WBC and CTC. The presence of iron-containing molecules, such as
haemoglobin within RBC has resulted in it behaving as a paramagnetic microparticle when subjected
to an inhomogeneous magnetic field. CTC and WBC, on the other hand, are found to be lacking in
iron-manganese-containing molecules which behave as diamagnetic microparticles, such that the cells
are repelled from the high magnetic field gradient [40]. Owning to this feature, a technique which
employs non-uniform magnetic field in cell separation, namely magnetophoresis (MAP) is proposed in
this study as a pre-enrichment stage of the DEP separation system. Despite relatively few MAP systems
having been developed for RBC separation, studies have shown promising results with approximately
90% RBC recovery with this method [41–43]. Its equation can be written as:

−−−→
FMAP =

∫
V

(→
M ·
→
∇
) −→

Bext d
→
v (2)

where, V is the volume of a cell, M denotes the resulting magnetization of the material, ∇ is the

gradient operator, and
→

Bext is the magnitude of the external magnetic flux density.
Notably, a precise control of the cell’s microenvironment in a microfluidic system still remains

a vexing challenge within the technological realm. In this case, computational modelling could serve
as a decision-making tool for researchers by providing an order of magnitude estimate of the potential
chip performance, thus enabling a fruitful path to be taken from the beginning of the experiment.
Henceforth, in the course of this study, a computational model, which primarily focuses on design and
development of the MAP stage, will be generated with COMSOL Multiphysics to assist the design
choices and to confirm the analytical results by gaining further insight into the produced magnetic
field phenomena within our proposed microfluidic platform. As our design features continuous flow,
the parameters such as sample size, surface-to-volume, and hydrodynamic force are also addressed
to help develop a uniform velocity flow within the microfluidic channel that encourages better cell
distribution for integrated MAP and DEP application. A detailed description of the requirements
is given in Supplementary Section 1. In order to validate the feasibility of separating blood cells in
a continuous flow environment, a computational experiment is conducted using a particle-tracing
module. Its cell trajectory analysis is implemented based on the Lagrangian-Eulerian numerical
approach that takes into account magnetic, electric, and hydrodynamic forces. Based on the result of
the simulation, our study outlines the best geometrical design of the MAP stages in order to facilitate
CTC separation for downstream DEP analysis. At the end of this research, an integrated MAP-DEP
device is examined, whereby the DEP platform design is adapted from a study conducted by Moon et
al. [19]. To the best of our knowledge, there are no benchmark datasets for the integration of DEP and
MAP for CTCs’ isolation.

2. Computational Modelling Method

Our computational analysis focused on the MAP stage, whereby the evaluated properties include
permanent magnet orientation, measurement of magnetic field gradient across the ferromagnetic track,
hydrodynamic mechanism, separation efficiency, and dilution ratio (see Supplementary Section 2
for details). By assembling these parameters in algorithms, a separation can be computationally
tested and calibrated to achieve optimal recovery rate and throughput. Generally, the computational
fluid dynamics method was conducted using the finite analysis package COMSOL Multiphysic 4.4®

(COMSOL Inc., Burlington, CA, USA). It is a modelling software which consists of advanced physical
simulation platform as well as visualization tools to treat fluid structure interaction within our
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microfluidic architecture. It was used to perform numerical methods with a primary focus on MAP
and DEP equation for both 2D and 3D design in our study. The aim of 2D modelling was to validate the
forces within the proposed microchannel, while the 3D modelling was employed to compute particle
trajectory. To perform the numerical analysis, several assumptions as written below were made:

• The fluid injected at the inlet channel is non-Newtonian, whereby the viscous stress that arises
from the flow is linear at every point.

• Cells are spherical.
• The flow within the microfluidic is incompressible such that it has constant density, viscosity,

and concentration.
• As the cross sectional of the microchannel is less than 1 mm3, the Reynolds number generated

within the fluid flow is less than 200. Therefore, the flow is considered laminar.
• Blood clotting did not occur within the microchannel.
• Both the surrounding medium and the system are considered to have uniform bulk conductivities,

dielectric constants, and magnetic permeability. Hence no space charge with the system.
• The fluid has constant electric conductivity and magnetic permeability.
• A constant magnetic field gradient is generated across the fluid volume in the MAP stage.

The electric conductivity is negligible in this stage.
• The magnetization of cells is collinear with the magnetic field.
• The presence of a non-magnetic cell does not distort the magnetic field lines in the MAP stage.
• Joule heating and electrochemical effects are assumed negligible in the DEP stage. This is because

the electric field is low and the frequency is high.
• Cells flow according to the fluid stream. They do not stick to the boundaries.

