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Abstract: As an ideal method to manipulate biological particles, the dielectrophoresis (DEP) 

technique has been widely used in clinical diagnosis, disease treatment, drug development, 

immunoassays, cell sorting, etc. This review summarizes the research in the field of 

bioparticle manipulation based on DEP techniques. Firstly, the basic principle of DEP and 

its classical theories are introduced in brief; Secondly, a detailed introduction on the DEP 

technique used for bioparticle manipulation is presented, in which the applications are 

classified into five fields: capturing bioparticles to specific regions, focusing bioparticles in 

the sample, characterizing biomolecular interaction and detecting microorganism, pairing 

cells for electrofusion and separating different kinds of bioparticles; Thirdly, the effect of 

DEP on bioparticle viability is analyzed; Finally, the DEP techniques are summarized and 

future trends in bioparticle manipulation are suggested. 

Keywords: dielectrophoresis; lab-on-a-chip; bioparticle; trapping; detection; focusing; 

pairing; separation 
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1. Introduction 

In recent decades, the optical [1,2], microfluidic [3], mechanical [4], magnetic [5] and electrical fields 

have been widely applied in controlling micro-/nano-particles, such as trapping, focusing, characterizing, 

paring and separating particles. The precise control of particles, especially cells, viruses, proteins, DNA 

molecules and other biological particles, has widespread application prospects in biomedical [6], 

bioscience [7] and other fields [8]. 

The different particle control methods are compared in Table 1. As shown in the table, electrical  

fields are very suitable for bioparticle manipulation with the advantages of strong controllability, easy 

operation, high efficiency and slight damage to targets. Two of the most important electrokinetic 

phenomena are electrophoresis [9,10] (EP) and dielectrophoresis (DEP). DEP is an ideal particle control 

method for electrically neutral particles. When a dielectric particle is suspended in the electric field,  

it will be polarized into dipoles, and Coulomb interaction will exist between the dipoles and the electric 

field. If the electric field is non-uniform, a net force will act on the particle to drive the particle to move 

toward/against the direction of the electric field maxima [11]. Reuss F firstly discovered the phenomenon 

of DEP in the study of clay particles. After that, Pohl conducted a series of research studies on the 

phenomenon of DEP [12–14], and he named the phenomenon “dielectrophoresis”. With the development 

of precision machining technology [15], DEP technology has gained rapid development since 1990.  

In recent years, with the development of Micro-Electro-Mechanical System (MEMS) technology,  

micro-/nano-scale microelectrodes can be more easily integrated into the chip, which makes the DEP 

technique able to be combined with other functions of lab-on-a-chip. DEP has advantages, such as high 

control efficiency, easy operation and equipment miniaturization. Hence, it has been widely used in 

biomedical, bioscience and other fields [16,17]. 

Table 1. The comparison of different particle control methods. 

Methods Controllability Operation Efficiency Cost Damage 

optical strong hard low high slight 
microfluidic weak easy high low little 
mechanical strong hard low low large 
magnetic strong hard low low slight 

electrical fields strong easy high low slight 

2. Theory and Model 

Dielectrophoresis can be divided into conventional dielectrophoresis (cDEP), traveling-wave 

dielectrophoresis (twDEP) and electrorotation (ROT). 

2.1. Calculation Model 

2.1.1. Conventional Dielectrophoresis 

In 1978, Pohl firstly established the approximate model of conventional dielectrophoresis on the basis 

of the classical Maxwell electromagnetic field theory: 
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= 2π ε Re ∇  (1)

where r is the radius of a spherical particle, ε  is the absolute permittivity of the media,  is the rms 

value of the electric field, Re 	 is the real part of the Clausius–Mossotti (CM) factor, which refers 

to positive and negative dielectrophoresis (pDEP and nDEP), and  is given by: = ε∗ − ε∗ε∗ + 2ε∗  (2)

Re = σ −σ σ + 2σ +ω ε −ε ε + 2ε
σ + 2σ +ω ε + 2ε  (3)

where ε  is the absolute permittivity of a particle, σ  and σ  are the conductivity of the medium and 

particle. ε∗  and ε∗  are the complex permittivities of the medium and particle, which are related to the 

conductivity σ and the angular frequency ω of the electric field: ε∗ =ε − σω (4)

2.1.2. Electrorotation 

If a particle is suspended in an electric field that rotates at an angular velocity equal to the angular 

frequency ω , it will experience a rotational torque. In 1988, Arnold established the model of 

electrorotation based on the model of conventional dielectrophoresis [18]: = −4π ε Im  (5)

where  is the time average torque, and Im 	 is the imaginary part of Clausius–Mossotti factor: Im = −3ω ε σ − ε σω ε + ε + σ + 2σ  (6)

2.1.3. Traveling-Wave Dielectrophoresis 

A traveling-wave electric field will be produced if the phase-shifted voltages are applied to the parallel 

electrodes. The particle subjected to the traveling-wave field will move along or against the direction of 

filed travel. In 1992, Huang established the model of traveling wave dielectrophoresis [19]: = −4π ε Imλ  (7)

where λ is the wavelength of the electric field. It’s equal to the distance between electrodes of the  

same phase. 

2.1.4. Unified Model 

In the traveling wave electric field, particles experience both DEP force and the twDEP force [20]. It is 

very important to have a generalized theory. By summing up the former dielectrophoresis mode, Wang 

established the unified model of conventional dielectrophoresis and traveling wave dielectrophoresis [21]: 
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= 2π ε Re ∇ + Im ∇φ + ∇φ + ∇φ  (8)

where φ  is the phase component in Cartesian coordinate. 

2.2. Particle Model 

All of the theories above are based on a single-shell spherical model, as shown in Figure 1a. However, 

most of the bioparticles are complex, heterogeneous structures with a cell membrane, cytoplasm and 

nucleus. Each part has different electrical properties. In this situation, the single-shell spherical model does 

not work for it, and the multi-shell spherical model should be used to account for these differences [22], 

as shown in Figure 1b,c. After a series of calculations, the multi-shell model can be equivalent to a 

single-shell model [23]. 

