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Optimization of Electrical Stimulation for Safe
and Effective Guidance of Human Cells

Zhiqiang Zhao, PhD,1,* Kan Zhu, PhD,1,2,* Yan Li, MD,1 Zijie Zhu, PhD,3 Linjie Pan, PhD,4

Tingrui Pan, PhD,2 Richard B. Borgens, PhD,4,5 and Min Zhao, MD, PhD1,2

Abstract

Direct current (DC) electrical stimulation has been shown to have remarkable effects on regulating cell be-
haviors. Translation of this technology to clinical uses, however, has to overcome several obstacles, including
Joule heat production, changes in pH and ion concentration, and electrode products that are detrimental to cells.
Application of DC voltages in thick tissues where their thickness is >0.8 mm caused significant changes in
temperature, pH, and ion concentrations. In this study, we developed a multifield and -chamber electrotaxis
chip, and various stimulation schemes to determine effective and safe stimulation strategies to guide the
migration of human vascular endothelial cells. The electrotaxis chip with a chamber thickness of 1 mm allows
10 voltages applied in one experiment. DC electric fields caused detrimental effects on cells in a 1 mm chamber
that mimicking 3D tissue with a decrease in cell migration speed and an increase in necrosis and apoptosis.
Using the chip, we were able to select optimal stimulation schemes that were effective in guiding cells with
minimal detrimental effects. This experimental system can be used to determine optimal electrical stimulation
schemes for cell migration, survival with minimal detrimental effects on cells, which will facilitate to bring
electrical stimulation for in vivo use.

Keywords: electrical stimulation, pulsed electric fields, cell migration, multifield electrotaxis chips, endothelial
cells, cell damage

Introduction

Applied direct current (DC) electric fields (EFs) may
regulate the direction of cell migration, the orientation

of long axis of cells, and the axis of cell division.1–8 These
cellular behaviors are critical for wound healing and tissue
regeneration.9–12 Electric stimulation has many inherent
benefits, for example, the stimulation can be switched on and
off at desired intervals, with precisely controlled amplitude
and direction.6,13,14 Those benefits will complement chemi-
cal treatment, which may be difficult to establish stable and
directional gradients in vivo. If the DC electrical stimulation
can be successfully used in vivo, it would offer a powerful
modality to facilitate treatment of many important diseases,
to repair, and to regenerate damaged tissues.

However, application of DC EFs to live tissue inevitably
causes significant changes in local environments that are
detrimental to cells.15,16 Maintaining DC voltages similar to
that we normally apply to cells in dish induces significantly
larger currents in live tissues, because of the 3D bulk tissues
provide much lower resistance compared with the electro-
taxis chamber we normally use.17 Larger currents generate
significantly more heat—Joule’s effect, which cannot dissi-
pate effectively. Larger currents also generate significantly
more electrode products that are toxic to tissues—for
example, changes in pH, and concentrations of Ca2+, Na+, K+,
and others ions.6,11 Previous studies have shown when DC
voltages are applied to electrotaxis chambers thicker than
0.8 mm, or specimens thicker than 0.4 mm, changes in pH,
[Ca2+], and temperature are inevitable.15
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Developing methodology to determine safe and effective
electrical stimulation schemes for in vivo use will, therefore,
facilitate translation of electrical stimulation to clinical use. In
this study, we developed a multifield and -chamber electro-
taxis chip, and optimized stimulation schemes for effective
and safe electrical guidance of cells. We chose vascular en-
dothelial cells for our experiments, because endothelial cells,
similar to many types of cells, respond to physiological EFs
with a directed migration (electrotaxis/galvanotaxis).6,11,18–20

Directional migration of endothelial cells and new blood
vessel formation are critical in wound healing and tissue re-
generation.21–23 DC EFs also guide migration of endothelial
cells.24,25 The use of electric stimulation for directed endo-
thelial cell migration during angiogenesis may have profound
implications for manipulation of many important diseases.

Herein, we determined optimal stimulation scheme for
guidance of human endothelial cells (HUVEC), while mini-
mizing cell apoptosis and necrosis. The effectiveness of se-
lected pulsed fields was compared with that of DC voltages in
the same culture system. These results provide a basis for
future development of stimulation schemes to guide cell
migration in thick tissues and in vivo.

