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Open channel deterministic lateral displacement
for particle and cell sorting†

Trung S. H. Tran, Bao D. Ho, Jason P. Beech and Jonas O. Tegenfeldt *

We present the use of capillary driven flow over patterned surfaces to achieve cheap and simple, but pow-

erful separation of biologically relevant particle systems. The wide use of microfluidics is often hampered

by the propensity for devices to clog due to the small channel sizes and the inability to access the interior

of devices for cleaning. Often the devices can only be used for a limited duration and most frequently only

once. In addition the cost and power requirements of flow control equipment limits the wider spread of

the devices. We address these issues by presenting a simple particle- and cell-sorting scheme based on

controlled fluid flow on a patterned surface. The open architecture makes it highly robust and easy to use.

If clogging occurs it is straightforward to rinse the device and reuse it. Instead of external mechanical

pumps, paper is used as a capillary pump. The different fractions are deposited in the paper and can subse-

quently be handled independently by simply cutting the paper for downstream processing and analyses.

The sorting, based on deterministic lateral displacement, performs equivalently well in comparison with

standard covered devices. We demonstrate successful separation of cancer cells and parasites from blood

with good viability and with relevance for diagnostics and sample preparation. Sorting a mixture of soil and

blood, we show the potential for forensic applications.

Introduction

Cell separation is a critical process in cell biology, disease di-
agnostics and prognosis. While standard techniques such as
FACS and MACS are widely used, there is a need to miniatur-
ize systems in order to minimize sample and reagent use,
simplify systems for the user, and integrate components into
comprehensive analysis tools. Depending on the exact appli-
cations, different types of microfluidic sorting schemes may
be utilized. Inertial1 and acoustophoretic methods2 give high
volumetric throughput but with a relatively low size resolution
and must be operated at low particle concentrations. Deter-
ministic lateral displacement (DLD) is a method of particle
separation, based on the continuous flow of particles through
an array of obstacles that exhibits exceptional resolution in
size-based separations.3 DLD has been used for cell and bio-
particle separations such as blood fractionation,4–8 trypano-
some enrichment from blood,9,10 cancer cell isolation11–13

and CTC cell cluster isolation from whole blood,14 DNA and
exosome separation,15 and the separation of cells based on
parameters other than size, namely shape and

deformability,16,17 and dielectric properties.18 Early theoretical
work by Inglis et al.19 and Davis et al.20 describing the critical
size in DLD arrays has been improved upon by studying the
effects of post shape.21,22 Further improvements to theoretical
descriptions have been made by considering other parameters
such as diffusion,23 dynamical properties,17 and alternative
trajectories through DLD arrays.23–25 Being a passive method
its basic operation does not require any application of exter-
nal fields, like those used in acoustophoresis, and because it
functions at high particle concentrations and low flow rates,
relevant throughput can be achieved without the pressures re-
quired to generate the high particle velocities needed for
inertial-effect based approaches. Even at high volume flow
rates (10 mL min−1) DLD has been shown to separate a variety
of cells with minimal effect on viability.12 Taken together,
these qualities make DLD our method of choice for the devel-
opment of a simple, cheap but effective approach to particle
separation.

Here we show that by removing the lid of the DLD devices
and using capillary flow we are able to perform separations,
equally powerful as those in closed devices, but with many
added advantages. While the benefits of open fluidics in gen-
eral26,27 and of capillary driven DLD has been demonstrated
previously,28,29 we here show proof of principle of their use-
fulness for sorting of biologically relevant particles not only
based on size but also based on morphology and dielectric
properties with relevance for e.g. medical diagnostics and
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forensics. What is more, this can be done in devices that are
cheaper and easier to fabricate, since oxygen plasma and
bonding is not required, and also cheaper and easier to run
since pressure controllers are not required. A common limita-
tion of standard fluidics devices, based on sealed small chan-
nels, is a propensity to clog, especially when handling com-
plex samples. The difficulties to clean these closed devices
make them unsuitable for prolonged and repeated use. We
show that our open devices are easy to clean and reuse,
which together with the use of the paper capillary pumps fur-
ther contributes to the lowering of the costs. While standard
pumps and pressure control units are ultimately more versa-
tile, they are bulky, power consuming and expensive. We
show that paper capillary pumps are compatible with open
DLD devices allowing us to handle larger volumes than can
fit into a device alone, and that they have the added advan-
tage of doubling as sample collection substrates, further sim-
plifying downstream process steps and analyses.

