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(54) REAL-TIME AND QUANTITATIVE METHOD FOR MEASURING CELL TRACTION FORCE

(57) A real time and quantitative method of measur-
ing traction force of living cells include the following pro-
cedures. Place AT-cut and BT-cut quartz crystals of the
same frequency, surface morphology and/or modified
with the same cell adhesion molecules in petri dishes or
detection cells; add the cells to the petri dishes or detec-
tion cells, the cell traction force at arbitrary time t during
adhesion of the cells or under different internal/external
environmental stimulations is estimated by the following
equation:ΔSt = (KAT- KBT)-1[tqATΔftAT/frAT-tqBTΔftBT/frBT],
where KAT = 2.75310-12cm2 dyn-1 and KBT = -2.65 3
10-12cm2 dyn-1 are stress coefficients of the AT-cut
quartz crystal and the BT-cut quartz crystal respectively;
frAT is the resonant frequency of the AT-cut quartz crystal,

frBT is the resonant frequency of the BT-cut quartz crystal,
tqAT is the thickness of the AT-cut quartz crystal, tqBT is
the thickness of the BT-cut quartz crystal, they are all
constants. ΔftAT and ΔftBT are the frequency shifts of the
AT-cut and BT-cut quartz crystals respectively, at any
time t relative to their reference points. The method can
be used to track the dynamic changes of cells generated
force during the adhesion of cells and under different
internal/external environmental stimulations, such as the
effects of drugs. The drugs can be added before or after
the adhesion of the cells. This method is suitable for all
adherent cells, including primary cells and passage cells.
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Description

Field of the Invention

[0001] The present invention relates to a real-time and quantitative measurement method for cell traction force.