Materials and Methods

Materials

Sylgard 184 silicone elastomer (polydimethylsiloxane/
PDMS) was purchased from Dow Corning (USA). Dulbecco’s
modified Eagle’s medium (DMEM), CO2 independent me-
dium, fetal bovine serum (FBS), D-PBS, trypan blue solution,
and Hoechst 33342 nucleic acid stain were from Life Tech-
nologies (USA). Annexin-V apoptosis kit was from Roche
(USA). FNC coating mix was from AthenaES (USA). Agar
was purchased from Sigma-Aldrich (USA). Silver wires
with 99.999% purity were purchased from Advent Research
Materials Ltd. (UK).

Cell culture

HUVEC were from American type culture collection
(ATCC, USA). Cells were cultured in DMEM supplemented
with 10% (v/v) FBS, 1% (v/v) penicillin and streptomycin at
37�C in 5% CO2 incubator. All experiments were performed
within passage 10.

Design and fabrication of multifield
and -chamber electrotaxis chip

Our multifield electrotaxis chip is designed based on the
R–2R resistor ladder structure as described previously.26 In
brief, the resistor ladder structure consists of repeating
identical units of current dividers, each of which uses one
series resistor of R and one shunt resistor of 2R, as shown
in Supplementary Figure S1. As the input current reaches the
first unit, it experiences an equal split (in the dotted box of
Supplementary Fig. S1) between the series (IS) and the
shunting (IT) paths due to the impedance matching between
these two paths, and thus only half of the input current flows
down to the next stage. The repeated R–2R resistor unit es-
tablish logarithmic series of voltage gradients with a common
ratio of 2 (Supplementary Fig. S1). And that made it an
infinitely expandable voltage builder that depends on the
requirement of experiment. In the reported chips, the voltage

gradient ratio was 29:28:$$$:21:20. The shunt resistor at the
last unit is set to be R to terminate the sequence.

Moreover, the voltage gradient is solely dependent on the
ratio of the two resistors rather than their actual values. The
microfluidic resistors are constituted by microchannels filled
with conductive electrolyte solutions (e.g., cell culture me-
dium). The electrical resistance can be easily adjusted by
changing the microchannel dimensions, following Ohm’s
law. In this study, two types of chips were designed and
fabricated, where their chamber height was different, thick
chamber with height of 1 mm, and thin one with height of
0.4 mm. The 1 mm chamber would mimic live tissue; the
0.4 mm one was the regular electrotaxis chamber most lab-
oratories routinely use for electrotaxis experiments.

The reported multifield chip comprised two PDMS layers
and plastic culture dish. The top layer formed the ‘‘roof’’ of
electrotaxis chambers (Fig. 1B–D and Supplementary
Fig. S2A). The middle layer formed the ‘‘wall’’ of electro-
taxis chambers. The bottom was plastic cell culture dish, on
which cells were seeded. Once assembled, the chips had
multiple chambers, and also had two connecting pools for the
medium and the agar bridges. The dimension of each
chamber in thick chips was 1 mm (width) · 1 mm (height) ·
5 mm (length); the thin one was 1 mm (width) · 0.4 mm
(height) · 5 mm (length) (Fig. 1E).

The two-layer PDMS structure was fabricated and as-
sembled by employing standard laser micromachining and
oxygen plasma-assisted bonding.26 Immediately before cell
seeding, FNC coating mix was coated on the surface of cul-
ture dish. Then the sterile two-layer structure was assembled
into culture dish to form a finished chip (Fig. 1C).

Simulation and measurement of EF distribution
in the multichamber chip

The simulation of voltage distribution was performed in a
stationary condition with a conductivity of the NaCl solution
of 1.408 S/m (25�C). It was focused on the EF distribution
inside the multichamber electrotaxis chips. Both 1 and
0.4 mm chips were modeled for the simulation. COMSOL
Multiphysics 4.3 was used for modeling and simulation.

To confirm the simulation, we embedded Ag/AgCl elec-
trodes through the upper PDMS layer and connected with a
digital multimeter. Based on the design and simulation, a DC
voltage of 6 V in total were applied between the two ends of
the left channel in Figure 1C. Actual DC voltages across each
chamber were measured.