The proposed microfluidic geometry is available in Supplementary Section 3. Prior to generating
the 2-D COMSOL simulation model, the CAD model of the microfluidic architecture was created.
It was performed by using AutoCAD® 2013 (Autodesk Inc., San Francisco, CA, USA) due to its
ability to generate complicated designs and its compatibility with COMSOL Multiphysic. The design
geometry was then imported into the COMSOL model library. Notably, in order to generate the
3D model, the desired work plane had first to be indicated before the imported 2-D geometry was
located on it. Subsequently, the 2-D cross section layout was extruded in the Z direction to form a 3-D
structure. After completing the geometry for our proposed model, the materials of the domains were
defined accordingly. In this case, the property function of each material was complemented by the
COMSOL Material Library. To attain a more realistic device design, the physical parameters of blood
cells associated with both the MAP and DEP device were obtained from the literature as described in
Table 1 [33,44–46]. These parameters were directly accounted in our resulting computation. Notably,
both breast and prostate CTC are of interest in this study in which breast CTCs have the largest size in
CTC taxonomy [19,46,47] and vice versa for prostate CTCs [48–50].

Table 1. The dielectric and magnetic parameters of cells used for device modelling.

Cell Type Mean Radius, r Magnetic Susceptibility, χcell
Electrical Properties

σcytoplasm (S/m) εcytoplasm

Red blood cell (RBC) 4 −3.69 × 10−6 0.52 57
White blood cell (WBC) 7 −9.9 × 10−6 0.76 150.9

Human breast cancer MDA-231 20 −9.5143 × 10−6 0.62 52
Human prostate cancer HeLa 7.36 −9.4966 × 10−6 0.21 52

Platelet 2 −9.2 × 10−6 0.25 1 × 10−7

In the COMSOL model builder, a complex system of points was presented to highlight the stress
levels of a particular area. Generally, regions which normally have higher node density received large
amounts of stress compared to those with lesser node density. Generation of mesh happened when
these points were connected according to nodal point number. It was also programmed to define the
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flow simulation properties within the microfluidic channel. To avoid inverted mesh elements, the
size of mesh had to be very fine around the region where remeshing occurred (such as the curved
region of the channel). This was accomplished by using “Free Mesh Parameters”, whereby the size
of mesh was set to “predefined”. To obtain an accurate solution with a mesh that was sufficiently
dense and not overly demanding of computing resources, a “Convergence Study” was performed
using “Physic Induced Sequence Setting”. The results were found to converge satisfactorily when
a maximum element size of 5 × 10−5 was stipulated for the fluidic channel subdomain.

Subsequently, the finite element method analysis was implemented using three main modules,
including: magnetic field, electric field, and Navier-Stokes module. The result obtained from the
magnetic field (H, M, ∂H

∂X , ∂H
∂Y , ∂H

∂Z ) and electric field simulation (E, ∂E
∂X , ∂E

∂Y , ∂E
∂Z ) was taken as input

for the particle tracing module to generate the cell trajectory within the proposed microchannel.
A detailed flow chart of the modelling approach for the proposed micro-device is depicted in Figure 1.
Additional details of how the computational mode was built and validated are included in the
Supplementary Section 4.
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Figure 1. Detailed flow chart of our simulation approach.

3. Results and Discussions

3.1. Magnetophoresis Stage

In this section, we study the effect of magnetic field caused by various placements of the
permanent magnet as well as the use of a ferromagnetic track. The geometrical design of the MAP
chamber which accommodates uniform flow as well as optimized magnetic field distribution is
investigated. For the purpose of this analysis, the design concept focuses solely on the MAP stage.
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A permanent magnet with dimension of 15 mm× 10 mm× 10 mm was employed in our computational
study. Notably, its length is determined accordingly to the length of the MAP microchamber.

3.1.1. Permanent Magnet Configuration: Conventional vs. Face-to-Face Permanent Magnet

Three references of permanent magnet configurations as mentioned in Supplementary Section 3.1.1
were studied. For the conventional method, a magnet was located 5 mm from the microfluidic
channel and was simulated as having a positive magnetization. Meanwhile, the face-to-face magnet
configuration was surrounded by two permanent magnets, 5 mm from the microchannel wall at
each side. As mentioned in Supplementary Section 1, the ratio of magnet length to magnet inter-gap
distance for the face-to-face magnet configuration has to be more than 1. In this design, the calculated
ratio is 15

10+0.75 = 1.395, thus fulfilling one of our design requirements. To generate an attractive
magnet orientation as notified in Figure S2b (refers to Supplementary materials), the magnetization
of both permanent magnets were configured as positive. Conversely, for the repulsive magnet
configuration (see Figure S2c), the magnetization of both magnets were computed to have opposite
signs. A distribution of magnetic flux density generated from these magnet configurations is presented
in surface plots, as depicted in Figure 2.