Background of the Invention

[0002] More and more studies have shown that cells communicate with each other and cells communicate with their
microenvironment through force signals besides biochemical signals. The geometric and mechanical properties of the
cellular microenvironment have a great impact on the morphology and function of the cells. Many physiological processes,
including cell adhesion, cytoskeletal polarity, cell proliferation, cell differentiation, embryogenesis and development,
cancer metastasis, wound healing, etc., are significantly affected by the transmission and sensing of physical forces
between the cells and their microenvironments. The mechanical properties of cells are directly related to the composition
and structure of cytoskeletons. The cytoskeleton is coupled to the extracellular matrix and adjacent cells by focal adhesion
complex, cadherin, etc. respectively. The main cellular structures involved in cellular force transduction include a cell
membrane and a rigid cell cortex (consisting of actin, myosin and related proteins) closely connected to the cell membrane.
The cortex is connected to the extracellular matrix by integrin, and forms focal adhesions with the extracellular matrix
as the cell is gradually spread. The cytoplasmic actomyosin network is connected with the nucleus to apply contraction
or traction force to the extracellular matrix (FIG. 1). Cell adhesion, the magnitude of cell traction force and the structure
of the focal adhesions are related to the network structure of intracellular actin, molecular motor (e.g., myosin) and
actomyosin, i.e., stress fibers.
[0003] Therefore, the contraction force of the cellular myosin or the cell traction force applied to its environment is an
extremely important biophysical parameter in the field of cell biology and the like, and also has become a novel main
target for the treatment of different diseases. Over the past few decades, several important technologies have been
developed for assessing the cell traction force, and most of the technologies are limited to the calculation of single,
separate cell traction force. The common feature of these technologies is the use of a soft elastic substrate to determine
or calculate the cell traction force by the deformation of the substrate caused by the interaction of the cells with the
elastic substrate. The elastic substrate is in two forms of a continuous substrate and a discontinuous substrate, the
former includes a wrinkled thin silicon film and fluorescent microbeads embedded in a polyacrylamide gel, and the latter
includes a micro-machined cantilever array and a micropillar array. Taking the micropillar array as an example, cells
mainly adhere to micropillars perpendicular to the substrate, and the magnitude and direction of the traction force of a
cell applying to the contact point can be directly determined according to the degree and direction of bending deformation
of the micropillar. The micro-fabricated substrate is relatively complicated to fabricate; and because the cells and the
substrate are in incomplete contact, and the morphology of the microstructure may significantly affect the morphology
and function of the adherent cells, it is clear that this technology can only measure the cell traction force of these
discontinuous, predetermined contact points.
[0004] The most widely used technology for cell traction force measurement so far is cell traction force microscopy
(TFM) based on a continuous elastic substrate. The contact between the substrate and the cell is surface contact, closer
to the true physiological environment of the cell, so the TFM for measuring the cell traction force is also more easily
accepted by vast researchers. Since 1995, Lee, Jacobsen, Dembo et al. and other groups have developed several
traction force microscopy technologies for measuring the cell traction force produced by migrating or resting cells on
soft matrices. TFM calculates the cell traction force through the substrate deformation of cells cultured on a known elastic
soft substrate, e.g., on a polyacrylamide (PA) gel. The cells are cultured on the elastic substrate, the traction force
generated on the substrate during the cell spreading process causes the substrate to deform, and the deformation is
reflected in the motion of fluorescent microbeads; the motion information of the fluorescent microbeads is acquired by
a fluorescence microscopy, the strain information of the substrate is obtained after image processing, and then the
traction force of the cells is quantitatively inverted through a certain mechanical model; the force distribution at various
moments during cell contraction or migration can be visualized on a computer screen, so this method is also vividly
referred to as Traction Force Microscopy (TFM).
[0005] From the quantitative theory, the measurement and calculation of the cell traction force fall into the scope of
inverse problems, and a common important characteristic of the inverse problems is their mathematically ill state, causing
the theoretical analysis or the numerical calculation to be specifically difficult, mainly reflected in that the solution of an
equation does not depend continuously on the observed data (input data). In other words, small deviations in the observed
data can cause large changes in the solution. In practical problems, the error (or noise) of the observed data is generally
inevitable. Therefore, the solution of the equation obtained by reversing the observed data with more or less error (or