System for electrotaxis study

Supplementary Figure S2B shows the configuration of
the entire system.15 The system consisted of a multifield
and -chamber chip, two agar salt bridges, a power supply, an
X–Y motor stage, and an inverted microscope (Zeiss)
equipped with digital camera (not shown in Supplementary
Fig. S2B). The X–Y stage was controlled by a MetaMorph
imaging software (Molecular Devices, USA).

Selected pulsed EF stimulation scheme

The selected pulsed EF stimulation scheme 1 (PEF s1) was a
bipolar pulsed EF scheme, which included (i) positive on time
200 ms, (ii) positive off time 20 ms, (iii) negative on time 20 ms,
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and (iv) negative off time 20 ms (Fig. 2A). The positive stand for
anode, and current flowed from anode to cathode in the elec-
trotaxis chambers. The negative stand for reversed polarity of
EF, and current flowed from new anode to new cathode in the
chamber. The duty cycle of PEF s1 was 85%, and the frequency
was 3.8 Hz. It was generated by a custom-designed program-
mable bipolar current generator as described previously.14

The pulsed EF stimulation scheme 2 (PEF s2) was modi-
fied from PEF s1. It had same positive on time with PEF s1,
but without negative current. The frequency was 3.8 Hz,
same with PEF s1. It included (i) positive on time 200 ms and
(ii) positive off time 60 ms. Therefore, it was a single polar
pulsed EF (Fig. 2B). It was generated by the bipolar current
generator too.14 The duty cycle was 77%.

The selected pulsed EF stimulation scheme 3 (PEF s3)
was also a single polar pulsed EF, which included positive
on time 15 min and positive off time 8 min (Fig. 2C). Within
a 4 h of experimental running time, the duty cycle of PEF s3
was 67%, and the frequency was 0.0007 Hz. It was gener-
ated by a programmable DC power supply (Chroma System
Solutions, USA).

Cell migration and electrotaxis assay

Cell migration assay was performed using the multifield
electrotaxis chips (Fig. 1 and Supplementary Fig. S2).27 The
chip automatically generates multifield gradients when a
voltage is applied (Fig. 3A; see also in Results).

Cells with a density of 1 · 104 cells/mL were seeded and
allowed to grow for at least 12 h in the multifield chips in

growth medium at 37�C in a 5% CO2 incubator. Immediately
before a test, growth medium was replaced with CO2-
independent medium [supplemented with 10% (v/v) FBS, 1%
(v/v) penicillin and streptomycin]. For EF application, a
voltage was applied through agar-salt bridges connecting
silver/silver chloride electrodes in beakers of Steinberg’s
solution as previously described15 to pools of medium on
either side of the chip (Supplementary Fig. S2). Agar gel
was preprepared in a sterilized condition by dissolving 5%
(wt/vol) agar powder (Sigma, catalog no. A1296) into
Steinberg’s solution. Cells were exposed to a DC EF or a
pulsed EF for 4 h as indicated at 37�C in a temperature-
controlled hood on an inverted microscope stage. Serial
time-lapse images were recorded using a Zeiss Observer Z1
inverted microscope and MetaMorph imaging system.

Quantification of cell migration

Directional cell migration was quantified as directedness
and migration speed by tracing the position of cell nuclei
relative to their original position at T = 0, at a frame interval
of 5 min using the Image J software (NIH). The directedness
of migration was defined as cosine h, where h is the angle
between the EF vector and a straight line connecting the start
and end position of a cell.11 A cell moving directly toward the
anode would have a directedness of 1; a cell moving directly
along the field lines toward the cathode would have a di-
rectedness of -1; a mean value close to 0 represents random
cell movement. The cosine h will provide a number between
-1 and +1 and the average of all the separate cell events

FIG. 1. Design of a multifield and
-chamber chip. (A) Schematic diagraphs
showing effects of the thickness of electro-
taxis chamber on electric currents, Joule
heating, and changes in pH and concentra-
tion of ions. Currents and Joule heating ef-
fect increase proportionally with the tissue
thickness, thus the detrimental effects
caused. (B) A 3D illustration showing the
three-layer structure of the chip. (C) A
schematic diagraph showing the assembled
chip in working condition. (D) Top view of
the assembled chip includes top layer and
middle layer. (E) The dimension of each
electrotaxis chamber in the chip. Cells were
seeded on the culture dishes.
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yields an average directedness index. The average directed-
ness of a population of cells gives an objective quantification
of how cells have moved in relation to the EF vector.