Results and discussion
Device fabrication and assembly

Both open and closed devices are fabricated in PDMS using
replica molding on SU8 masters (see Materials and methods
section). The final step in fabricating closed devices is to
bond a glass slide to the PDMS cast and to then attach fluid-
ics connectors. Open devices are much simpler in that they
require neither of these two last steps. In order for the open
device to function, PDMS must be rendered hydrophilic using
e.g. oxygen plasma or, alternatively, prewetted by submersion
in water. Fig. S3† in the supplementary material shows an
overview of hydrophobic, hydrophilic and pre-wetted devices.
Pre-wetting is much simpler to perform and negates the re-
quirement of an oxygen plasma system, helping to keep the
method cheap and simple. When a device is submerged in
water the device features (channels and arrays) will fill with
water after 5 minutes. When the PDMS slab is removed from
submersion, water runs off of all flat areas and the only liq-
uid remaining is that which is trapped within the patterned
areas constituting the device. Sample can now be applied to
the inlets and paper to the outlets and the sample will flow
through the patterned areas of the device, confined to within
the defined height of the features.

DLD devices in open configuration

Fig. 1A and B show a typical configuration of a closed DLD
device. PDMS is bonded to glass to form closed channels and
a pump or pressure control unit is used to drive flow through
the device. As shown in Fig. 1C and D, our approach is to re-
move the glass lid and replace the pressure-driven flow with
capillary flow. Provided the channels are hydrophilic, any
aqueous solution placed at the inlet of the device will flow
into the channels until they are filled. For our typical DLD devices
(e.g. device 1, 20 mm length, 4 mm width and 24 μm depth, see
ESI,† Fig. S1) the array volume is approximately 1.1 μL.

To run the device, reservoirs are mounted at the device
inlets and tested for volumes up to 60 μL using the paper
capillary pump. At the beginning of the device there is a
transition in liquid height from the reservoir to the bulk of
the separation array. In this transition zone the sample
flows across the top of the array, but the liquid height falls
to that of the posts within 1–5 mm. Fig. 1D shows how we
are able to maintain a stable, laminar flow (of red and blue
food dye in this case) in the device using the paper capil-
lary pump. The figure also shows how the fluids are col-
lected in the paper. The resulting flow rates are measured
to be 71 ± 19 nL s−1, which is comparable to what we
achieve with an applied pressure of 21 mBar in a corre-
sponding closed device. This also compares well with a
closed device driven by a paper capillary pump.

The liquid in the reservoirs gives a hydrostatic pressure
that is less than 1 mBar and is therefore negligible in com-
parison with the equivalent driving pressure in a closed de-
vice. The result is that the liquid is pulled through the device
by the negative pressure imposed by the capillary pump, min-
imizing any liquid build-up on top of the posts.

To estimate the liquid profile along the device we resorted
to three approaches. Direct imaging (Fig. 2A and B) indicates
that the liquid is indeed thicker at the beginning of the de-
vice close to the reservoirs and that it levels out rather
quickly away from the reservoirs. Confocal imaging supports
the conclusion giving a direct view of the profile (Fig. 2C–F).
Finally we studied the flow in the channels. We measure the
velocities of the flow (Fig. S4B†) and combine that with the
cross sectional area of the device based on the design param-
eters to obtain a value of the volumetric flow. The resulting
flow rate is consistent with what we obtain in direct measure-
ments of the volumetric flow rate (Fig. S5†) and measure-
ments of the average flow by measuring the elapsed time