noise) is likely to deviate from the true solution.
[0006] In summary, most of the current methods for measuring the cell traction force are limited to single cell analysis.
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The soft substrate microfabrication process is complicated. In addition, the gaps between the micropillars are large, and
the cells can only form adhesion structures with the pillars, which is different from the in vivo cell environment, so the
structure and morphology of the micropillars may affect the normal physiology and function of the cells. The soft gel
traction force microscopy is not a direct measurement on the traction force, but the traction force is calculated by observing
the displacement of fluorescent labeled microbeads embedded in the gel using a fluorescence microscopy. Although
the inversion step in the fabrication of a fluorescent film can ensure that most of fluorescent particles are deposited on
the surface of the gel film, after 24 hours or 48 hours of immersion, the fluorescent particles may escape from pores into
the medium and may fall to the film, causing a decrease in the fluorescence density on the surface of the fluorescent
film. In the actual shooting process, a film plane that is 1 mm away from the surface is generally selected, but fluorescent
particles of different planes may be captured at a relatively large depth of field of a common fluorescence microscopy,
which brings errors to subsequent displacement calculations. Long-term laser irradiation can quench the fluorescein,
and may also affect the cell viability. In addition, the elastic modulus of the gel film itself changes during the long-term
immersion in the medium, so an accurate cell traction force must be obtained by measuring the elastic modulus of the
gel film immersed in the medium at the corresponding time point. Therefore, the current methods for measuring the cell
traction force are not suitable for long-term and continuous measurement of the cell traction force, and the changes in
cell functions (e.g., cell growth and differentiation) take several days to several weeks. Obviously, the current cell traction
force measurement technologies are not conducive to cell function researches, and therefore it is difficult to reflect the
true physiological status of the cells.
[0007] The methods including the cell traction microscopy are limited to single cell measurement, the cells are heter-
ogeneous, and a large amount of samples need to be analyzed for comparing and obtaining the statistically significant
change characteristics in the cell traction force of cells under different pathologies or physiologies or different stimulations,
so a lot of time is required. These technologies are all based on the deformation of the flexible substrate or sensor
caused by cell force, where the cell traction force must be obtained by photography, lengthy image processing, model
building and calculation. Therefore, the cell traction force microscopy is merely used at present in very limited specialized
research laboratories (primarily in the field of mechanobiology).
[0008] Whatever it is gel used by the cell traction force microscopy or micro-fabricated soft micropillars, the cells can
move freely on the substrate to have any shape, and the cell force cannot be automatically measured due to the lack
of geometric constraints, so the cell traction force microscopy is not suitable for large-scale experiments. The micro-
pattern technology can be used to immobilize individual cells, reduce the difference between the cells, and control the
location of the cell generated force to simplify the calculation of the force, thereby increasing the throughput of cell
traction force measurement. However, the micro-patterns increase the experimental steps and difficulty, and the meas-
urement of force still needs to be obtained from the displacement data of fluorescent microbeads through complicated
calculation. In addition, although the shape of the cells is controlled, the cell forces are still discretely distributed, so the
deformation of the substrate caused by the cells is complicated and different among different cells.
[0009] In recent years, the cell force microscopy has been extended to the measurement of several cells and cell
monolayer traction (monolayer traction microscopy (MTM)). Recent advances include 96-channel cell monolayer traction
microscopy and Fourier transform 96-channel cell monolayer traction microscopy for the establishment of drug screening
methods (the latter known as contraction force screening), based on cell monolayers and relative changes in the traction
force after dosing 1 hour or several time points, so only the fixed end point is tested, but the continuous dynamic traction
changes of cell adhesion and drug action are not tracked. Although these methods are very useful, it is more desirable
to be able to achieve real-time, continuous and quantitative measurement of cell traction or contraction force generated
by different numbers of cells or cells with different cell-cell interactions in a universal cell culture dish. Only in this way
can the cell traction force be used as an important biophysical indicator to characterize the phenotype of cells, so as to
better understand the cellular and molecular mechanisms of many important biological processes and be widely accepted
and used in the biological fields including cell biology.