Figure 2a–c shows the 2D surface plot of magnetic flux density (B) of the discussed permanent
magnet configuration. To illustrate the direction of the magnetic field in each model, an arrow plot
of the magnetic field lines was coupled on each surface plot. In Figure 2a, a uniform magnetic flux
density, which was represented by an evenly blue spectrum, was found within the microchannel when
the single permanent magnet configuration was applied. Meanwhile, in both attraction (Figure 2b)
and repulsion (Figure 2c), the fluctuation of magnetic flux density is observed to be higher at the
microchannel region which is aligned at the midpoint (x = 10) between both permanent magnets.
Note that the cell separation takes place in the MAP microchamber. It refers to the region which
is located parallel to the permanent magnet that ranges from x = 2.5 to x = 17.5. To quantitatively
evaluated magnetic flux density within this region, 3D surface charts with contour plots projected onto
x-y plane, were plotted across the length (x-axis) and the width (y-axis) of the microchannel.

As shown in Figure 2d, the magnetic flux gradient of the single magnetic configuration is found
to be orientated toward y-axis, whereby it gradually decreases from 0.12 T to 0.104 T. This situation
can be defined through the inverse square law, which states that B is inversely proportional to the
distance from the permanent magnet squared [51]. On the contrary, the magnetic flux density for both
the attractive (see Figure 2e) and repulsive configurations (Figure 2f) was found to be orientated along
the length of the magnet (x-axis). A symmetry axis was presented at x = 10 mm for both configurations.
For instance, in Figure 2e, the attractive configuration generates a high spectrum value of 0.22 T in the
middle region (x = 10 mm) along the microchannel length and gradually decreases toward the region
next to the edge of the permanent magnet. Meanwhile, the repulsive configuration, as depicted in
Figure 2f, displays a mirror 3D surface image of attractive configuration. These observed phenomena
within the microchannel for both the attractive and repulsive configuration can be explained by
referring to the direction of the arrows. As shown in the arrow plot, the magnetic lines travel from
north (N) pole directly to the south(S) pole. Therefore, in an attractive magnet configuration, the
magnetic lines from N pole go directly to the S pole confronting it. Consequently, a high magnetic scalar
field (represented by red spectra) was found in the middle zones of the microchannel. It gradually
decreased toward inlet and outlet, forming a loop around the magnets. Unlike attraction, the repulsive
magnet configuration has two positive forces, facing each side of the microchannel wall. Henceforth,
this configuration compels the magnetic field lines to turn horizontally before the horizontal symmetry
axis of the microchannel. As a result, a low (shorter arrow) field region and two focusing zones with
high magnetic field were detected respectively in the middle of the microchannel and the corners of
both magnets.
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Figure 2. Schematic of surface plot and arrow plot of magnetic flux density: (a) Single magnet
configuration; (b) Attractive magnet configuration; (c) Repulsive magnet configuration; The distribution
of magnetic flux density within the microchannel for each model was plotted in a 3D surface plot at the
bottom of surface plot, with the contour plot projected onto the x-y plane, labelled as (d–f).

In the process of further validating our result, a post-processing of particle trajectories within the
microfluidic channel was implemented. For this model setting, a steady state study was employed
whereby an initial condition of the cell was assigned to align along the length of the microfluidic
channel, at a constant distance of 5 µm from each other. The resulted plot is delivered in Figure 3,
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whose equalities of forces were simulated according to Equation (2). To ease the analysis process,
a grey-scaled magnetic field surface is set as the plot background, as such the high magnetic flux
density (B) region is represented by light grey and the colour saturation increases with decreasing of B.
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In Figure 3, the red particles represents the RBCs meanwhile other nucleated blood cells such as
CTCs and WBCs (whose magnetic susceptibility is lower than −8 × 10−6) are represented by blue
particles. For a single permanent magnet configuration, the cells were found to move toward both
sides of the channel walls. As shown in Figure 3a, RBCs are attracted towards the channel wall located
next to the permanent magnet (high B region), thus exhibiting p-MAP. Meanwhile, n-MAP driven cells
such as CTCs, WBCs and platelets were found to be repelled toward the opposite channel wall with
low B value. On the contrary, the presence of an axially-symmetric magnetic flux density within the
attractive and repulsive configuration resulted in various cells accumulating in the middle region of
our proposed MAP microchamber. For instance, in Figure 3b, accumulation of RBC was found around
this region due to the presence of high magnetic field. Likewise, Figure 3c showed n-MAP-driven
cells to be concentrated around the middle of the microchannel due to the presence of low B zone.
Considering the influence of the magnet orientation, both attractive and repulsive configuration
will cause cell blockage within the microchannel thus compromising the purpose of our MAP stage.
Since a single permanent magnet generates two opposing B along the left-right microchannel wall
respectively, coupled with the hydrodynamic force, the cells can be separated and directed toward the
desired outlets at the end of the MAP stage. Henceforth, this configuration is selected to generate the
magnetic force in our proposed MAP stage.