Fig. 1 Comparison of closed and open devices. (A and B)
Conventional closed device where fluid is confined inside channels in
a complicated setup of tubes and a pump or a pressure control unit.
(C and D) Open DLD without lid. In these devices the interplay
between surface tension and geometry keeps the fluid confined to the
separation array and a paper reservoir at the outlet maintains flow, via
capillary action, and collects the sample. We see, by observing the red
and blue food coloring, that the flow is laminar in both devices.
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between loading of a defined volume and the emptying of
the reservoirs (Fig. S4D†) suggesting that the liquid is indeed
filling the device to the top of the pillars. Note that there is a
trend of lower flow velocities close to the reservoirs, in line
with the local buildup of liquid on top of the post array that
we observe by direct inspection.

The throughput of the paper capillary pump driven device
is ultimately limited by the absorption rate of the paper. In a
very simplified but illustrative picture the paper capillary
pump can be viewed as a battery with an internal resistance
and a hydromotive force in analogy to standard electrical bat-
teries. If the external load is much less than the internal flow
resistance, the flow rate is limited by the internal resistance.
By measuring the flow rates in a free paper as well as a paper
connected to a device (Fig. S5†), we could estimate the inter-
nal resistance, 16 × 1012 kg s−1 m−4, which is within an order
of magnitude of the resistance of our closed devices, 30 ×
1012 kg s−1 m−4 (from Fig. S4†), and open devices 23 × 1012 kg
s−1 m−4 (from Fig. S5†). From these data we could also esti-
mate the hydromotive force to 32 mBar. Higher throughputs
can now be realized by decreasing the device flow resistance
through an increase in the depth of the devices or by using
paper pumps with higher absorption rates. While the flow in
narrow strips of paper follows the Washburn law30 such that

the flow rate is inversely proportional to the square root of
time, we use wider strips of paper where the liquid fans out
leading to a constant flow rate as shown by Mendez et al.31

To obtain specific volumes and flow rates as a function of
time, the paper capillary pumps can be programmed by
selecting appropriate geometries of the paper.32–34 Further
details on the flow generated in our open devices by the pa-
per capillary pump can be found in the ESI.†

In addition to the simplifications compared to standard
DLD devices we can demonstrate good separation perfor-
mance. Fig. 3B shows the separation of 3 μm and 7 μm poly-
styrene microspheres. The sample (a mixture of the two
beads) was placed in one inlet and buffer placed in the other.
As the sample stream flows through the device, in parallel
with the buffer stream, the mechanism of DLD causes the 7
μm particles, which are larger than the critical size, Dc, to be
displaced into the buffer stream while the 3 μm particles,
which are smaller than Dc remain in the sample stream. This
lateral displacement is caused by steric interactions between
particles and posts, which cause particles to move with a
component perpendicular to the flow direction. The net re-
sult is the continuous, spatial separation of particles, Fig. 3B,
in this case based on size. We also show here how the parti-
cles are collected in the paper, in regions divided by wax
lines, which we will return to below. Despite the lack of a lid
in our open DLD devices, flow is well defined and confined
to the pillar array, and high-resolution separations can be
performed fully comparable to those demonstrated for closed
DLD devices. Fig. 3C shows experimental comparison of 3 de-
vices and 10 particle sizes run in open configurations. Filled
circles show particles following the flow (as expected if they
are below the critical size) and open circles show those that
are displaced (above the critical size). These points fall on ei-
ther side of the expected critical size (indicated by red double
arrows) as calculated using the empiric expressions given by
Inglis et al.35 and Davis et al.20 for closed devices demonstrat-
ing good correspondence between particle behavior in open
and closed configurations.

Application areas – proof of principle

To show the applicability of open DLD devices to relevant
bio-separations, we tested separation of a range of relevant
bioparticles in different modalities, as described below.