Summary of the Invention

[0010] The conventional methods for measuring the cell traction force rely primarily on cell-induced soft substrate
deformation, which is measured or tracked by an optical or fluorescence microscopy. The present invention is intended
to overcome the deficiencies of the prior arts and provide a real-time and quantitative measurement method for cell
traction force.
[0011] In order to achieve the above objective, the technical solution provided by the present invention is:
The real-time and quantitative measurement method for cell traction force includes the following steps:

(1) placing an AT-cut quartz crystal and a BT-cut quartz crystal in a culture dish or a detection cell, the AT-cut quartz
crystal having the same frequency, surface morphology and/or modified surface adhesion molecules as the BT-cut
quartz crystal; and
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(2) adding cells to be tested to the culture dish or the detection cell, and measuring the cell traction force ΔSt of the
cells at an adhesion time t by the following formula:

wherein in formula (1), KAT = 2.75310-12cm2 dyn-1 and KBT = -2.65310-12cm2dyn-1 are respectively stress coefficients
of the AT-cut quartz crystal and the BT-cut quartz crystal; frAT is the resonant frequency of the AT-cut quartz crystal,
frBT is the resonant frequency of the BT-cut quartz crystal, tqAT is the thickness of the AT-cut quartz crystal, tqBT is the
thickness of the BT-cut quartz crystal, and the relationship between the thickness and frequency of each of the two cut
types is determined by respective frequency constant N, the frequency constants of the AT-cut and BT-cut quartz crystals
are respectively NAT=1.661MHz·mm=0.1661MHz·cm and NBT=2.536 MHz.mm=0.2536 MHz·cm, so for a quartz crystal
with definite frequency, its thickness tq is also correspondingly definite, specifically: tqAT=0.1661/frAT; tqBT=0.2536/frBT.
ΔftAT and ΔftBT are respectively the frequency shifts of the AT-cut and BT-cut quartz crystals at any time t relative to their
reference points (e.g., a stable value in a medium or a stable value after adhesion).
when ΔSt is negative, it indicates that the stress on the cells is a compressive stress, the cells are contracted, and the
corresponding extracellular matrices are subjected to a tensile stress equal and opposite to the compressive stress;
when ΔSt is positive, the stress on the cells is a tensile stress, the cells are spread, and the corresponding extracellular
matrices are subjected to a compressive stress equal and opposite to the tensile stress, that is, the conventional cell
contraction or traction force, and it is known that animal cell microtubules mainly exert a compressive stress on cells,
while actin filaments containing stress fibers exert a tensile stress on cells.
[0012] The cell adhesion molecules mainly include the following categories: 1) extracellular matrix molecules capable
of interacting with transmembrane proteins and integrins, e.g., fibronectin, laminin, vitronectin, collagen, etc.; 2)extra-
cellular matrix biomimetic molecules, e.g., RGD adhesion sequence polypeptides; 3) molecules capable of interacting
with other receptors (e.g., cadherin) on the surface of cells; and 4) molecules interacting with the surface of cells by
other mechanisms to promote cell adhesion, e.g., poly-1-lysine, etc. Fetal bovine serum having certain ingredients
generally is added to the cell culture medium, and the fetal bovine serum itself contains trace proteins that promote cell
attachment, spreading and growth, so even if the sensor surface does not have modified cell adhesion molecules (e.g.,
bare gold electrodes), the adhesion to cells can also be achieved by adsorbing these ingredients in the medium. In
addition, the cells themselves have the function of secreting extracellular matrices to promote their adhesion to the
sensor surface.
[0013] Although the cell traction force generally refers to a force applied to the matrix by the formation of focal adhesions
between the cells and the matrices, as long as the cells can adhere to the matrices, whether or not focal adhesions are
formed, or even whether the adhesion is chemical or mechanical driven, a surface stress can be applied to the adhered
substrate. In the absence of focal adhesion formation, the interaction of cells with substrate is referred to as a cell
adhesion force. In addition, the processes such as cell growth, movement and differentiation also produce varying
degrees of forces on substrate. In general, the order in which cells can produce forces on substrate is: force generated