As shown in Figure 1b, the radius of the outermost layer is , the radius of the inner layer is , and 

the permittivity of each layer corresponding to ,  is ,  (when the alternating electric field is 

applied, the complex permittivity must be used.). The equivalent permittivity is given by: 

εp=	ε1

R1
R2

2

+ 2
ε2-ε1
ε2+2ε1

R1
R2

2 - ε2-ε1
ε2+2ε1

 (9)

From inside out, the multi-shell model in Figure 1c can be equivalent to a single-shell model through 

the two-step calculation of Equation (9). 

Figure 1. Spherical model. (a) Single-shell; (b) dual-shell; (c) multi-shell. 

 

The spherical model is very simple and common, but most of the bioparticles are not spherical, they 

are closer to ellipsoid. The calculation method of DEP force on the ellipsoid model is very complicated, 

which has been introduced in detail by Yang et al. [24]. 

3. Technology and Application 

In recent years, DEP has made great developments in bioscience. The basic bioparticle capture  

is extensively used in biology and biomedical applications such as cell injection [25], cell  

transfer [26,27], in vitro fertilization [28], dielectric characterization [29,30], etc. The efficiency and 

accuracy of the biosensor are improved after being integrated with the DEP chip [31,32], since DEP 

attracts bioparticles to the detection area or even enhances the contact between bioparticles and 

immobilized antibodies [33]. DEP can also be used for sample preparation [34], molecular  

1
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enrichment [35], and biological assays [36–38]. Compared with the conventional sample preparation, 

DEP simplifies the enrichment steps and improves the efficiency of sample preparation. For cell fusion, 

the DEP technique can be used to improve the pairing precision of cells, which has made great 

contributions to crossbreeding [39], cancer immunotherapy [40], biomedical research [41,42] and other 

fields. Besides, the DEP separation technique has been used widely in the purification of vaccine and 

protein [43,44], cancer diagnosis [45] and cell sorting [46,47], which lays a solid foundation for the 

diagnosis and treatment of disease [48]. From basic cell capture to clinical diagnosis of disease, from 

cell collection to sample preparation, from cell separation to the purification of vaccine and protein, DEP 

has shown a great potential for development in bioscience [49,50]. 

3.1. Trapping 

The trapping of bioparticles has important applications in terms of cell injection, cell transfer,  

in vitro fertilization, cell interaction, stem cell research and immunoassays. 

3.1.1. Microelectrode 

The DEP force acting on the particle mainly depends on its size and the gradient of the square of the 

magnitude of the electric field. Therefore, for a bioparticle with a small size, the DEP force is very weak, 

which makes trapping of the particle difficult. One method to increase the DEP force acting on the 

bioparticle is to improve the gradient of the square of the magnitude of the electric field by enhancing 

the strength of the electric field. With the development of MEMS technology, the scale of 

microelectrodes integrated into the chip is getting smaller and smaller. As a result, the electric field 

strength provided by low voltage is so strong that the range of the controllable particle size is expanding 

gradually. For example, Hölzel R et al. trapped single protein molecules of R-phycoerythrin with  

an electrode gap of 500 nm [51], and Kumemura M et al. successfully trapped DNA molecules with a 

microelectrode [52]. 

3.1.2. Insulator-Based Dielectrophoresis 

In addition to reducing the electrode gap, insulating microstructures can enhance the strength of the 

electric field as well, which is known as insulator-based dielectrophoresis (iDEP). As compared to 

traditional electrode-based dielectrophoresis, in an iDEP device, external electrodes are employed to 

generate a uniform electric field, and insulating microstructures are embedded in the microchannel to 

squeeze the electric field. Thereby, a high electric field gradient with a local maximum is created.  

It has the advantages that the structure is mechanically robust and chemically inert, and a very high 

electric field may be applied without gas evolution, due to electrolysis at metal DEP electrodes. Besides, 

electrode-based dielectrophoresis devices use small amplitude AC signals, while high amplitude DC 

voltages are usual directly applied to iDEP devices, which can be used to pump the sample solution via 

electrokinetic flow. Chou CF et al. used blocks to squeeze electric field iDEP to trap and concentrate 

single and double-stranded DNA [53]. An open-top microchannel was adapted in his work to make the 

design easier and faster for sample cleaning. Besides, the Joule heating effect was suppressed, because 

the heat could be dissipated more quickly. Lapizco-Encinas et al. used insulating posts to create field 
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nonuniformities in the channel [54]. By increasing the conductivity and lowering the pH of the medium, 

he successfully trapped BSA protein with nDEP at lower electric field strengths. Furthermore, the 

negative effect of the electric field on protein was reduced, since the protein was trapped by nDEP. This 

demonstrated the great potential of iDEP as a technique for bioparticle manipulation. Moreover, other 

forms of electrodes [55,56] were used to create field nonuniformities in the DC-iDEP devices as well. 

There are a few works in the literature in which AC signals are applied in iDEP devices. Jen CP et al. 

designed a chip for cell trapping with open-top microstructures [57]. The open-top microstructures have 

great visibility for observation during the experiment, and they are suitable for trapping biological 

samples that can undergo further treatment easily. Moreover, the open-top microstructures are beneficial 

to dissipate the Joule heat quickly. In a later study, he found that live HeLa cells exhibited nDEP at low 

frequencies of 100 Hz to 1 kHz and exhibited pDEP at high frequencies of 1 MHz, but dead HeLa cells 

exhibited pDEP at all the frequencies applied. Therefore, Jen CP successfully achieved selective trapping 

of dead HeLa cells from live cells at a frequency of 1 kHz [58]. 

3.1.3. Adjustable Trapping Position 

This plays a vital role in biological measurement and medical research to analyze single cells, bacteria 

and viruses. Particles should be trapped in the detection region before analysis, while the position of the 

particle has a big impact on the accuracy of the measurement results. pDEP, iDEP and other trapping 

methods have been used to trap single biological particle, but the trapped position generated from the 

same structure is fixed [59,60]. Wang CC et al. developed a single-cell trapping chip, and its trapping 

position is adjustable [61]. In the chip, a plane structure is designed to generate an adjustable trapping 

position by utilizing the voltage phase-controlled method and nDEP effect. As shown in Figure 2, the 

red lines are measuring electrodes that influence the position of the captured cell, and the blue lines are 

symmetrical arc geometry trapping electrodes that influence the strength of the nDEP force for capturing 

cell in the capture region. There are three modes to manipulate cells: trapping mode, releasing mode and 

adjustable trapping mode. The trapping mode can generate a fixed trap position to capture the particle; 

the releasing mode is able to move the cell away from the trapped position; and the adjustable trapping 

mode is able to generate an unfixed trap position, so that the position of the trapped cell is adjustable.  