Size-based separation. Deterministic lateral displacement
provides a powerful mechanism for highly precise continuous
sorting based on size. In addition to the size-based separa-
tion of polystyrene beads shown above (Fig. 3) we show the
separation of cells of higher biological relevance. Fig. 4A
shows the size-based separation of cells from a breast cancer
cell line (MCF7 cells with diameter 17.3 ± 2.1 μm) from eryth-
rocytes (red blood cells, RBC) (diameter 7.8 ± 0.6 μm) in an
open device with Dc = 10.7 μm (device 2, see ESI,† Fig. S1)
and Fig. 4B shows the size-based separation of white blood
cells (WBC) (diameter 12.2 ± 0.9 μm) and RBCs in a device
with Dc = 5.1 μm (device 1, see ESI,† Fig. S1). In both cases

Fig. 2 Images of aqueous fluids in an open DLD device. A)
Photograph of an aqueous solution of food color in an open device. B)
Close-up of the transition between the area where the fluid forms a
droplet and where it is confined to the post array. C) and D) 3d render-
ing and cross section, respectively, of confocal images of an aqueous
solution of FITC in the same device, taken near to the reservoir. The
drop formed by the reservoir can be seen to fall below the height of
the posts. E) and F) 3d rendering and cross section, respectively, at the
end of the device closest to the paper. The device is filled with liquid
but no liquid can be seen above the posts.
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the performance of the devices in the simpler open configu-
ration is equivalent to that of the same device with a lid and
pressure-driven flow.

Morphology-based separation. To leverage the differences
in morphology of bioparticles as a separation parameter,
DLD devices can be made in which the orientation of non-
spherical particles is controlled. In this way a specific aspect
of the shape can be selected to influence the effective size of
the particles.9,36 As in previous work, but now in the open de-

vice, we control the orientation of parasites to optimize their
separation from erythrocytes. In a 24 μm deep device 4
(Fig. 4C), both RBCs and parasites follow the flow, whereas
in a 9 μm deep device 5 (Fig. 4D) RBCs follow the flow but
parasites are displaced and separation is achieved based on
the same principle as was shown in ref. 9 and 36. Device pa-
rameters are shown in ESI,† Fig. S1.

Complex samples. We demonstrate the robustness of the
open DLD by introducing a mixture of soil and blood into a

Fig. 3 An overview of open DLD, device layout and typical results. (A) Particles are introduced via one inlet and buffer via the other. The
mechanism of deterministic lateral displacement pushes particles (yellow) larger than a critical size, Dc, from the sample stream to the co-flowing
buffer stream as they move along the device. Smaller particles (red) remain in the sample stream. (B) Paper is used both as a capillary pump and as
a method of sample collection. Here colored beads are visualized after separation and collected in zones in the paper pump defined with wax (yel-
low/green 7 μm and red 3 μm, black lines are wax). Time averaged images of fluorescent beads (green 7 μm and red 3 μm) in the beginning and
end of the device show the trajectories of the beads in the device, which lead to separation. Note the collection of particles in separate, wax-
delimited zones in the paper. (C) The behavior of open DLD devices is consistent with that of standard closed DLD devices. The red double arrows
indicate theoretical critical sizes for a conventional closed device based on Davis' estimate.20 The results for the open DLD are shown with filled
black circles for particles in zigzag mode (following the flow), and open circles for particles in displacement mode (displaced into the buffer
stream). The grey bars indicate the upper limit of the particle sizes as imposed by the gap sizes between posts.

Fig. 4 Cell and parasite sorting in open DLD devices. All images show plots of inlet distributions (to the left) and outlet distributions (to the right)
together with time-averaged micrographs of different cells moving through open DLD devices. The micrographs show the trajectories of the dif-
ferent cells in each case and the outlet distributions show the resulting separations. (A) Size-based separation of RBCs (red dots) and MCF7 cells
(green dots) (B) sizebased sorting of RBCs (red dots) and WBCs (green dots) (C) in a 24 μm deep device RBCs (green dots) and parasites (T. cyclops)
(red dots) have the same trajectories, but in a shallower device (9 μm deep) (D) they are separated. Scale bars 100 μm and 10 μm for the insets.
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device (Fig. 5). Soil sediments quickly and sticks in the sepa-
ration array, as can be seen in Fig. 5A, but this does not
cause the flow to stop. RBCs are still able to traverse the post
array and a soil free fraction of RBCs is readily collected in
paper at the end of the device (Fig. 5B).