during division> traction force > adhesion force. All of these forces can be measured and studied in a real time, quantitative
and continuous way using the technology of the present invention. Moreover, the present invention can be used for
studying and comparing the dynamic effects of different cell adhesion molecules and various mechanical topographies
on these force responses. In addition, the present invention can be used for studying the dynamic characteristics of cell
forces under the stimulations of different internal and external environments, e.g., the influence of drugs.
[0014] The present invention is applicable to all adherent cells, including primary cells and passage cells. The present
invention can be extended to suspension cells, including direct study on weak interaction between suspension cells and
substrate, facilitated by modification of substrate with molecules or materials that interact with the surfaces of suspension
cells. The present invention is further extended to all cells, including prokaryotic cells and eukaryotic cells. That is, in
addition to animal cells, the present invention can also be applied to all bacteria, fungi and plant cells.
[0015] The following further describes the present invention:
The core technology of the present invention is based on a piezoelectric double resonator technology. Specifically, AT-
cut and BT-cut orientated crystals are used, having almost the same stress coefficient but opposite signs. The stress
change can be estimated by the so-called double resonator technology according to the frequency shifts of two resonators
in the same interface process. That is, as long as the conditions that the masses and stresses generated by an external
deposit in the AT-cut and BT-cut surface deposition processes are identical are satisfied, the mass and stress accom-
panying the surface deposition process can be quantitatively estimated according to the thicknesses (or frequencies)
and the frequency changes of the AT-cut and BT-cut crystals. This technology has been used for the measurement of
dynamic surface stress changes accompanying by ion-sputtering metal film on a quartz crystal, hydrogen adsorption
on metallic palladium and phase transition of a carboxylic acid self-assembled thiol film induced by pH change, but has
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not been used for live cell studies. Before this, Tan et al. first proposed that the surface stress caused by cell adhesion
is a major mechanism of cell adhesion induced quartz crystal microbalance (QCM) response. They assumed that the
influence of mass was negligible, and treated cells as a Newtonian fluid. The dynamic stress change of the cell adhesion
process was calculated after the force-frequency constant of the AT-cut quartz crystal was obtained by a scanning
electrochemical microscopy (SECM). This work is very important, and shows the potential to measure the cell contraction
or traction force using QCM technology, but with some limitations. Newtonian droplets have been used as a mechanical
model of live cells, mainly of suspension cells, which istoo simple to be applicable to adherent cells. The hypothesis
may only be valid when there is only a weak interaction between the cells and the sensor, and the influence of the mass
effect may also be the same. In fact, the number of cells used by the above researchers is 60,000 which could result in
strong cell-cell interactions, and possibly forming a cell monolayer. Thus, the cells-sensor interaction is weak. In addition,
the single AT-cut type crystal cannot determine the direction of cells generated surface stress. BT-cut quartz crystal has
not been applied to live cell research. The present invention first proposes and utilizes AT-cut and BT-cut crystals of
different orientations to realize real-time and quantitative measurement of the magnitude and direction (compressive or
tensile stress) of surface stress (contraction or traction force) applied to the quartz crystals by cells during adhesion and
the subsequent drug effect. In the absence of other factors, the stress change will cause equal but opposite frequency
shift changes for the two oriented crystals. In particular, for AT-cut and BT-cut crystals having the same frequency and
surface roughness and the same surface molecules modified in the same way should have the same response sensitivity
to mass and viscoelasticity.
[0016] Therefore, the surface stress or cell traction force applied to the crystals at any time throughout the cell adhesion
process can always be accurately estimated by the following formula: 