3.1.2. Ferromagnetic Track’s Configuration

It has been shown that the magnetic field and force is restricted to a specific location defined by
the magnet pole orientation. In order to overcome the low magnetic forces on biological cells (see
Supplementary materials), a rectangular ferromagnetic track which was made of NiFe (Permalloy)
element, was embedded inside the microchannel of our simulated MAP stage. This element allowed
the bias magnetic field to be locally amplified into the microchannel, thus giving rise to a magnetic
force on the cells flowing through it. The length and height of this track was designated as 14.5 mm
and 0.5 mm, respectively. Meanwhile, its width was fixed at 0.25 mm due to the limitation in our
laboratory. As illustrated in Figure 1a, the enlarging field lines at the magnet extremities has resulted
in a decrease in the magnetic flux magnitude at the region parallel with the permanent magnet edges.
To allow a uniform distribution of the magnetic field line to permeate through the ferromagnetic track,
the permanent magnet has to cover the length of the track. A new length of 20 mm was therefore
designated for the magnet in our study. The schematic of the microchannel with ferromagnetic track
for the MAP stage is illustrated in Figure 4a. All dimensions used are in millimetres.

1 

 

 

 
(a) (b) 

 

(c) 

Figure 4. Cont.
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Figure 4. (a) Schematic of microchannel with ferromagnetic track (yellow region) in the MAP stage.
Its magnetic flux density analysis is presented by the (b) surface plot. Graph of magnetic flux
generated within the ferromagnetic track vs. the length of the track is plotted for: (c) y-component;
(d) x-component.
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The distribution of the magnetic field for the updated geometry is depicted in Figure 4b–d. In the
presence of the magnetic track, the external flux provided by the permanent magnet magnetised the
ferromagnetic track. It was reported in a previous study that the magnetic domain of a ferromagnetic
element operated linearly with the magnetic flux which permeated through it [41]. Consequently,
the magnetic moments will be aligned with one another, thus causing the magnetic field lines to be
focused through the track. This phenomenon is illustrated via the arrow plot in Figure 4b. Due to the
presence of concentrated field lines, a high field pattern (represented by the red region) was found
within the ferromagnetic track. Note that there is a low field pattern presented in the middle region
of the proposed track. The reason for such a condition is caused by the flowing loop of magnetic
field lines within the ferromagnetic track. This low field phenomenon can be explained by plotting
the x-component (Bx) and y-component (By) of the magnetic flux density across the length of the
embedded track. The plotted line graphs are shown in Figure 4c,d, respectively.

In Figure 4c, the By is found to be uniform along the middle region of the ferromagnetic track, with
an average of 0.35 T. The value was increased to 0.8 T towards the edge of the track. It is caused by the
field line concentration effect as a result of the high surface-area-to-volume ratio at this coordination.
Likewise, Figure 4d also displayed a high Bx at the edge of the ferromagnetic track. However, centring
at the middle point of this track, the magnitudes obtained at both edges were opposite to each other.
This phenomenon results from the magnetic ordering of the atomic moment within the ferromagnetic
track, whereby the dipoles spontaneously align parallel in response to the closed-looped flow direction
of magnetic flux from a single permanent magnet [52]. Subsequently, the magnetic dipoles which
were present at the centre region of the ferromagnetic track were nullified by other dipoles which
aligned antiparallel to it and therefore zero Bx. Notably, on a cross section with constant z direction,
the magnetic flux density, B is equal to the square root of the flux density in both x and y direction,
such that:

B =
√

B2
x + B2

y (3)

By relating this equation to both Figure 4c,d, the surface plot obtained in Figure 4b can thus
be justified.

In order to ensure the acquired MAP force will be sufficient to deviate the cells toward the high
and low magnetic flux density region within a continuous flow, the By which was generated across the
channel width was examined. As illustrated in Figure 4c, the distribution of By along the length of
the ferromagnetic track is symmetrical to the y axis. To ease the analysis process, the comparison was
implemented on By at three surface cross sections, which were labelled as I, II and III (see Figure 5a).
In this case, I refers to the cutline across the microfluidic channel at the edge of a ferromagnetic track.
Meanwhile, II and II represent the cutline at the quarter points and midpoints of the track, respectively.
A graph of By across channel width at these surface cross-sections is delivered in Figure 5b.
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From Figure 5b, the three cutlines display similar trends in the plotted line graph such that
a maximum of the magnetic field was obtained at the region within the ferromagnetic track and
a minimum magnetic field was found at the fluid-flowing channels. When an external magnetic
field (Bext) was applied toward the microchannel, the difference of net magnetization (M) between
the permanent magnet and the magnetic track caused the sample in the region bounded by x = 0 to
x = 0.24 to be rotated by the torque in an equilibrium direction which was along the y axis in our study.
Consequently, a uniform distributed magnetic field was obtained in this region. Due to the presence of
a strong localized field within the ferromagnetic track, the magnitude of By was found to increase and
reached its maximum value in the region bounded by x = 0.25 to x = 0.5. Interestingly, a plateau region
of magnetic field was presented within the ferromagnetic track. Such a condition has been explained
through the concept of magnetic anisotropy by Albrecht et al. [53]. These researchers stated that the
magnetization within a ferromagnetic material (MT) is uniform whereby its magnetic moments rotate
in unison. The equation for MT is written as:

MT =
µ

V
(4)

where µ and V are the magnetic moment and volume of the magnetic track respectively. As the
magnetic field lines exit through the magnet track, the magnitude of B is reduced due to the enlarging
of field lines at the extremities.