In this chip, the trapped vertical position can be adjusted in a range from 0 to 26.4 μm, and the capture 

height can be adjusted in a range from 0 to 45 μm, which significantly improves the accuracy of the 

measurement results. 

Figure 2. Schematic diagram of the adjustable trapping position chip [61]. 
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3.1.4. Dielectrophoresis Tweezers 

For the fixed electrode DEP chip, it’s difficult to adjust the manipulation position. Although  

Wang CC et al. have developed an adjustable trapping position chip, the adjustment range is still quite 

small. DEP tweezers can position a single cell in three dimensions, or transfer a single cell to any 

designated areas. As shown in Figure 3a, Hunt TP et al. developed the DEP tweezers using pDEP force 

to hold single cell at the end of a micromanipulator [62]. The tweezers are made by a glass rod and  

a pair of thin gold-film electrodes. When the voltage is applied on the electrodes, a strong non-uniform 

electric field will form at the needle tip. If a certain cell is close to the needle tip, it will be attracted to 

the field maximum at the tip of the electrodes. Hunt TP trapped a yeast cell for many hours using DEP 

tweezers, and the yeast cell bred daughter cells in 2 h and became a cell mass with many cells within  

6 h. This demonstrated that the strong electric field at the tip of the tweezers did not harm the yeast cells. 

Figure 3. DEP tweezers. (a) Schematic diagram of DEP tweezers designed by Hunt TP;  

(b) the electric field strength simulation [63]. 

 

In later research, Kodama T et al. found that the cylindrical-tip tweezers were not suitable for single 

cell manipulation [63]. He simulated the squared electric field strength of the round-tipped tweezers 

compared with the cylindrical-tip shape by using three dimensional models. As shown in Figure 3b, for 

the cylindrical-tip tweezers, there are two strong electric field areas at the outer edge of the tweezers, 

which is not suitable for single-cell manipulation. A round-tip with a radius of 3 mm is the most suitable 

for single-cell manipulation within the simulated geometries, because the electric field focuses on the 

center of the tweezers’ tip. Kodama T separated fluorescently labeled cells and non-labeled cells 

successfully using round-tipped tweezers. This demonstrated that the round-tip DEP tweezers were able 

to selectively manipulate target cells one by one. 

3.2. Detection 

With the continuous development of economic globalization and food culture diversity, food hygiene 

and safety have strongly gotten people’s attention. Bacterial content in food and drink is an important 

index in evaluating food safety. Impedance measurement technology is used to detect the bacterial 

content, but the traditional impedance measurement technique is time-consuming and has low sensitivity 

in the case of a lower sample concentration, because it takes a long time to trap enough targets to detection 

an area to obtain a significant electrical signal. One of the effective strategies to enhance sensitivity and  

to reduce the testing time is to integrate a DEP chip into the impedance measurement system [64]. 
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Dielectrophoresis impedance measurement (DEPIM) has advantages, such as high efficiency, high 

sensitive and low costs [65,66]. 

Yang L et al. proposed a biochip for foodborne bacteria detection [67]. It is proven in his experiments 

that the biochip integrated with the DEP technique has higher detection efficiency. Menachery A et al. 

developed a biochip for bioparticle detection [68]. The biochip used twDEP force to drive bioparticles 

to the detection area for detecting. Hamada R et al. designed a bacteria detection chip utilizing both 

pDEP and nDEP to enhance the trapping efficiency [69]. As shown in Figure 4, there are two working 

areas on this chip: the concentration area and the detection area. When the bacteria pass through the 

concentration area, they will move towards the bottom of the channel under the nDEP force. After 

entering the detection area, the bacteria are captured at the detector electrode by pDEP force. Hamada R 

found that nDEP concentrator can further improve the DEP trapping efficiency compared with the 

detector only using pDEP. 

DEPIM can be used in immunoassay as well. The antibodies are immobilized onto the electrode 

surface to serve as the ligand for the target bioparticles. After antigen-antibody binding, the impedance 

between electrodes changes due to the immune response, which is measured by the impedance sensor. 

Then, the relevant information of the bioparticles is acquired by analyzing the impedance variation. DEP 

technology can dramatically enhance the antibody capture efficiency because DEP attracts bioparticles 

to the chip surface and enhances the contact between bioparticles and immobilized antibodies [70]. 

Figure 4. Schematic diagram of the bacterial detection chip based on nDEP and pDEP [69]. 

 

It is very important to quantify protein–protein interactions, protein–glycan interactions, protein–molecule 

interactions and other biomolecular interactions. Bashir et al. used the DEP technique to characterize 

biomolecular interaction [71]. In the microfluidic device, functionalized beads are initially bound on the 

functionalized surface. They are pulled away from the surface by DEP force. As a result, the interactions 

between molecules and beads can be quantitatively examined by analyzing the unbinding voltages. This 

study provides a simple and robust manner to characterize biomolecular interactions, and it can be used 

to measure the mechanical properties of bioparticles as well. In a later study, Bashir et al. improved the 

device towards a wide range of loading rates [72]. Forces across the range of force loading rates (10−4 to 

104 pN/s) were tested in their experiments, and the results proved that the device could be used for 

precise and simultaneous examination of various molecular interactions. 
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3.3. Focusing 

Apart from trapping, DEP force can also be applied to focusing particles. DEP focusing technology has 

shown great value in sample preparation, molecular enrichment and biological laboratories [73,74]. 

As shown in Figure 5, Chen DF et al. developed a microfluidic device for rapid and efficient 

enrichment of particles with direct current DEP [75,76]. Just like iDEP, in this concentrator, external 

electrodes are employed to generate a uniform electric field in the microchannel, and an insulating tree 

structure is used for multilevel electric field focusing. The electric field gradually becomes strong from 

the left side (inlet) to the right side (outlet). Under the experimental conditions, both the electrokinetic 

effect and dielectrophoresis simultaneously take place within the concentrator at different regions.  

The electric field is relatively lower on the left side and particles move to the right side mainly under the 

electrokinetic effect, whereas the electric field is strong on the right side, such that particles are trapped 

by DEP forces and focused in the right side. Because the insulating tree structure uses multilevel electric 

field focusing, it only requires a low voltage for particle enrichment, and it has the advantage of high 

enrichment efficiency. 