A common challenge in microfluidics is the aggregation of
cells that often lead to clogging even with careful surface pas-
sivation. Using the open DLD we clearly demonstrate the re-
tention of cell aggregates of MCF7 cells while the individual
cells are collected at the end of the device (Fig. 5C and D).
While cell aggregates may be of interest in their own right,37

in many cases, such as in cell culturing, drug screening and
fluorescence activated cell sorting, it is often necessary to re-
move cell aggregates. Those experiments are conducted in de-
vice 3 with Dc = 14 μm (see ESI,† Fig. S1).

Application of electric fields

Electrokinetic effects can be utilized in DLD devices to widen
the scope and add specificities associated with the distribu-
tion of charge on the particles of interest as shown previously
by Beech et al.18 in closed DLD devices. We added electrodes
to the inlet and outlet reservoirs of a DLD device generating
an electric field in the device. The electric field lines were
“squeezed” between the insulating PDMS posts and field gra-
dients were generated near the post surfaces. Polarizable par-
ticles interacted with the field gradient and the resulting
dielectrophoretic (DEP) forces were used to modify the DLD-
based behavior and tune size-based separations. Because
there is no lid on an open device it is easy to access the fluid
at any point in the device, during a separation. In the exam-

ple shown in Fig. 6 electrodes are dipped into the fluid (KCl
with a conductivity of 24 mS m−1) and an AC electric field is
applied. In a closed device the electrodes are usually
mounted in the inlet and outlet reservoirs, which are 30 mm
apart in this device. Here we could easily place them 3 mm
apart allowing for the generation of much higher fields at a
given voltage. In Fig. 6B we see the effects of adding an elec-
tric field. In the absence of an applied voltage, 3.1 μm
sulphate-terminated polystyrene and 4.8 μm carboxy-
terminated polystyrene microspheres are following the flow
(zigzagging), which is to be expected in a device with a criti-
cal diameter of 5.1 μm (device 1, see ESI,† Fig. S1), showing
that the electrodes do not greatly perturb the flow. At 400 V
applied AC voltage (100 Hz) the 4.8 μm microspheres are
displaced and separation is achieved. At 700 V, all micro-
spheres are displaced.

Applying electrodes in this manner, rather than in the in-
lets and outlets, decouples the electrode geometry from the
flow geometry in a very simple way, giving us freedom to ap-
ply any number of electrodes in any pattern and at any angle
to the flow direction.

Sample collection and recovery

The paper at the end of the device functions not only as a
capillary pump but also as a sample recovery matrix from
which fractions can be cut in a manner similar to that shown
by Osborn et al.38 Filter paper with a thickness of 150 μm
and a pore size of 25–60 μm has excellent absorption. Liquid
reservoirs of the required volume can be defined using a wax
printer. The wax lines serve to maintain the separation of col-
lected fractions (Fig. 1, 3 and 7). Fluorescent samples with
good signal can be imaged directly in the paper with low
magnification (Fig. 3 and 7). For samples with lower, or no
fluorescent signal, higher magnification together with trans-
mitted light can be used to image cells. In Fig. 7 separated
MCF7 cells and RBCs are imaged inside the paper reservoirs.

Fig. 5 Sorting of complex samples in open DLD devices. Even if large
particles become trapped at the beginning of a device they do not
block the flow of liquid and smaller particles as they would in a closed
device. This allows extremely “dirty” samples to be analysed. A mixture
of soil and RBCs is introduced into an open device. Despite the large
amount of soil particles trapped at the beginning of the device (A), a
clean fraction of RBCs is collected at the end of the device (B). (C) &
(D) A combination of filtering and continuous separation of
suspensions of cells containing large clusters that would otherwise
block the inlets of a closed device.

Fig. 6 Combination of electrokinetics and open DLD. (A) With direct
access to the fluid it is straight-forward to position external electrodes
at any point in the device. Scale bar 3 mm. An AC field at 100 Hz and
various applied voltages (B) 0 V/400 V/700 V, change the trajectories
of particles consistent with what was previously shown by Beech
et al.18 in closed DLD devices. Scale bars 100 μm.