As previously mentioned, the cell separation in a MAP stage is related to the magnetic field
gradient. To achieve desirable cell trajectory within the chamber, the y-component of the magnetic
field gradient (

∣∣∣∇·B2
y

∣∣∣) within the chamber has to be evaluated. Its mathematical simulation result is
presented in Figure 6a, whereby the gradient of the magnetic field was found to be higher at the region
around the wall of the ferromagnetic track. In the process of further validating the result, a graph of∣∣∣∇·B2

y

∣∣∣ was plotted across the microchannel. It is illustrated in Figure 6b. The representatives of the

three cutlines are in accordance with those described in Figure 5a. From this graph, ∇By
2 is found to

gradually reduce towards the channel walls, which coordinates at x = 0 and x = 0.75. Since the direction
of cell movement is related to magnetic field gradient, the cells with high magnetic susceptibility
such as RBCs are attracted toward the magnetic track and vice versa for other nucleated blood cells.
In contrast to the single permanent magnet configuration (refer to Supplementary Section 5), the use of
ferromagnetic track in the middle of the chamber generated a higher value of magnetic field gradient
in the order of 10 T/m2. Therefore, this configuration fulfils the magnetic force requirement to separate
cells in our proposed MAP system.
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3.1.3. Fluid Flow Parameter and Dynamic Pressure of Proposed Microchannel

In a continuous cell sorting microfluidic system, the positioning of the ferromagnetic track in
the middle of the microchannel can improve separation efficiency from two perspectives. Firstly,
as the individual ferromagnetic piece, it will generate an extra short-ranged magnetic force within
the microchannel to retain target cells (RBC) on its surface. Secondly, by acting as the flow divider,
it directs cell suspension toward the bifurcation channel at both sides of the magnetic track, thus
increasing the volumetric flow of blood sample exposed to MAP force per second.

A devised schematic of the proposed microfluidic channel geometrical design for the MAP stage
was illustrated in conjunction with the presence of the ferromagnetic track (see Figure 7a). The central
outlet channel which directed RBC toward the collection port was fixed at 0.5 mm. This value was
provided based on the effective range of the high magnetic field, which was 0.1 mm from the wall
of the ferromagnetic track (see Figure 6b). According to Murray’s Law, both cross section and shape
of the drain channel at n-th level must be the same to equalize the hydraulic resistance within the
outlet channels [54]. Therefore, the lateral outlet channel would have the same dimension as the
central outlet. They were designated at an angle of 45◦ from the central outlet channel. Notably, both
magnetic and hydrodynamic forces dominate cell motion within the MAP microchamber. To adapt
the ferromagnetic track toward an effective continuous-flow cell separation, both flow velocity and
dynamic pressure generated within our proposed microfluidic channel were examined. This was
achieved with Navier-Stokes simulation. For the geometrical design as depicted in Figure 7a, the
boundary condition of the inlet velocity is fixed at 0.18 m/s to fulfil the optimum flow velocity as
stated in Supplementary Section 1.2. Its calculation can be found in the Supplementary materials.

Figure 7b presents the simulation result of the fluid flow velocity profile within our proposed
channel. This surface plot indicates the velocity field in the colour spectrum. When blood sample
was simulated to flow into the inlet, an acceleration meniscus was formed at the flow centre [55].
Such a condition caused the flow velocity within an inlet channel to be slightly higher than the
specified inlet velocity. This was proved by a red spectral segment in this region which approximated
to 0.02 m/s. As the flow was transported through the symmetrically-split-downstream channels,
a downward colour sweep which indicated a decrease in the velocity field was observed in the
surface plot. Such a condition is caused by the increase of hydraulic resistance within the proposed
design and was explained in detail in our previous paper [56]. Interestingly, a study conducted by
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Berthier et al. [57] showed that the hydraulic resistance within a microfluidic channel corresponds
to the dynamic fluid pressure. To ensure continuity of the fluid flow, the dynamic fluid pressure
generated within our proposed microchannel was evaluated. Its surface plot is shown in Figure 8.
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From this plot, the flow-driven pressure in the microchannel was found to decrease as the
sample flows from the inlet toward the outlet. This phenomenon can be explained by rewriting the
Navier-Stokes Equation analogously to Classical Ohm’s law (V = RI) [58]. In this context, a fluid
pressure corresponds to an electrical voltage (p~V); the volumetric flow rate corresponds to the
electrical current (Q~I) and flow resistance RH corresponds to an electrical resistor, R. Thus the
dynamic pressure drop generated within the microfluidic channel is equal to:

∆P = RHQ (5)

In this equation, ∆P is directly proportional toRH as Q is held constant. Therefore, the increase of
RH due to the presence of multiple sub-channels will develop a great ∆P. Noteworthy, ∆P in Figure 8
can be obtained by subtracting the outlet pressure (Pout) from the inlet pressure (Pin). As the dynamic
pressure obtained at the outlet (Pout) of our proposed microfluidic design was approximate to ~0 Pa,
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∆P would have a similar value to Pin. However, such a condition is undesirable as it results in cells
not having sufficient kinetic momentum to move toward the DEP stage. To circumvent this problem,
Pout needs to be increased. It can be accomplished by reducing the total hydraulic resistance impact on
the microfluidic system.

According to Hagen-Poiseulle Law, the theoretical fluidic resistance RH within each channel
can be determined using geometric parameters, through the summation of a Fourier series, as in
Equation (6) below:

RH =
12µ·L

wh3( 1− 0.63 h
w (∑

∞
n

1
n5 tanh

(
1.57 w

h
)
))

(6)

where h represents a channel cross sections height, L is the channel cross section length, while w
refers to the width. Since the aspect ratio (depth/width) of inlet and outlet is approximate to 1 and 2
respectively, the hydraulic resistance of the channel for our design can be generalized as:

RH =

{ 12µL
wh3 , h

w = 1 (e.g., outlet channels)
600µL
29wh3 , h

w = 2 (e.g., inlet channel and bifurcated channels along the track)
(7)

This equation shows RH is inversely proportional to w and h, and vice versa for L. Since both
length and height remain constant for each sub-channel, the calculation of RH is dependent on the
channel width. As discussed earlier in this section, the width for both outlet channel and sub-channel
along a ferromagnetic track were fixed to 500 µm and 250 µm respectively in order to enhance the
magnetic force exacted on the cells. Therefore, RH within the proposed design was reduced by
increasing the inlet channel width. The updated microfluidic design is depicted in Figure 9a.
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To test the effectiveness of width alteration on both the velocity and the dynamic pressure profile,
the improvised microfluidic architecture was examined with COMSOL software. Due to a change in
the inlet width, there was a need to adjust the inlet velocity (Vin) in order to meet the flow velocity
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requirement within the MAP chamber. Using the classical rule explained in the Supplementary
Information, the velocity of the inlet boundary condition was fixed at 60 mm/s. The surface plots of
the velocity field and fluid dynamic pressure are presented in Figure 9b,c, respectively.

From Figure 9c, it can be deduced that increasing width coupled with a decrease of inlet boundary
velocity resulted in the inlet dynamic pressure being lower than in the previous design. When the
fluid flows from a wide to a narrow channel, the dynamic pressure is increased corresponding to the
increase of flow velocity. As the blood sample travels toward the outlet channel, a transition from
the velocity profile at the entrance to multiple outlets results in a drop in Pout. A Pout of 0.5 Pa was
obtained in the improvised design (see Figure 9c). To enhance the cellular kinetic motion, 0.75 mm
was therefore adopted as the inlet width value.

3.1.4. Design Optimization

Although the rectangular cross-sectional microfluidic channel design is easy to fabricate,
two drawbacks were discovered. Firstly, as alluded in Section 3.1.2, an extremely high magnetic
field region was found at the sharp edge of the ferromagnetic track; secondly, when a continuous
flow was subjected to the channel, multiple-zero-velocity areas were detected in the sharp corners.
Both of these issues can be further evidenced through simulation results as presented in Figure 10.
A bright cyan colour segment at the edge of the inbuilt ferromagnetic track in Figure 10a represents
high magnetic field. Meanwhile the dark blue colour segment around the sharp corner in Figure 10b
represents a zero velocity profile. This situation causes a large number of cells to accumulate around
a sharp corner region. Because of this, the sharp turns or edges are therefore not optimal for cell
separation application.
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According to studies conducted by both Feng et al. [59] and Green et al. [60], a round-shaped
turn was identified to generate uniform velocity profiles and cell adhesion within the channel. Thus,
the sequence of round-shape turns was used to replace the sharp corner of our original proposed
microfluidic channel architecture. The optimized geometrical design is presented in Figure 11a.

The channel geometrical design was then re-examined with COMSOL software. In contrast to
previous design in this study, the surface plots indicate a reduction of high magnetic field (Figure 11b)
and zero velocity field (Figure 11c) region at the rounded surface of the ferromagnetic track. It can be
further described through the comparison graph plotted with MATLAB as illustrated in Figure 12.