Figure 5. An insulating tree structure for electric field focusing [76]. 

 

With the advantages of being mechanically robust, chemically inert and have a low cost, the iDEP 

technique has been widely used for particle enrichment as well [77]. Usually, DC voltages are applied to 

iDEP devices [78]. However, the DC-iDEP technique has the drawback that it requires high voltages, 

which causes a serious Joule heating effect and affects the viability of bioparticles [79]. By both 

experiments and simulations, Zhu J et al. demonstrated that using a DC-biased AC electric field can 

significantly improve particle focusing performance as compared to a pure DC electric field [80]. 

Lewpiriyawong N [81] tested the trapping voltage for concentrating 15-μm particles under a pure DC 

voltage of 3400 V and a DC-offset AC voltage of 30 + 635 sin(2π(5 kHz) t) V. Experimental results 

showed that the total DC-offset AC electric field strength required to concentrate 15-μm particles was 

significantly reduced to 85.9%, as compared to using a pure DC electric field. Besides, Joule heating 

effect was significantly suppressed under the DC-offset AC electric field. Therefore, the DC-offset AC 

electric field is more suitable for bioparticle enrichment. 
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3.4. Pairing 

Cell fusion is the core technology of cell engineering. It has been widely applied in crossbreeding [39], 

cancer immunotherapy [40], biomedical research [41,42] and other fields. The most important step in 

cell fusion is accurate cell pairing, and the DEP technique has been used to improve the pairing precision 

of cells. Compared with biological, chemical and other fusion methods, electrofusion has the advantages 

of being label-free, easy operation and low toxicity [82,83]. 

However, since traditional electrofusion is achieved by electrode-based dielectrophoresis directly [84], 

the heterogeneous cell pairing efficiency is low due to the random cell contact, and it is difficult to avoid 

multi-cell fusion. With the development of microfabrication techniques, insulating microstructures are 

integrated into chips to improve heterogeneous cell pairing efficiency. In the electrofusion chip, 

insulating microstructures are not only used as the partition structures, but are also used to trap and pair 

cells based on iDEP. Gel M et al. designed a micro-orifice-based fusion chip [85], as shown in Figure 6. 

The channel is divided into two parts by the wall, on which orifices are aligned in a linear manner along 

the channel. Two different kinds of cells enter into the microchannel from the opposite sides, and they 

are attracted to the micro-orifices by pDEP force; therefore, different cells can make contact with each 

other. However, the throughput of this chip is not very high, because the orifices can only be aligned 

one-dimensionally along the channel. 

Figure 6. Schematic diagram of electrofusion chip designed by Gel. 

 

In a later study, Kimura Y et al. improved the chip by using a sheet on which orifices are arranged in 

a flat manner [86]. There are 6000 orifices on the sheet compared to only 80 when aligned in a linear 

manner; hence, the throughput can be improved greatly. However, since a high electric field gradient 

only exists near the micro-orifices, cells in the lower channel can’t be lifted to the micro-orifices. Hence, 

the device needs to be flipped over while keeping the DEP voltage on to keep cells in the upper channel 

trapped. After that, cells in the upper chamber now move toward the micro-orifices under gravity and 

will be trapped by pDEP force. Therefore, the two kinds of cells can make contact with each other. 

Şen M et al. fabricated a device for single-cell pairing based on a combination of nDEP and  

pDEP [87]. By applying a voltage to the left interdigitated array electrodes, one kind of cell is trapped 

on the left side of the microwell under the pDEP force, while the other one is trapped on the right side 

of the microwell in the same way. Subsequently, they are pushed together by using the nDEP to achieve 

cell pairing. 
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The heterologous cell pairing based on the partition structure is very efficient. However, the cell sizes 

are limited by the diameter of the micro-orifices; in addition, the fusion cells will be subject to extrusion 

stresses when passing through the micro-orifices, which may affect the cell viability. 

3.5. Separation 

Particle separation has a wide range of applications in bioscience. The DEP technique has been used 

for bioparticle separation, and it has aroused wide concern among people. The DEP separation technique 

offers the possibility for the diagnosis of disease [88,89]. 

3.5.1. Time-Based Separation 

The DEP particle separation can be divided into two categories: time-based separation and space-based 

separation. In time-based separation, one type of particle is trapped by the pDEP force, while the other 

one is suspended in the solution under nDEP force; and the one that is suspended can be separated first. 

The early studies of DEP traps have given insight into the method of time-based particle separation. For 

example, Voldman J et al. tested how well DEP traps could hold beads against fluid flows [90]. Li H et al. 

built a finite element model to study the holding forces for both pDEP and nDEP traps [91]. Furthermore, 

he measured the voltages necessary to capture different particles against fluid flows, which has made  

a fundamental contribution to developing particle separation devices. 

Morgan H et al. proposed a polynomial electrode to separate tobacco mosaic virus (TMV) and herpes 

simplex virus (HSV) [92]. In the device, HSV is repelled to the center of the electrode array by nDEP 

force, while TMV is trapped at the electrode edges under pDEP force, resulting in the separation of two 

types of particle. Gascoyne P et al. achieved isolating malaria-infected cells from blood with spiral 

electrodes [93]. Four phase AC signals are applied on the spiral electrodes. Normal erythrocytes in  

the device are trapped at electrode edges by pDEP force, while parasitized cells are levitated under  

nDEP force and simultaneously carried towards the center of the spiral electrodes under twDEP force. 

Therefore, normal erythrocytes and parasitized cells are separated. Li H et al. used interdigitated 

electrodes to separate live and dead Listeria cells [94]. In his separation experiments, most live cells 

were trapped at the edges of electrodes, while the dead cells were repelled to the top centers of electrodes, 

and the separation efficiency was as high as about 90%. Arnold WM et al. achieved live and dead yeast 

cell separation with the “headlands and bays” electrodes [95]. The live yeast cells are attracted to the 

regions of the maximum field, while the dead ones are repelled to the regions of the minimum field, 

resulting in the separation of live and dead yeast cells. 

Choi W et al. proposed a castellated electrode for bioparticle separation. The gradient of the square 

of the magnitude of the electric field reaches a maximum in the vicinity of the electrodes, and particles 

experiencing pDEP force will be attached to the electrodes. With this chip, Choi W achieved healthy 

and non-healthy oocyte separation, which would be helpful for in vitro fertilization [96]. Yu L et al. 

developed a DEP field-flow separation chip with a 3D electrode structure. He simulated the flow field 

in the microchannel defined by electrodes with the semicircular, triangular and rectangular geometries. 