Lab on a ChipPaper

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 1

9 
Se

pt
em

be
r 

20
17

. D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

on
 4

/3
0/

20
26

 6
:2

8:
43

 A
M

. 
 T

hi
s 

ar
tic

le
 is

 li
ce

ns
ed

 u
nd

er
 a

 C
re

at
iv

e 
C

om
m

on
s 

A
ttr

ib
ut

io
n 

3.
0 

U
np

or
te

d 
L

ic
en

ce
.

View Article Online

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/c7lc00707h


Lab Chip, 2017, 17, 3592–3600 | 3597This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2017

To recover cells from the paper, we have developed a
simple protocol that does not negatively affect viability or
proliferation (Fig. 8). The desired fractions are cut out of
the paper and placed inside a liquid medium of choice

(e.g. in a 1.5 mL Eppendorf tube). Gentle vortexing re-
leases most of the collected sample from the paper and
subsequent centrifugation may then be performed to con-
centrate and/or collect the freed cells or particles. Fig. 8D
shows a micrograph of MCF7 cells after separation in an
open device, release from paper, and collection via centri-
fugation. Fig. 8E shows the recovery of 75% of cells from
filter paper using this method.

While having good absorptive qualities, which is good for
maintaining flow, fibrous filter paper with large pore size, is
not ideal for sample collection due to trapping of particles
and cells within the structure of the paper. Instead a two-
layer paper system was used to increase the collection rate.
By sandwiching a layer of filter membrane (1 μm pore size,
polycarbonate membrane) between the filter paper and the
device, the good absorptive qualities of the filter paper could
be used while the polycarbonate membrane stopped the par-
ticles/cells from entering the paper and becoming trapped.
Particles and cells captured on the surface of the polycarbon-
ate membrane were easily resuspended with higher yields ob-
served. Fig. 8E shows how 95% of cells could be recovered
using the extra membrane layer.

To measure the effect of sorting in both open and closed
devices on the health of cells, we performed viability and pro-
liferation assays of MCF7 cells. Cell counting using viability
dyes (trypan blue) was conducted to measure the percentage
of viable cells and the rate of proliferation. Fig. 8F demon-
strates viabilities of >90% for sorted cells. A small difference
in the viability of cells (control, open, and closed devices)
could be seen in our measurements but the difference has no
practical significance and shows nothing more than the

Fig. 7 Paper functions both as a capillary pump and as a collection
reservoir for separated cells. (A and C) A sample containing RBCs (red
fluorescence) and MCF7 cells (blue fluorescence) is introduced into an
open DLD. RBCs (smaller than Dc) and MCF7 cells (larger than Dc) follow
different trajectories through the device (from left to right) and can be
collected to the right in two areas on the paper, separated by a printed wax
line. The RBCs are more numerous than the MCF7 cells and can easily be
seen in the paper through their red color (no fluorescence). Note the green
dotted line that delineates the boarders of the device. (B) Trapped MCF7
cells and RBCs imaged in the paper. The high concentration makes it
difficult to pick out individual cells in the image, but as (D) shows, very few
RBCs were observed in the top zone where the MCF7 fraction dominates.
(E) No MCF7 cells are seen in the RBC fraction.

Fig. 8 Post-separation sample recovery. (A) Separated fractions are accumulated in the paper and kept separated by hydrophobic wax lines. The
desired fractions are collected separately by dividing the paper along the wax line. (B) To re-suspend the collected fractions vortexing is used,
which shakes the cells free of the paper matrix, followed by (C) centrifugation. (D) MCF7 cells after separation and collected using the process de-
scribed in (A)–(C). (E) Recovery statistics for the filter paper and the two-layer system. Error bars show max/min values from 5 experiments. (F) Cell
viability and (G) proliferation assay for MCF7 after separation in closed and open DLD. Error bars show the standard deviation in (F) and (G). No sig-
nificant difference could be seen in the proliferation rates of sorted and non-sorted cells.
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common variation between cultures using these cells. Fur-
thermore, Fig. 8G shows that after 5 days of culturing, no dif-
ference in the proliferation rates of cells, (∼2.5 divisions in 5
days), can be seen as a consequence of sorting.