In Figure 12a, the magnetic field generated at the edge of the ferromagnetic track is observed to
be reduced in the rounded edge in contrast to the sharp corner. This reduction can be explained by the
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fact that the rounding suppresses the pinning fields in the vicinity of the sharp corner [61]. Meanwhile,
when the velocity field was measured across the width of our proposed MAP microchamber
(see Figure 12b), both models showed a reduction in velocity field at the region next to the bifurcated
channel wall. Such a condition is caused by the generation of shear stress which acts on the wall
surface in the direction of fluid flow. However, comparing to our original design with the presence of
sharp corners, a uniform velocity profile is presented within the improved architecture (at distances
between 0 to 0.25 mm and 0.5 to 0.75 mm). Such a profile is thereby encouraging homogenous cell
adhesion within it. Due to the improvement in magnetic and velocity fields shown by this design, the
improvised geometry was employed as the design to be used in our MAP platform.
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3.1.5. Separation Efficiency

For our proposed MAP device architecture, the particle motion within it can be observed via
a particle tracing module, whereby cell trajectory plots for RBC and other nucleated blood cells in the
presence of MAP is respectively illustrated in Figure 13a,b. To visualize the cell motion more easily,
the particles were coloured according to their magnetic susceptibilities.

As evidenced in Figure 13a, the presence of the MAP force allows RBCs (red-colour-labelled
particle) to be attracted toward the ferromagnetic track surface and vice versa for other cells
(see Figure 13b). Such a condition can be explained though the graph in Figure 13c. In the plotted graph,
RBCs were found to exhibit positive MAP force and vice versa for the other cells. The difference in
sign indicated that the forces exacted on cells are in opposite directions. However, there is a magnitude
variation among these cell types. For example, the MAP force subjected on the breast cancer cell
was stronger in contrast to other cells. Such a condition is caused by the difference in cell volume
(see Equation (2)). When the calculated MAP force is compared to the calculated lift force, the lift force
shows a lower order of magnitude for the analysed cell types. Under this distribution, a MAP force is
dominant across the microchannel and the lift force cannot disrupt the lateral motion of cells across
the channel.
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cells (WBCs, platelets, and CTCs). The colour spectrum bar indicates the magnetic susceptibilities
of cells, as such RBCs are represented by red particles while other nucleated cells are blue. The cell
motion was explained through the graph of calculated y-directional magnetic and hydrodynamic
forces as illustrated in (c). Zero forces were found in the region bounded by x = 0.25 and x = 0.5
due to the presence of inbuilt ferromagnetic track, which was simulated to have the same height as
the microchannel.

Notably, separation efficiency is the ultimate performance evaluation of our proposed MAP
microchamber design. However, it was shown that the concentration of cells carried by the fluid
flow affect the number of cells to be delivered into a designated outlet under a constant velocity [62].
Such a condition will indirectly affect the recovery rate of the proposed device. To enhance the
performance of the MAP stage, the separation efficiencies for various dilution ratios as discussed in
Supplementary Section 2.5 were studied. For the purpose of reducing both RAM memory usage and
computation time, the simulation was performed with 1mL blood sample. As stated in the introduction,
the presences of tumour cells are rare in a blood sample, of the order of 1–10 per 7.5 mL. Furthermore,
it has been shown by previous results whereby tumour cells exhibited a similar response to WBC in
the MAP stage. Considering the purpose of the MAP stage was to separate RBC from blood sample,
the tumour cells were neglected in this simulation. Notably, the central outlet serves as collection port
for targeted cells (RBC) in the MAP stage. Therefore, the simulated separation efficiency (η) can be
calculated directly based on the ratio of RBC obtained in the central outlet to the total amount of RBC
injected at the inlet. A plot of separation efficiency versus dilution factor (ratio of final volume/aliquot
volume) is illustrated in Figure 14.
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From the graph, the separation efficiency for dilution ratios of 1:0, 1:2, and 1:3 is considerably
low, whereby the calculated value ranges from 40 to 65. Such a condition is in agreement with
a study conducted by Guldiken et al. [63] which stated that the high concentration of cells impedes
the separation process within microfluidic devices. Interestingly, the separation efficiency is found to
be enhanced with an increase of dilution ratio. A 100% recovery rate was obtained when the blood
samples with dilution ratios of 1:7, 1:8. 1:9, and 1:10 were simulated in our proposed device. Note that
a high dilution ratio will lower the throughput in contrast to the low-dilution ratio sample. To enhance
the separation efficiency without compromising the device throughput, the sample with dilution ratio
of 1:7 was selected to compute the evaluation of the whole integrated platform in the next section.

3.2. Evaluation with DEP Stage

The previous section showed the proposed MAP stage to be able to separate RBC from other
nucleated cells with high efficiency. As the enriched nucleated cells undergo a second separation at
the downstream DEP stage, it was crucial for us to investigate the final isolation performance in this
cooperative platform. A planar electrode developed by Moon et al., (2011) was adopted and integrated
with our proposed MAP platform for the purpose of evaluation. These electrodes were placed at the
bottom of the microchannel with an angle of 30◦ to the direction of flow. Both width and spacing of the
interdigitated electrodes were 250 µm. To initiate DEP separation, the electrode arrays were connected
to 1 MHz and 15 Vp-p sinusoidal voltages. From a theoretical perspective, an interdigitated electrode
array with an applied voltage can be modelled more simply as line charges placed on the edges of
the electrode. As such, an electrode array coloured with green and blue is connected to a positive or
negative voltage terminal, respectively.