The migration speed is the total length of the trajectory that
a cell has migrated divided by the time. Migration distance
over X axis is the projection of the cell trajectory on the X
axis, which represents the migration of cells along the EF
vector.

Measurement of pH and temperature

In the chips either with thin channels or thick channels, a
small window with a radius of 0.5 mm was opened in the
‘‘roof’’ of electrotaxis channel. Either before or after EF
application, pH was measured through the window by pH
indicator papers (Sigma, USA). The temperature of culture
medium was measured by an Infrared Thermometer (Prizm
Medical, USA).

Apoptosis and necrosis assay

We used the Annexin-V-FLUOS staining kit (Roche) to
determine cell apoptosis and necrosis rate. Annexin-V could
preferentially bind to phosphatidylserine, a marker of apo-
ptosis when it is on the outer leaflet of the plasma mem-
brane.28 Propidium iodide (PI) is a red-fluorescence dye that
only permeant to dead cells. Cells were rinsed with cold PBS
and fixed in 4% paraformaldehyde at 4�C for 30 min imme-
diately after electrical stimulation. Normal, apoptotic, and
dead cells were distinguished by fluorescence microscopy.

Statistical analysis

Data are reported as mean – standard error of the mean,
with n denoting the number of tests except in the migration
assay where n denotes the number of cells. Means were
compared using one-way analysis of variance in group
comparison. Two-tailed Student’s t-test for unpaired data

FIG. 2. Schematic diagrams of three selected pulsed EF
stimulation schemes. (A) Pulsed EF scheme 1 (PEF s1). (B)
Pulsed EF scheme 2 (PEF s2). (C) Pulsed EF scheme 3 (PEF
s3). ton: duration of time when stimulation was switched on;
toff: duration of time when stimulation was switched off.
The duty cycle and frequency of the selected stimulation
schemes were as shown.

FIG. 3. Multiple fields generated in the chip. (A) Simulated
voltage gradient in the multifield chip. The maximum field was
in chamber (a) on the left, in red; the minimum field was in
chamber (j) on the right, in dark blue. (B) Simulated and
measured field strength from chamber (a) to chamber (j). The
field dropped down 50% chamber by chamber from (a) to (j).
(C) Electrical currents experimentally measured in the cham-
bers (a) to (e) either with 1 mm or 0.4 mm chamber. A larger
current was on the 1 mm chamber, and a smaller current was on
the 0.4 mm chamber. Value in red box was the ratio of current
(1:0.4 mm), which was close to 2.5:1. The current from either
1 mm chamber or 0.4 mm chamber dropped down 50% cham-
ber by chamber from (a) to (e). The measurement in chamber (g)
to (j) was not shown because they were very small and quite
close to X axis in the plot.
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was applied as appropriate. A value of p < 0.05 was consid-
ered statistically significant.

Results and Discussion

Stable multifields in the chip with increased chamber
height and currents

A numerical simulation of the EF distribution in the mul-
tifield and -chamber chips is shown in Figure 3. A DC voltage
gradient where their strength dropping down 50% one
chamber by one chamber from chamber (a) down to chamber
(j) is expected theoretically (Fig. 3A, B and Supplementary
Fig. S3). Homogeneous EFs were observed by simulation in
each chamber of the chip. In this study, a voltage of
400 mV/mm was applied in the chamber (a). Theoretically,
the voltage gradient obtained by simulation would be 400,
200, 100, 50, 25, 12.5, 6.25, 3.125, 1.5625, 0.78125 mV/mm
(Fig. 3B). The actual EF strength was measured as shown in
Figure 3B. The result shows that the measured voltage cor-
responds well to the simulated value.