in which, KAT = 2.75310-12cm2 dyn-1 and KBT = -2.65 3 10-12cm2 dyn-1 are respectively stress coefficients of the AT-
cut quartz crystal and the BT-cut quartz crystal; frAT is the resonant frequency of the AT-cut quartz crystal, frBT is the
resonant frequency of the BT-cut quartz crystal, tqAT is the thickness of the AT-cut quartz crystal, tqBT is the thickness
of the BT-cut quartz crystal, all of which are constants. Therefore, the surface stress or traction force applied to the
crystal by cells in the adhesion process or under the action of a drug can be quantitatively estimated according to the
frequency shiftΔftAT, ΔftBT(in Hz) of the AT-cut and BT-cut crystals at any time t relative to their reference points (e.g.,
stable values in the cell culture media or stabile values before dosing) based on formula (1). The frequency of the quartz
crystal is a digital signal, which can be easily, quickly and continuously acquired or measured by a frequency counting
device or a specialized QCM instrument.
[0017] As for9 MHz AT-cut and BT-cut crystals, frAT=frBT = 9 MHz=93106 Hz, tqAT=0.0185 cm, tqBT=0.0283 cm.
[0018] Then, formula (1) is simplified to 

[0019] The unit of the surface stress ΔSt obtained is dyn/cm. When ΔSt is negative, it indicates that the stress on the
cells is a compressive stress, the cells are contracted, and the corresponding extracellular matrix is subjected to a tensile
stress equal and opposite to the compressive stress; when ΔSt is positive, the stress on the cells is a tensile stress, the
cells are in a spread status, and the corresponding extracellular matrix is subjected to a compressive stress equal and
opposite to the tensile stress, that is, generally referred cell contraction or traction force.
[0020] The core content of the present invention is to first propose and utilize the AT-cut and BT-cut double resonator
quartz microbalance technology for quantitative measurement of the cell traction force. The double resonator technology
used for surface stress measurement was first proposed by Errol P. EerNisse. The formulas used in the present invention
are also based on EerNisse’s achievements, but our research objects are cells. Except for the mass and surface stress
considered by EerNisse, the cells also have certain viscoelasticity. We believe that the AT-cut and BT-cut quartz crystals
of the same frequency have the same response to solution viscosity and density as proved by experiments with different
weight percentages of sucrose aqueous solution, so it can be considered that the two cut types of the same frequency
have consistent response to the viscoelasticity(of cells), and the cell traction force can still be quantitatively calculated
using the formula in the present invention.
[0021] KAT and KBT in the formula are respectively stress coefficients of AT-cut and BT-cut quartz crystals of given
crystal orientations, and are constants. The relationship between the thickness and frequency of each of the two cut
types is determined by respective frequency constant N, and the frequency constants of the AT-cut and BT-cut quartz
crystals are respectively NAT=1.661 MHz·mm=0.1661MHz·cm and NBT=2.536 MHz·mm=0.2536 MHz.cm. For a quartz
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crystal with definite resonant frequency fr, its thickness tq is also correspondingly determined, specifically:
tqAT=0.1661/frAT; tqBT=0.2536/frBT. Therefore, if the frequency of the quartz crystal is higher, the crystal is thinner. Too
thin crystal is fragile and difficult to process and operate, so the upper limits of the fundamental frequencies of the AT-
cut and BT-cut quartz crystals are respectively about 40MHz and 60MHz. However, the operating frequency of the quartz
crystal can be greatly improved by the following two methods: 1) etching the quartz crystal to a desired frequency
thickness in the center of the quartz substrate by ion sputtering or the like, and then plating only the etched portion with
a metal electrode to limit the oscillation of the quartz crystal to a small energy trap region; 2) operating the quartz crystal
in an overtone mode under the overtone frequencies of 3, 5, 7, 9, 11 and the like, in addition to the fundamental frequency.
Through the two methods, the current technologies can increase the operating frequency of quartz crystals to about
400MHz. The lower limits of the operating frequencies of the AT-cut and BT-cut quartz crystals are about 0.5 MHz.
Therefore, the operating frequency range of the AT-cut and BT-cut quartz crystals currently available for cell traction
force measurement can reach 0.5-400 MHz, and the thicknesses of the corresponding AT-cut and BT-cut quartz crystals
are respectively 5.5mm -3.3 mm and 6.3mm-5.1 mm.
[0022] The frequency changes of the AT-cut and BT-cut crystals caused by ΔS are respectively: 

[0023] In the above two formulas, fr,s is the resonant frequency of the crystal under stress, and K, N and fr are stress
coefficient, frequency constant and stress-free resonant frequency of the AT-cut or BT-cut quartz crystal, respectively.
Thus, the frequency change caused by stress is proportional to the square of the operating resonant frequency of the
crystal. From the above two formulas, the frequency change caused by the same magnitude of cell traction force at 300
MHz is 1,111 times that at 9MHz. The 9 MHz quartz crystal can be used for detecting cell traction force generated by
as less as 1,000-5,000 cells, so the 300 MHz quartz crystal is expected to detect individual cells and changes in their
traction force. In addition, this extremely high-frequency double resonator sensing technology is also expected to be
used for dynamic monitoring of forces accompanying molecular interactions (e.g., polymerization or depolymerization
of polymers). The lower limit of the operating frequency of the quartz crystal is 0.5 MHz, so the technology of the present
invention can be extended to tissues (e.g., blood vessels), organs (e.g., hearts, embryos) and even small animals and
plants. Thus, the technology of the present invention is expected to be used for dynamic monitoring of forces generated
from molecules to single cells, cell populations, tissues and organs, and even to different levels of small organisms.
[0024] Compared with the prior arts, the present invention has the following beneficial effects:

1) The method can measure the cell traction force in a real time, continuous and dynamic way in the cell adhesion
process and under the action of a drug and the like, based on the dynamic monitoring of the frequencies of high-
frequency AT-cut and BT-cut quartz crystals, without the need of using an optical microscopy. Digital frequency
signals are measured, so the sampling speed is high (up to a set of data per 0.1 second). Since the technology is
non-destructive and can be compatible with the structure of a culture dish and placed in a CO2 incubator for long-
term monitoring, the cell traction force accompanying cell functions such as cell movement, growth and differentiation
can be monitored continuously for a long term. The fast response time, high sampling speed and continuous, dynamic
and long-term monitoring capability of the proposed method are not achievable by the conventional cell traction
force methods.

2) The method can be used for the quantitative measurement of the magnitude and direction of the total cell traction
force under different cell numbers (e.g., 100-60000) or different cell surface densities. By increasing the frequency
of the crystal and/or patterning cells, the number of the examined cells can be further reduced, and even single cells
can be measured. That is, the present invention is expected to achieve quantitative measurement of the cell traction
force from a single cell to a cell monolayer.