He found that the semicircular-shaped electrode could generate a specific fluid velocity gradient, which 

is suitable for particle separation [97]. In the chip, the cells experiencing pDEP force are attached to the 

convex areas of the electrode, and others are repelled to the concave areas of the electrode under nDEP 
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force. According to the simulation of the flow field in the microchannel, there are fluidic dead zones in 

the concave areas, while the fluid velocity reaches its maximum in the center of convex areas. The cells 

trapped by pDEP are swept out of the microchannel first by hydrodynamic force. After the electric field 

is removed, the other cells will be swept out. As we can see, time-based DEP separation is mainly aimed 

at the particles that have different real parts of the Clausius–Mossotti factor. 

Dielectrophoresis field-flow fractionation (DEP-FFF) is another kind of time-based separation 

method, and the advantage of this method is that more than two kinds of particles can be separated in 

this way [98]. As shown in Figure 7, three different kinds of particles are suspended in solution under 

the combination of nDEP force and gravity, and they are suspended at different heights because of the 

difference between particle dielectric properties. There is a fluid velocity gradient flow in the channel, 

so that particles of different heights are carried at different velocities and can be separated successfully. 

Gascoyne P et al. successfully isolated MDA-435, MDA-468, and MDA-231 cells from blood samples 

containing up to 28 × 106 PBMN cells by DEP-FFF [99]. Vykoukal J et al. isolated putative stem cells 

from adipose tissue using DEP-FFF with success. The work of both Gascoyne P and Vykoukal J et al. 

demonstrated a potential clinical application for DEP-FFF [35]. 

Figure 7. Schematic diagram of DEP field-flow fractionation. 

 

3.5.2. Space-Based Separation 

In space-based separation, particles are suspended in different positions under the combination of 

nDEP force, gravity or other forces. Therefore, different kinds of particles can be separated from 

different outlets at the same time. This means that space-based separation takes less time to carry all of 

the particles out of the channel than time-based separation. In addition, the negative effects of the electric 

field on bioparticle viability are reduced in space-based separation, since particles are away from the 

electrodes. Therefore, it’s a very efficient way to achieve bioparticle separation. In the separation chip 

designed by Piacentini N, hydrodynamic force combined with nDEP force is used to separate particles 

with respect to their size difference [100]. Platelets and blood cells enter into the microchannel from the 

left inlet. The bigger red blood cells and white ones are pushed to the right side of the channel under 

nDEP force and collected at the right outlet, while smaller platelets at the left, because nDEP force is 

not strong enough to push the platelets to the right side when the particles are flowing through the 
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channel. It’s a very efficient separation of platelets from other blood cells. Lee J et al. developed a high 

throughput cell sorting chip based on gravitational, hydrodynamic and nDEP forces [101]. The chip 

doesn’t need an external pump, because the flow is driven by gravity. After the sample is focused in the 

focusing channel, it enters into the separation channel. As shown in Figure 8, the direction of nDEP force 

is perpendicular to the electrode plane and pointing upward, while the composite force of gravity and 

hydrodynamic force is pointing downwards at an angle. If the nDEP force isn’t strong enough, the 

composite force of gravitational, hydrodynamic and nDEP force is pointing downwards. As a result, 

particles will be settled down. On the other hand, if the nDEP force is strong enough, the composite 

force is pointing upwards. As a result, particles will be settled down after they pass through the electrode 

plane. Therefore, different kinds of particles can be separated by properly adjusting the voltage. 

Figure 8. The simulation analyses of forces on particles. 

 

If the planar interdigitated electrode array is placed at an angle to the direction of the flow, as shown 

in Figure 9, particles will have a lateral displacement under nDEP force when passing over the electrode 

array. The lateral nDEP force can be used for particle separation as well [102,103]. It’s a specific type 

of space-based separation. The schematic of the multi-target bacterial cell sorting chip designed by Kim 

U is shown in Figure 10. Two sets of electrode arrays are placed at different angles to the direction of 

flow. Cells are subjected to a hydrodynamic force and a lateral nDEP force in the horizontal plane when 

they pass though the electrode array. If the nDEP force exceeds the hydrodynamic force in the direction 

perpendicular to the electrode array, then the cells will be pushed to the left side of the channel [104]. 

As shown in Figure 10, target and nontarget cells enter into the microchannel from the inlet. While 

passing through the electrode Set A, Target A experiencing the bigger nDEP force, is repelled to the left 

side of the channel and collected at the Outlet A, whereas Target B and nontarget cells experiencing the 

smaller nDEP force don’t have a lateral displacement. The electrode Set B is placed at a smaller angle 

than Set A; therefore, the component of nDEP force perpendicular to the direction of flow become larger 

than before. Target B can be pushed away from the right side and is collected at the Outlet B, whereas 

the rest of the nontarget cells are collected in the waste. Han S et al. developed a biochip to measure the 

size distribution of blood cells based on a lateral DEP separator [105]. In the separator, there is only one 
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set of electrode arrays, and the flow rate is very low. Therefore, blood cells in different size ranges will 

have different lateral displacements under nDEP force when passing over the electrode array, and will 

finally be collected at different locations. 

The effect of electric field on cell viability was measured in Kim’s experiments, and the data  

shows that the viability of cells was not affected by the electric field. One of the reasons is that cells are 

pushed away from regions of high electric field under nDEP force. Hence, this is a good way to  

separate bioparticles. 

Figure 9. Schematic diagram of lateral separation. 

 

Figure 10. Schematic diagram of the lateral DEP microseparator [104]. 

 

3.5.3. Insulator-Based Separation 

With the advantages of being mechanically robust, chemically inert and have low costs, the iDEP 

technique has been used for particle separation as well. In 2004, Lapizco-Encinas et al. demonstrated  

the concentration and separation of live bacteria in water [106]. An array of insulating posts was 

microfabricated into the device to produce field nonuniformities in the channel. The bacterial species 

exhibited different DEP mobilities in the microchannel. The Escherichia coli were trapped at the weakest 

applied electric field, while the Bacillus species was trapped at different characteristic threshold fields.  