The performance of the devices is qualitatively comparable
to the conventional closed devices with clear separation of
the different fractions. Purity and capture rate are perfor-
mance parameters that do not depend on the DLD as much
as on the overall design and will have to be optimized care-
fully for each specific application. For example the paper cap-
illary pump in Fig. 3B can be extended to three lanes instead
of two. In that way the purity of the sample collected in the
two extreme lanes can be enhanced by discarding the central
lane. The data in Fig. 4 shows clearly that by appropriate
choice of cut-offs we would be able to achieve close to 100%
purity of the separated fractions. With longer devices, this is
expected to be done with minimum loss of capture efficiency.

Cleaning and reusing devices

The fouling of devices with particles and cells is the most
common reason for device failure and limits device lifetime.
Fouling can be due to several mechanisms. Particles can ad-
here to surfaces and they can become trapped because they
are too large to move through constrictions. These mecha-
nisms are also linked. For example, particles can stick to one
another, forming agglomerations that are much more likely
to get stuck. Fig. 9A shows an image of 4.5 and 10 μm parti-
cles that have become stuck in a closed device with a Dc = 5.1
μm and gap size of 11 μm after operating for 30 min (device
1, see ESI,† Fig. S1). At this point the device has ceased to

work and particles are no longer able to enter the array. This
kind of clogging is detrimental for all kinds of microfluidics
devices, in particular for DLD devices since a well-defined
flow direction is crucial for the successful operation. Even a
small deviation of flow direction may change the critical size
significantly.

Closed devices are most often irreversibly sealed (to
avoid leaking) and are difficult to clean and reuse.
Fig. 9B shows the same device after sonication, reversal of
the flow direction and an increase in pressure in an effort
to remove clogging. Despite these efforts many particles
remain stuck in the device and the device is unusable.
Open devices are considerably easier to clean and can be
cleaned to a much higher degree. Fig. 9C shows the same
kind of device as above after first being run in an open
configuration and then cleaned by sonication and rinsing.
This device is free of particles after rinsing and can be
reused.

Conclusion

We have shown that by combining patterned surfaces in
PDMS with paper based capillary pumps we can fabricate po-
tentially cheap, simple to use, and reusable continuous flow
separation devices. We have demonstrated proof-of-principle
separations of samples based on size and morphology and
what is more, in samples containing very large contaminant
particles. Being open, access to flowing fluid is possible in
these devices allowing for easy electric contact through
electrodes. Flow rates can be held constant by choice of size
and properties of the paper used in the capillary pump. Paper
is not only useful as a pump but also as a matrix for the col-
lection of separated fractions. The separational functionality
of DLD is retained in open devices paving the way for simple,
robust and clogging insensitive sorting using pillar arrays
with potential applications in medicine and forensic science.
Our device opens up for sample preparation applications in
paper fluidics based diagnostics.39,40

The limitations and challenges introduced by working
with open devices on the other hand include the risk for
evaporation, contamination and biohazard.41 These issues
can be mitigated through a cover that is positioned in close
proximity, yet not in contact with the actual device.

Materials and methods
PDMS device fabrication

In a contact mask aligner (Karl Suss MJB3 and MJB4, Mu-
nich, Germany), negative photoresist SU8 (MicroChem, New-
ton, MA, USA) spun on a 3″ silicon wafer was exposed with
UV light through a chrome-mask designed in L-Edit 11.02
(Tanner Research, Monrovia, CA USA) and printed by Delta
Mask (Delta Mask, Enschede, The Netherlands). Before
casting of PDMS, a monolayer of 1H,1H,2H,2H-
perfluorooctyltrichlorosilane (ABCR GmbH & Co. KG, Karls-
ruhe, Germany) was applied in the gas phase to the master