In order to achieve a uniform loading capacity for a given chamber size, a tree-network design
from our previous study [56] was implemented into the geometrical design in this DEP stage. It refers
to the branched channel geometry in between both MAP and DEP stages. The inspiration of this
design is from the tubular network of blood vessels in the human body, in which the presence of
bifurcation topology in the design is able to generate hydraulic resistance within the channel. For this
particular design, the cross section and the length of a drain channel are the same as the outlet channel
of the MAP stage. This is to help in equalizing the hydraulic resistance within these channels and
thereby generating a uniform flow distribution throughout the whole wide chamber of the DEP
stage. Such a condition has been defined theoretically in Low et al. [56]. To reduce the presence of
a zero velocity within channels, a curved corner as discussed in the previous section was employed.
The overall integrated MAP-DEP platform is illustrated in Figure 15a. As shown in this figure, the
length of the DEP microchamber was fixed at 15 mm. Meanwhile, the microchamber width was 3.5 mm
which was determined based on the summation of the drain channel’s widths.
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Figure 15. (a) Schematic of the microchannel architecture of integrated MAP-DEP microsystem.
When cells isolated from the MAP stage are directed toward the DEP stage, the trajectories of nucleated
cells such as WBC (and platelet) and CTCs are displayed in (b,c), respectively. The spectrum bar
indicates the Clausius-Mossotti factor of the cells.

When a concentrated nucleated cell from our proposed MAP stage is directed into the DEP
stage, the movement of the cell passing onto these interdigitated electrode arrays is illustrated in
Figure 15b,c. In this case, a CTC was found to manifest an opposite response in contrast to other
nucleated cells. Notably, the middle part of this DEP stage consists of a high electric field region.
As the CTCs exhibit pDEP (CM factor >0), it deviates toward this region and flows into the central
outlet. On the contrary, nDEP force (CM factor <0) pushes the normal nucleated cell toward the low
electric field region along the channel wall. Under hydrodynamic force, these cells flow into the lateral
outlet. Comparing to a previous study as discussed in literature [19,28], there is an improvement in
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throughput and separation efficiency shown by this device. Therefore, a MAP stage should be adopted
as a new integrated technique to be cooperated in a DEP system.

4. Conclusions and Future Works

Overall, the present work set out with the objective to solve the limitation of dielectrophoresis
(DEP) technique in CTC isolation. The general strategy of achieving this aim was by developing
a magnetophoresis (MAP) system as a pre-enrichment stage. Using this strategy, red blood cells are
first removed from the blood sample in the MAP stage, thus allowing the DEP stage to focus on
isolation of targeted rare cells. Several computational models were employed to demonstrate the
proof-of-concept of our proposed method for enhancing the device separation efficiency. These models
combined an Eulerian-Lagrangian CFD analysis with a closed-form magnetic field analysis to predict
cell separation, taking into account dominant magnetic and hydrodynamic forces. There were a few
unique features of these elements that contributed to the proposed device’s capture performance.
First, a single permanent magnet was employed to produce a region of both attractive and repulsive
magnetic forces within the MAP stage. In order to amplify low magnetic forces on blood cells,
a ferromagnetic track was embedded in the middle of the MAP microchamber. This strategy generated
a higher value of magnetic field gradient in the order of 10 T/m2. Besides, from the perspective of
Navier-Stokes principle, the positioning of the ferromagnetic track in the middle of the microchannel
created a hydraulic resistance within the bifurcated channel, thus resulting in a uniform flow velocity.
Last but not least, a tree-network division was implemented onto the platform design to generate
uniform cell distribution across the microchamber.

In short, this cooperative platform utilising integrated separation modalities reduced the
overloading cell issues within the DEP stage, thus the enhanced capture. Furthermore, the
computational model which was portrayed in this paper has offered a rational design of systems in
advance of fabrication and should be of considerable interest to researchers in the future development
of lab-on-chip systems. At the moment, the proposed microfluidic design was solely based on
numerical analysis. However, this simulation might not reflect the real condition during the
experimental platform analysis. For instance, errors which occur during the fabrication process
of the microfluidic channel will influence cell motion, thus affecting their distribution within the
microfluidic chamber. Furthermore, storage-related activity deterioration of blood components might
occur during the actual experiment and affect the device’s efficiency. These conditions have not been
considered in our simulation due to the limited precision of data for cells which have high conductivity
or closer bonding. Therefore, there is a need for experimental characterization to verify the design
strategy and simulation. A brief discussion for future experimental setup and device fabrication is
included in the Supplementary Information.

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at www.mdpi.com/2227-9040/4/3/14/s1.
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