As a result, different species of bacteria were selectively trapped and separated. In the same device,  

Lapizco-Encinas successfully separated live and dead E. coli by applying stepped DC voltages [107].  

In 2009, Lapizco-Encinas et al. demonstrated the concentration and separation of microorganisms, E. coli 

and Saccharomyces cerevisiae cells, and they were manipulated by employing nDEP in the microchannel. 

E. coli cells were trapped at a higher electric field (400 V/cm), while S. cerevisiae cells were trapped at  

a lower electric field (200 V/cm). Hence, E. coli and S. cerevisiae cells were separated selectively. 



Int. J. Mol. Sci. 2014, 15 18295 

 

 

Jen CP et al. arranged the insulating posts array like a series of quadrupoles, and he realized live and 

dead HeLa cells separation with a combination of hydrodynamic flow and the DEP response of  

cells [108]. In the device, dead mammalian cells were trapped in high electric field regions, where the 

flow velocity was lower. However, live cells were repelled to the low electric field regions under the 

nDEP force, and the flow velocity in those regions was higher. Therefore, live and dead HeLa cells  

are separated. 

Kang Y et al. demonstrated the continuous separation of microparticles by size with DC iDEP [109]. 

The nonuniform electric field is generated by an insulating block fabricated inside the channel, and the 

electric field strength is strongest at the corners of the block. Particles deviate from the streamline under 

nDEP force when flowing through the corners of the block, and the degree of deviation depends on the 

particle size. As a result, the particles of different sizes can be continuously separated. In a later study, 

Kang Y et al. studied the separation of white blood cells and breast cancer cell groups [110]. They found 

that cancer cells die a short time after they are exposed to a very high electric field. To solve the problem, 

they modified the design and created a triangular block to reduce the negative effects. 

Zhang L et al. designed the circular channel for continuous particle separation based on iDEP [111], 

as shown in Figure 11. The nonuniform electric field is generated by applying voltage over the channel. 

Particles with different dielectric properties enter into the channel from the left side. They move to 

different locations across the channel under different DEP force. In the meantime, they move towards 

the outlet along the channel under electro-osmotic flow. In the device, the direction of movement of the 

particle (moving towards the inner or outer circle) depends on the CM factor. Hence, particles with 

different dielectric properties will be collected at different outlets. 

Figure 11. Schematic diagram of iDEP separation in a circular microchannel [111]. 

 

Viefhues M et al. [112,113] embedded the S-shaped ridge in the microchannel to squeeze the electric 

field. Due to the disadvantages of the pure DC voltage such as a serious Joule heating effect, AC and 

DC voltages were used to generate electrokinetic transport and dielectrophoresis effects. The particles 

in the channel far away from the constriction are mainly driven by the electroosmotic fluid flow, while 

DEP is negligible, because the electric field is almost uniform. When the particles approach the 

constriction, the nDEP force gets strong. Just like lateral separation, if the nDEP effects are stronger than 
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the linear electrokinetic effects in the direction perpendicular to the constriction, particles will be pushed 

to the other side of microchannel, otherwise they will pass through the constriction directly. 

Figure 12. Schematic diagram of the Insulator-based DEP chip for multiple-separation [114]. 

 

As shown in Figure 12, there are two constrictions in the microchannel. The smallest particles go 

across the first constriction directly, and the other two kinds of particles are repelled to the left side.  

By adjusting the ratio between the linear electrokinetic effects controlled by the DC electric field and 

the nDEP effects governed by the AC electric field, the smaller particles can go across the second 

constriction directly, while the largest particles are repelled to the right side. Therefore, three kinds of 

particles are separated due to their size difference. Viefhues M et al. successfully separated three DNA 

species using this structure [114]. 

3.5.4. Separation Based on Traveling-Wave Dielectrophoresis 

The twDEP can be generated by applying phase-shifted voltages on the parallel electrodes.  

The particle experiencing twDEP force moves along or against the direction of travel of the field 

depending on the imaginary part of the Clausius–Mossotti factor [115]. Hence, different particles can be 

separated due to the difference of the imaginary part of Clausius–Mossotti factor. Driesche S developed 

a continuous cell separation device based on twDEP, as shown in Figure 13. Phase-shifted voltages of 

90° are applied on the parallel electrodes. Jurkat cells (Im = 0.52) and Lactobacillus casei bacteria 

(Im = 0.01) are injected at the right side of the channel. Jurkat cells are pushed towards the left 

side of the channel under twDEP force, whereas bacteria stay on the right side of the channel, because 

of the weak twDEP force that they suffer. In the meantime, both of the cells and bacteria are pushed 

towards the outlet by pressure-driven flow. In the end, Jurkat cells are collected on the left side and  

L. casei bacteria are collected at the right side [116]. 

The high electric field may have a negative effect on cell viability. nDEP force can push particles 

away from the high electric field. However, for a planar electrode, the farther it is from the electrode, 

the smaller the twDEP force and the lower the separation efficiency it will have. Cheng IF used the a 3D 

electrodes to solve this problem [117]. The electrode arrays are arranged on the top and bottom sides of 

the channel. Particles are repelled to the center of the electrodes by nDEP force; therefore, the twDEP 

force will not be too weak. 
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Choi E et al. developed a chip for high-throughput particle separation. Along the microelectrode 

track, the electrode spacing increases [118]. The mixed particles suspend in the solution move towards 

the direction of travel of the field. With the increase of the electrode spacing, the nDEP force and twDEP 

force decrease, and the particles will fall into specific regions, depending on their physical parameters. 

Therefore, particle separation is achieved. 

Figure 13. A microchip for biological cells separation base on twDEP [116]. 

 

twDEP combined with electrowetting-on-dielectric (EWOD) technology has been used for particle 

separation [119,120]. As shown in Figure 14, first, the particles in the droplet are separated under twDEP 

force. Then the droplet is split into two daughter droplets under EWOD. Finally, two types of particles 

are separated into two respective daughter droplets. Furthermore, this technology can be used for particle 

enrichment. If a mother droplet has only one type of particle, the mother droplet is split into two daughter 

droplets after the particles are transported to the droplet edge. As a result, particle concentration in the 

daughter droplets increases. The advantage of this technology is that the chip doesn’t need an external 

pump and complicated microchannel networks. 