We previously reported that this multifield device is ca-
pable of screening cell migration under the stimulation of a
voltage gradient spanning over three orders of magnitude;
however, the directional responses of human corneal cells
rapidly decreased in higher voltages >400 mV/mm.26 We
hypothesize that high voltages may induce some side effects
due to the changes in pH, [Ca2+], and temperature, and re-
ducing the chamber thickness may improve the directional
responses. Thus, chips with two kinds of thickness, 1 and
0.4 mm were fabricated for the study (Fig. 1D, E). The 1 mm
chambers filled with culture medium will have electric cur-
rents flowing through significantly larger than that through
the 0.4 mm chambers. At the same voltage, the 1 mm
chamber, therefore, produces more Joule heat, more changes
of pH, temperature, and ion concentration in the culture
medium than that of 0.4 mm one (Fig. 1A).15 Based on the
Pouillet’s law, the electrical resistance (R) of culture medium
decreases with the increase of the thickness/height of the
chamber (Supplementary Fig. S3A). Based on the Ohm’s law,
the electrical current through a bulk material in the electro-
taxis chamber is I = V/R, where V is the potential difference
measured across culture medium. The electrical current in-
creases with increasing the thickness/height of the chamber
(Supplementary Fig. S3B). Joule’s first law states that the
amount of heat ( Joule heating) generated by an electric cur-
rent through a bulk material Q = I2$R. The heat generated thus
increases with increasing the thickness/height of the chamber
(Supplementary Fig. S3C). In our study, the electrical cur-
rents in both chips were experimentally confirmed with
measurements when same EFs were applied (Fig. 3C). The
height ratio of two chips was 2.5:1 (1 mm/0.4 mm). The ratio
of measured electrical currents was close to 2.5:1. Therefore,
the currents increased with the height of chamber as we de-
signed for and expected.

The multifield and -chamber electrotaxis chips offer an
effective tool to perform cell migration assay. Comparing the
electrotaxis chambers reported before, the reported chips in
this study have some advantages. Compared with previously
reported multifield chip,2 our setup of multifield is infinitely
expandable without increasing total power consumption. Cell
responses to voltage gradients ranging over three orders of
magnitude can be tested in a single experiment. Besides, the

thickness of the chip is precisely controlled and adjustable to
mimic any in vivo live tissue microenvironment.

Increasing chamber thickness resulted in apoptosis
and necrosis in DC EFs

Cell migration response to DC EFs was determined with
either 1 mm chips or 0.4 mm chips (Fig. 4 and Supplementary
Fig. S4). In the control (0 mV/mm), endothelial cells
(HUVEC) migrated randomly. In the presence of DC EFs,
cathodal directed cell migration was evident at a voltage
of 100 mV/mm (Fig. 4A, B and Supplementary Fig. S4;
p < 0.05, compared with 0 mV/mm). Increasing voltage in-
creased cathodal cell migration directedness (Fig. 4B). The
migration speed was also increased by DC EFs and peaked at
a voltage of 400 mV/mm in 0.4 mm chamber chips (Fig. 4A;
p < 0.001, compared with 0 mV/mm). However, in a voltage
of 200 mV/mm in the 1 mm chamber, cell migration speed
dropped down significantly. In the 0.4 mm chamber chips,
cell response to DC EFs was consistent and stable. In the
presence of a voltage of either 200 or 400 mV/mm, cell mi-
gration speed was increased comparing with either no field-
treated (0 mV/mm) control cells or that of same field on 1 mm
chips (Fig. 4A; p < 0.001).

Cell damage was assessed by the percentage of cell apo-
ptosis and cell necrosis. We referred to conditions as ‘‘safe’’
if cell apoptosis and cell necrosis were <10%. In the 1 mm
chips, in the presence of DC voltages up to 100 mV/mm,
<10% of total cells were either apoptotic cells or necrotic
cells (Fig. 4C, D). In the presence of DC voltage either 200 or
400 mV/mm, however, >70% cells were either apoptotic or
necrotic (Figs. 4C, D and 6A; p < 0.05, compare with
0 mV/mm). In the 0.4 mm chips, up to 400 mV/mm, no sig-
nificant numbers of apoptotic or necrotic cells were found
(Fig. 4C, D).