Fig. 9 Cleaning and reusing open DLD devices. (A) Depending on the
array parameters, particle sizes and surface chemistries, devices
eventually clog. (B) A closed device after attempted cleaning using
sonication, high pressures and reversing the flow direction. (C) An
open device after sonication and rinsing is almost completely free of
particles (30 times fewer). Those remaining are highlighted with
arrows. Channel walls are shown in red dashed lines.
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as an anti-adhesion agent to facilitate demoulding. A 10 : 1
mixture (monomer : curing agent) of PDMS (Sylgard 184, Dow
Corning, Midland, MI, USA) was degassed, poured onto the
master then baked for 2 hours at 80 °C. For the closed de-
vices vias are punched and an oxygen plasma treatment step
(Plasma Preen II-862, Plasmatic Systems, Inc., North Bruns-
wick, NJ, USA) is performed to enable bonding to glass slides
and the attaching of silicone tubes for fluidic connections,
none of which are necessary for the open devices. In Fig. S2†
(supplementary of device fabrication), a comparison among a
protocol of closed DLD fabrication and optional protocol for
open DLD fabrication (with and without oxygen plasma plus
reservoir) is presented.

Paper capillary pump

A two-layer paper system was used as a capillary pump and
for sample capture and collection for the experiments de-
scribed in Fig. 8. For liquid absorption (Herzberg flow rate42

110 s/100 mL), filter paper of 0.15 mm thickness, a 25–60 μm
pore size and 8 μm particle retention (Grade 600, VWR, Swe-
den) was used. For sample capture a layer of polycarbonate
paper (Grade 28158, VWR, Sweden), (1 μm pore size) was
sandwiched between the separation device and the lower
grade filter paper. For the other experiments only the filter
paper was used. Wax barriers were printed onto the filter pa-
per using a wax printer (ColorQube 8570, Xerox, USA)
followed by baking for 3 minutes at 100 ° C.

For the experiments characterizing the evaporation, a grid
was printed onto the paper to facilitate measurement of the
wetted area. The grid was printed using a standard laser
writer (Canon iR-ADV C5250i).

Sample preparation (beads, RBCs, WBCs, parasites and
MCF7 cells)

Fluorescently labeled polystyrene microspheres with varying
diameters (from 1 μm to 20 μm) (Polyscience Inc., Warring-
ton, PA, USA) were suspended in MilliQ water and 1% SDS
and used in both closed and open DLD devices for
calibration.

Small volumes of blood (10 μL) were obtained from
healthy, consenting donors via finger pricking. Blood sam-
ples were diluted 20 times in autoMACS™ running buffer
(Miltenyi Biotec, Auburn, CA, USA).

Trypanosoma cyclops parasites were thawed (after storage
in 10% dimethyl sulfoxide (DMSO, Fluka, St. Louis, MO, USA:
41639) at −80 °C) and cultured in Cunningham's medium
with 20% fetal calf serum (FCS, Sigma-Aldrich) at 28 °C. Para-
sites were harvested after proliferating to cover 80% of the
culture dish and spiked into blood samples.

MCF-7 (breast carcinoma cell lines obtained from the
American Type Culture Collection (ATCC)) was cultured at 37
°C and 5% CO2. Cell culture medium was Dulbecco's modi-
fied Eagle's medium (DMEM), 10% FBS and 1% penicillin
streptomycin (Sigma-Aldrich). After one week of subculture,

the cells proliferated to fill more than 80% of the culture
flasks and were considered ready for separation experiments.

Image acquisition and analysis

Particle and cell distributions were calculated from images
acquired using an inverted epifluorescence microscope
(Nikon Eclipse Ti, Nikon Corporation, Tokyo, Japan) and sci-
entific CMOS camera (Flash4.0 V2, Hamamatsu, Japan).
ImageJ 1.48v software downloaded from the National Insti-
tutes of Health, and NIS-elements 4.51 were used for image
analysis and the preparation of figures. Images of particle tra-
jectories are generated by time-averaging. Two color-images
generated by adding color to separate images, taken in suc-
cession with different filter sets, and superimposing.
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