Figure 14. In-droplet particle separation procedures by twDEP and EWOD [119]. 
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3.5.5. Separation Based on Dual Frequency Dielectrophoresis 

A schematic of particle separation based on dual frequency dielectrophoresis is shown in Figure 15. 

The interdigitated electrodes are embedded on both sides of the channel. With different frequencies and 

magnitudes of signals applied to opposing sets of the electrodes, different kinds of particles can reach 

balance at different positions in the channel, and they are carried to the outlet by the hydrodynamic force. 

The separation effect of this chip was tested by Wang L. In the experiments, the frequencies and voltages 

applied to the left electrodes are 8 V, 10 MHz, and to the right are 10 V, 50 kHz. Both HEK293 cells 

and polystyrene beads experience nDEP force [121]. Due to the difference in dielectric properties, for 

the beads, the nDEP force is stronger in the right side than in the left side, whereas, for the cells, nDEP 

force is stronger in the left side. As a result, the beads are pushed to the left side and the cells are pushed 

to the right side, so that they can be collected at different outlets. 

Figure 15. Schematic diagram of the microchip for particle separation based on dual 

frequency dielectrophoresis. 

 

3.5.6. Isodielectric Separation 

The uniqueness of isodielectric separation is that the particles are separated in an electrical 

conductivity gradient solution [122]. The particles are pushed towards the direction of decreasing 

medium conductivity under DEP force. When the particles move to the position where the medium 

conductivity is the same as the particles’, Re = 0, the particles will no longer be subject to DEP 

force, and they are carried to the outlet by hydrodynamic force. As a result, the particles with different 

conductivity are separated at different locations. This is an effective way for multi-particle separation. 

4. The Effect of Dielectrophoresis on Bioparticle Viability 

Although DEP technology has been widely used in bioparticle manipulation, it still has some 

influence on bioparticle viability [123]; if used improperly, it may cause bioparticle death [124].  

The effect of DEP on bioparticle viability mainly depends on the electric field strength and the Joule 

heating effect. 

Under pDEP force, bioparticles will move towards the direction of the high electric field. However, 

the high electric field may cause bioparticle death. Kang Y et al. found in the cell separation experiments 

that live cancer cells die short time after they are exposed to a very high electric field [110]. Nevertheless, 
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Hunt TP trapped yeast cells for many hours under pDEP force, and the yeast cell was still able to grow 

and divide [62]. The major difference between Kang and Hunt’s experiments is that Kang Y used DC 

voltage in the experiments, whereas Hunt TP used AC voltage in the experiments. 

Hakoda M et al. systematically studied the effect of electric field on cell activity [125]. In his 

experiments, the device was immersed in an ice water tank to control the temperature at 278 K, which 

could prevent the deactivation of cells due to temperature changes. The effect of the electric field on cell 

viability was tested in his first set of experiments. After 10 min, the cell concentration did not change 

under the condition of no electric field. In the DC electric field (10 kV/m), the cell concentration 

decreased slightly, and the nonviable cells increased. In the AC electric field (1 kHz, 21 kVrms/m), the 

cell concentration decreased sharply, and the nonviable cells increased. Furthermore, the influence of 

frequency on the viability of cells was tested, and the result showed that at 1 kHz, the viability decreased 

dramatically by increasing the electric field strength. However, the viability decreased slightly by 

increasing the electric field strength at 300 and 1000 kHz, and it was higher than in the DC electric field 

(10 kV/m). As we can see in the experiments above, high-frequency AC field is more suitable for cell 

manipulation than a DC electric field or a low-frequency AC field. In addition, the growth activity of 

cells exposed to the electric field was tested as well. The cells in the first set of experiments were 

cultivated for 24 and 48 h, and the results were surprising. When the cells exposed to the DC electric 

field (10 kV/m) were cultivated for 48 h, the nonviable cells increased, and the viable cells did not. On 

the contrary, in the AC electric field (1 kHz, 21 kVrms/m), the viable cells increased sharply. It could 

be found that the adverse effect on the cells exposed to the AC electric field by the cultivation is almost 

lost, whereas the DC electric field does harm to the cell viability. The findings add to the evidence that 

the AC electric field is a more secure method for cell manipulation than the DC electric field. 

Apart from using nDEP force to keep bioparticles away from electrodes, Bashir R et al. developed  

a cell manipulation chip [126], in which a thick glass coverslip was placed directly on the electrodes.  

As a result, bioparticles won’t make contact with electrodes directly. In the experiment, Bashir R 

manipulated HeLa cells with pDEP, and the viability of the HeLa cells after DEP manipulation was 

investigated. The results showed that the cells were still alive and proliferating on the glass coverslip.  

In addition, it’s worth mentioning that the DEP electrodes can be reused again and again since the 

electrodes does not make contact with the sample directly. 

The exposure time in the electric field is one of the factors that affects cell activity, especially in  

a high strength electric field. In Donato S’s experiment, cells were trapped under the pDEP for a period 

of time. The result indicates that the cell metabolism is affected by the electric field after 10 min of 

exposure, while the cells no longer produce GFP after 15 min of exposure, and most of the cells  

died [127]. Therefore, for bioparticles, the exposure time in the electric field must be controlled. 

The Joule heating effect is another unfavorable factor influencing cell activity. The Joule heating 

effect can raise the local temperature of the buffer, which may change the structure and properties of the 

cell, and even cause cell death. Hence, it has great significance for bioparticle manipulation to suppress 

the Joule heating effect. 

High voltage will generate a large power density in the fluid surrounding the electrodes, which could 

give rise to a large temperature increase in the medium. With the development of MEMS technology,  

the scale of microelectrodes integrated into the chip is getting smaller and smaller, and as a result,  

a much smaller applied voltage can be used to manipulate the particles. Since the voltage is reduced,  
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the Joule heating effect is suppressed. In addition, the DC voltage will produce a large amount of  

Joule heating, while the combination of AC and DC voltages can suppress the Joule heating effect  

significantly [81]. Besides, the conductivity of the buffer is one of the factors affecting the Joule heating 

effect. Jaeger MS et al. studied the electric field-induced warming in a DEP chip [128]. In the 

experiments, they found that temperature variation is almost a linear interrelation with the electric 

conductivity of the solution, and the Joule heating effect can be ignored in the low conductivity solution. 

However, for bioparticle manipulation, usually a high conductivity buffer must be used. Hence, within 

the allowable range for bioparticle manipulation, it’s helpful to suppress the joule heating effect by 

reducing the buffer conductivity. 