In 1 mm chips (chamber height 1 mm), a DC voltage of 200
or 400 mV/mm induced cell damaged in *70% of total vi-
sualized cells. Contrastingly, cells in the 0.4 mm chamber
chips (chamber height 0.4 mm) maintained robust response to
DC voltages and showed no sign of damage at same voltages.
The 1 mm chamber indeed had increased current and Joule
heating and other effects that resulted in cell damage. One
solution was to reduce the exposure time of EFs.

Electrotaxis responses of different types of cells are varied
when exposed to EFs, in which most of the cells migrate
directionally to the cathode, whereas some other types move
to the anode,11,29,30–32 and even the same type of cells can
switch migration directionality depending on EF strength.33

The HUVECs migrated to the cathode in this study. In-
triguingly, our previous study showed that a different line of
human ECs migrated to the anode.34 The varied cell elec-
trotaxis responses may be due to different lines and/or other
conditions. We previously reported a compass model of
electrotaxis that governed by two competing pathways, PI3K
and myosin, to control cell migration directions.35 Second
messengers,36,37 for example, cyclic guanosine monopho-
sphate and its phosphatidylinositol signaling, integrins,38 and
surface electrical properties39 have also been proposed in
different cell models as the directional determinants during
electrotaxis. However, the key mechanism controlling cell
migration directions in EFs still remains uncertain and further
studies are needed.
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Pulsed EFs-guided cell migration

Three pulsed EF schemes were applied, respectively, with
1 mm chamber chips. Cell response to DC EFs acted as a
control group (Fig. 5 and Supplementary Figs. S5, S6). In the
presence of PEF s1, in a voltage of 400 mV/mm, either cell
migration distance over the X axis toward cathode or cell
directedness index was significantly increased comparing
with the DC EF-treated group ( p < 0.05; Fig. 5B, C and
Supplementary Figs. S5, S6B). In the three pulsed EF-treated
group, in a voltage of 200 or 400 mV/mm, cell migration
speed was significantly increased comparing with the DC EF-
treated group ( p < 0.05; Fig. 5F). Moreover, in presence of
PEF s1 and PEF s2, in a voltage of either 200 or 400 mV/mm,
cell migration speed was significantly increased comparing
with no field-treated group ( p < 0.05; Fig. 5F). However, in
the presence of PEF s3, in a voltage of either 200 or
400 mV/mm, cell migration speed was not increased com-
paring with no field-treated group (Fig. 5F). This suggested
that, as expected, pulsed EF schemes maintained a guided
cell migration up to a voltage of 400 mV/mm.

Next, both cell migration speed and cell migration distance
over the X axis in a voltage of 400 mV/mm were broken down
to further compare guiding cell migration effect of three
pulsed EF scheme (Supplementary Fig. S6). Within 240 min
(4 h), in the presence of three pulsed EF schemes, cells
maintained a faster migration speed comparing with the DC
EF-treated group ( p < 0.05; Supplementary Fig. S6A).
Especially, during 20–40 min, in the presence of PEF s1, cell
showed fastest migration speed (Supplementary Fig. S6A).
During 0–40 min, in the presence of PEF s1, cells showed the
largest migration distance over the X axis toward cathode

(Supplementary Fig. S6B). This indicated that pulsed EF
schemes maintained a directional cell migration in a range of
voltages 100–400 mV/mm within 4 h. The PEF s1 offered the
best guiding effect within three selected pulsed EF schemes.

Electrical stimulation with different waveforms, includ-
ing DC, alternating current, and mono- and biphasic pulsed
current, have been studied by others in different models to
discuss the physiological bases for using exogenously ap-
plied EFs to guide and enhance electrotaxis. Li et al. dem-
onstrated that Dictyostelium cells had better directional
performance under 90% duty cycle pulsed DC EFs and 80%
duty cycle bipolar pulse EFs compared with DC EFs.40 Ren
et al. also reported that pulsed EFs could induce robust
electrotaxis comparable with or better than that induced by
constant DC EFs, which depends on voltage and duty cy-
cle.41 Pulsed EFs have also been shown induce more ef-
fective electrotactic movement of Caenorhabditis elegans
and Caenorhabditis briggsae.42,43 Moreover, in vivo wound
interventions with electrical stimulations of different
waveforms have been developed and tested with standard
wound care and reported to enhance wound healing.44,45

These findings support our results and suggest that pulsed
EFs are vital to electrotaxis and promising in both basic and
clinical researches.

Pulsed EFs reduced cell damage

To further assess the difference between pulsed EFs
and DC EFs, we examined cell damage using Annexin-V
and PI to stain apoptotic cells and necrotic cells, respectively,
in 1 mm chamber chips after electrical stimulation. In the

FIG. 4. Endothelial cells response to
EFs in thin and thick chambers. (A) Cell
migration speed. (B) Cell migration direct-
edness. (C) Percentage of apoptotic cells.
(D) Percentage of necrotic cells. Data are
shown as mean – SEM of three independent
experiments. Numbers of cells analyzed
have been shown in Supplementary
Tables S1 and S2. *p < 0.05, when compared
with the thick chambers (1 mm) using Stu-
dent’s t-test. EFs, electric fields; SEM,
standard error of the mean.
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presence of a DC voltage of 400 mV/mm, >70% of cells were
either apoptotic or necrotic (Fig. 6; see also in Fig. 4C, D).
However, most of the cells were not labeled by Annexin-V or
PI (Fig. 6A), and the quantification data showed that >90%
of total cells in the visual fields were neither apoptotic cells
nor necrotic cells after 4 h of pulsed EF stimulation up to a
voltage of 400 mV/mm (Fig. 6C, D and Supplementary
Fig. S7). This indicated that pulsed EF schemes of the same
voltage could reduce the side effects, which would cause cell
damage after a prolonged exposure while maintaining com-
parable electrotactic responses.

Pulsed EFs reduced changes in pH and Temperature

The pH and temperature were measured and reordered
before a voltage of 400 mV/mm application and after that
with 1 mm chips. In no field-treated group, the pH and tem-
perature in the center of electrotaxis chamber did not change
significantly (Fig. 6D, E).

In the presence of PEF s1, the pH and temperature did not
significantly change either (Fig. 6D, E), which confirmed the
theoretical idea that negative current could reduce the toxic
reactive products generating during the positive current
application. By contrast, in the DC EF-treated group, the
pH significantly changed, and dropped down to 6.7 – 0.3

(Fig. 6D; p < 0.05, compared with either field-treated before
8.1 – 0.4 or no field-treated (0 mV/mm) control group
8.0 – 0.4). In the DC EF-treated group, the temperature was
significantly increased to 39.3 – 0.5�C (Fig. 6E; p < 0.05,
compared with either field-treated before 36.5 – 0.5�C or no
field-treated (0 mV/mm) control group 36.6 – 0.5�C). This
indicated that pulsed EF scheme 1 could minimize pH change
and heat generation in 3D culture.

Three pulsed EF stimulation scheme reduced EF exposure
time down to 85% (PEF s1), 77% (PEF s2), and 67% (PEF
s3), respectively (Fig. 2), In three pulsed EF stimulation
schemes, with 1 mm chips, cells exhibited cathodal migration
and their migration speed was increased with voltage, which
was similar with that of 0.4 mm chips in DC EFs-treated
group (Figs. 4A and 5F). Cell damage was also reduced in
three pulsed EF schemes (Fig. 6). The changes of pH and
temperature of growth medium was reduced too (Fig. 6).
Continuous exposure to DC EFs results in accumulation of
toxic reactive oxygen species in growth medium and subse-
quent cell/tissue damage due to the electrochemical reactions
that occur in the channels. The pulsed EF stimulation scheme
reduces the total EF exposure time and, therefore, reduces the
electrical chemistry changes in the channels and stabilizes the
Ph.46–48 It should be noted that there was a short-term neg-
ative voltage applied in each cycle of PEF s1. This may help