For a planar electrode, the DEP force decrease sharply with the increased distance from the electrode. 

Therefore, it’s difficult to manipulate the particles far away from the electrode. One method to solve this 

problem is to increase the applied voltage, but this will raise the temperature of the buffer due to the 

Joule heating effect. Hence, it is not conducive for cell manipulation. Another method is to use a 3D 

electrode, which can suppress the DEP force decay [129]. Moreover, Tay EH found in his research that 

the Joule heating effect in a chip with a 3D electrode is 8–10 times lower than in the classical planar 

structure. Therefore, at 3D electrode is more suitable for bioparticle manipulation [130]. 

5. Concluding Remarks 

Following the discovery of the DEP, various classical DEP theories were established to explain the 

phenomenon of DEP. With the rapid development of computer processing power, researchers can 

develop DEP chips more quickly and easily by numerical simulation. 

Over the past decade, DEP technology has been developing rapidly. Two opposite approaches are 

studied to make DEP more suitable for bioparticle manipulation. One is to reduce the distance between 

electrodes to be able to reduce the applied voltage. Thanks to the advanced micro-processing technology, 

micro/nano-scale microelectrodes can be more easily integrated into the chips. As a result, the particle  

size that can be manipulated by DEP is getting smaller and smaller. In addition, since the electrode gap is 

decreased, the voltage applied to the electrodes is reduced, and then the Joule heating effect is suppressed. 

Hence, the bioparticle viability improves. Moreover, a smaller voltage is also conducive to the safety of 

staff. However, the drawback is gas evolution due to the electrolysis of the metal electrode. The other is to 

place the electrodes completely outside the region of interest and to generate a nonuniform electric field 

by an insulating microstructure. The iDEP technique overcomes the disadvantage of a metal electrode, 

which involves the phenomenon of gas evolution due to electrolysis. However, the applied voltages  

are very high, which causes a serious Joule heating effect and affects the viability of bioparticles. It’s a 

challenge to develop a DEP chip with a small applied voltage and good biocompatibility in the future. 

The trapping of a bioparticle has important applications in terms of cell injection, cell transfer,  

in vitro fertilization, cell interaction, stem cell research and immunoassays. A DEP chip based on an 

electrode array or an electric cage can achieve multi-particle capture, but the trapped position generated 

from the same structure is fixed. Although DEP tweezers can position a cell in three dimensions, and 

transfer the cell to any targeted areas, it can only operate on a single cell at a time. Hence, the efficiency 

is relatively low. A more efficient DEP chip that has the function of multi-particle capture and an 

adjustable trapping position should be developed in the future. 
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The DEP technique has been widely used for bioparticle characterization and detection, such as 

bacteria detection, immunoassay, gene monitoring, protein expression, protein purification, real-time 

PCR, cancer biomarker discovery and biomolecular interaction analysis. Integrating a DEP chip in the 

impedance measurement system can reduce the testing time. In immunoassay, DEP can dramatically 

enhance the antibody capture efficiency. Besides, the DEP technique provides a simple and robust 

manner to characterize biomolecular interactions. In the future, more applications of bioassays based on 

DEP will be discovered. 

DEP focusing technology has shown great value in sample preparation, molecular enrichment, and in 

biological laboratory. iDEP is used for rapid concentration of particles, as its advantages. Usually, DC 

voltages are directly applied to iDEP devices through external electrodes. However, high DC voltages 

are required in iDEP devices, which lead to a serious Joule heating effect, and they affect bioparticle 

viability. The DC-offset AC electric field is used to solve this problem, because the total DC-offset AC 

electric field strength required to concentrate the same particles is significantly reduced compared to 

using the pure DC electric field. Besides, the Joule heating effect is significantly suppressed under the 

DC-offset AC electric field. Chips for bioparticle concentration should be further improved toward 

higher efficiency, lower energy consumption, and less effect on the bioparticle. 

Cell electrofusion has been widely applied in crossbreeding, cancer immunotherapy, biomedical research 

and other fields. Usually, traditional electrofusion is achieved by electrode-based dielectrophoresis directly. 

The heterogeneous cell pairing efficiency is low due to the random cell contact, and it is difficult to 

avoid multi-cell fusion. With the development of microfabrication techniques, microstructures are 

integrated into the chips to improve heterogeneous cell pairing efficiency. However, cell viability may 

be affected by the extrusion stresses from the micro-orifices. Hence, the electrofusion chip with the 

characteristics of high heterogeneous cell pairing efficiency and little effect on the bioparticle needs to 

be further studied. 

DEP particle separation technology has shown a wide range of research value in cell sorting, disease 

diagnosis and treatment of cancer. There are many kinds of particle separation methods. Time-based 

DEP separation is mainly aimed at particles that have different real parts of the Clausius–Mossotti factor. 

In time-based separation, because the two kinds of particles experience different kinds of DEP forces, 

one type of particle is trapped, while the other one is suspended in the solution, and then the one 

suspended in the solution can be separated first. In space-based separation, different kinds of particles 

are suspended in different positions under the combination of nDEP force, gravity or other forces. 

Therefore, different kinds of particles can be isolated from different outlets. Lateral DEP separation is 

mainly aimed at particles that have similar dielectric properties but different sizes. The particles with 

different imaginary parts of the Clausius–Mossotti factor can be separated by twDEP. In addition, some 

novel methods, such as dual frequency dielectrophoresis and isodielectric separation, have been used for 

bioparticle separation as well. 

More importantly, the DEP technology should be used carefully for bioparticle manipulation, because 

the electric field and the Joule heating effect have a negative effect on bioparticle viability. Compared 

to the DC electric field, the high-frequency AC electric field helps to reduce the damage to bioparticles. 

The bioparticle survival rate in the high electric field is very low, so pDEP is only suitable to manipulate 

cells for a short period of time. Miniaturized electrodes and low buffer conductivity help to reduce the 

Joule heating. Compared to a planar electrode, a 3D electrode can reduce the Joule heating to a large 
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extent, which is more suitable for bioparticle manipulation. However, the machining process of a 3D 

electrode is relatively complex and costly. Therefore, a DEP chip that is suitable for bioparticle 

manipulation needs to be further studied. 

Along with unremitting scientific progress, dielectrophoresis technology will continue to play a more 

important role in life sciences. 
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