FIG. 5. Selected results showing stimula-
tion schemes-guided cell migration with
minimal detrimental effects. (A–E) Com-
posite graphs of cell trajectories. Black line,
cells migrated to the left; red line, to the
right. (A) In the absence of EFs (0 mV/mm),
cells migrated randomly. (B) In the presence
of a DC EF, cells migrated to the cathode,
but due to side effects, cell motility was
significantly decreased. (C) In the presence
of a PEF s1, cells migrated to the cathode.
Cell directionality was significantly in-
creased than that in DC EFs. (D) In the
presence of a PEF s2, cells migrated to the
cathode. Cell directionality was smaller than
that in DC EFs. (E) In the presence of a PEF
s3, cells migrated to the cathode. Cell di-
rectionality was smaller than that in DC EFs.
(F) Cell migration speed with either a DC
EF or three pulsed EF stimulation schemes.
In the presence of a PEF s1, cell migration
speed was significantly increased than that
of in DC EFs. No EF-treated (0 mV/mm)
cells were used as a negative control. Data
are shown as mean – SEM of three inde-
pendent experiments. Numbers of cells an-
alyzed have been shown in Supplementary
Table S3. *p < 0.05, when compared with
DC EFs using Student’s t-test. DC, direct
current; PEF s1, pulsed EF stimulation
scheme 1.
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to eliminate the accumulation of toxic reactive oxygen spe-
cies and electrical charge during the long-term application of
the positive voltage.14 Therefore, it resulted in a stable pH in
the channel (Fig. 5D).

Ren et al. reported that mono pulsed EF with >60% duty
cycle induces fewer electrochemical and cytotoxic reactions
than a constant DC EF while maintaining robust electro-
taxis.41 Our results confirmed and furthered the finding that
pulsed EFs indeed are better stimulation schemes for long-
term and effective electrical stimulation, and the biphasic
pulsed EF schemes under asymmetric 77% duty cycle would
be one of the best options when applying a voltage in thicker
chambers for organoids or live tissues. Not only the cell re-
sponse was maintained, but also the cell damage was re-
duced. In this study, our results suggested that the safe range
of electrical stimulation was extended to 50–400 mV/mm by
the pulsed EF scheme. Comparing the three pulsed EF
schemes in between, the PEF s1 with a biphasic and asym-
metric waveform induced the best directional human cell

migration. Using that scheme, Pan et al. has reported that it
increased neuron growth rate.14 In this study, we reported that
pulsed EF schemes induced a directed endothelial cell mi-
gration and keep cell damage in a safe range.

Conclusions

We report an experimental method to determine optimal
schemes of electrical stimulation that effectively regulate cell
migration and other cell behaviors with minimized detri-
mental effects on cells. The controlled pulse generators
produce different wave forms, size of currents, and field
strength. The multifield and -chamber electrotaxis chip was
designed to mimic passing electric currents through live tis-
sues. Computer simulation and experimental measurements
are consistent and can greatly facilitate further design of the
system to mimic many other tissue thicknesses. Cell migra-
tion, apoptosis, and necrosis staining are sensitive index for
detrimental effects on cells.

FIG. 6. A pulsed EF stimulation
scheme has effective guidance with
minimized cell damage. (A) As-
sessment of apoptosis and necrosis.
Green, apoptotic cells; red, necrotic
cells; blue, nucleus. (B) Percentage
of apoptotic cells. (C) Percentage of
necrotic cells. (D) Measurement of
pH before and after EF application.
(E) Measurement of temperature
before and after EF application. No
EF-treated (0 mV/mm) cells were
used as a negative control. Data are
shown as mean – SEM of three in-
dependent experiments. Numbers of
cells analyzed have been shown in
Supplementary Table S4. *p < 0.05,
Student’s t-test.
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Our chip design allows significantly increase in the effi-
ciency of determine optimal stimulation schemes in guiding
cell migration. Using this method, we demonstrated the
detrimental effects systematically of electrical stimulation on
cells when the electrical resistance decreases as would be the
case when electrical stimulation is applied to tissues in vivo.
The results showed decreased directional cell responses but
increased cell damages in thicker chambers with significantly
larger currents, which suggested that decreasing the current
while maintaining an optimal voltage would be the key factor
for efficient EF stimulation in vivo. In addition, we reported
the results of four stimulation schemes and determined the
optimal stimulation schemes for HUVEC. We demonstrated
that the bipolar pulsed EF stimulation schemes with an
asymmetric waveform are capable to induce cathodal mi-
gration with minimal detrimental effects on apoptosis and
necrosis, which would be more suitable for clinical applica-
tion of electrical stimulation.
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