3) Animal adherent cells not only interact with adjacent cells, but also contact and interact with extracellular matrices.
Another characteristic of the technology of the present invention lies in that it can quantitatively examine the effects
on cell traction force and correlate with cell functions and behaviors by modifying different extracellular matrix
components and cell adhesion molecules on the surface of a sensor and changing their surface density. In addition,
the use of optically transparent sensor electrodes and fluorescent labeled focal adhesion proteins can correlate the
cell traction force measured by the sensor with the morphology (degree of spreading) of cells and the structure of
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focal adhesions. The cell traction force is mainly applied to the extracellular matrix through the focal adhesions; the
abundant signal protein molecules on the focal adhesions can also transmit the physical and chemical information
in the perceived extracellular microenvironment to the interior of cells to trigger a series of intracellular biochemical
reactions, thereby producing important effects on cell functions and behaviors (e.g., change in cytoskeletal structure,
change in gene expression, apoptosis, etc.). Therefore, the present invention provides a novel and effective tool for
quantitative research on cell mechno-sensing and applications in the fields of cell biology etc.

4) The present invention can be further extended to the high throughput measurements of cell traction forces, for
example, the outer circumferences of AT-cut and BT-cut quartz crystals of different frequencies can be bonded to
a piece of inert glass or a plastic perforated substrate by a soft adhesive, to prepare piezoelectric anti-acoustic
coupled resonant chips of different throughput numbers. The high-throughput piezoelectric anti-acoustic coupled
resonant chips are particularly suitable for screening and evaluating drugs that affect cell actomyosin contraction
and the like.

[0025] In summary, the present invention differs from the measurement principle based on substrate deformation. The
present invention adopts the sensor technology of direct sensing cells generated force, where the magnitude and direction
of the cell. traction force are directly measured by means of the change of the sensor output signal caused by the surface
stress applied to the sensor, so optical microscopy for graphing and fluorescent labeled microbeads are not required.
The present invention can be applied to the quantitative measurement of the magnitude and direction of the total traction
force of cell populations under different cell numbers or different cell-cell interactions. The sensing technology of the
present invention is non-destructive, and can be used for real-time, continuous and dynamic measurement of cell traction
force in the process of cell adhesion under different extracellular matrices and subsequent processes of cell movement,
growth, differentiation and the like under the external stimulation of drugs and the like. The sensor used in the present
invention can be placed at the bottom of a conventional cell culture dish to be compatible with configuration of a common
culture dish (including porous plates of different throughput numbers), so that the present invention can be extended to
broad fields of cell biology, drug screening and the like.

Brief Description of the Drawings

[0026]

FIG. 1 is a schematic diagram of cell structure-mechanics and QCM acoustic detection;

FIG. 2 shows two configurations for cell traction force detection;

FIG. 3 shows two configurations for simultaneously measuring cell traction force, cell morphology, and focal adhesion
information;

FIG. 4: Example: Dynamic QCM adhesion and force response curves under adhesion of 20,000 H9C2 rat cardio-
myocytes (added at the first arrow) to AT-cut and BT-cut bare gold electrodes, and under the actions of 125nM
positive inotropic drug isoprenaline and 25nM negative inotropic drug verapamil (the final concentration added at
the second arrow). (A) Frequency shift and dynamic resistance change curve under adhesion and isoprenaline
action, AT-cut; (B) Frequency shift and dynamic resistance change curve under adhesion and isoprenaline action,
BT-cut; (C)Frequency shift and dynamic resistance change curve under adhesion and verapamil action, AT-cut; (D)
Frequency shift and dynamic resistance change curve under adhesion and verapamil action, BT-cut; (E) Dynamic
cell traction force change curve under adhesion and isoprenaline action; (F) Dynamic cell traction force change
curve under adhesion and verapamil action;

FIG. 5: Example: QCM frequency shift, dynamic resistance change and traction force dynamic response curves of
adhesion of 20,000 human umbilical vein endothelial cells to 9 MHz AT-cut and BT-cut quartz crystal gold electrodes
modified at different KRGD concentrations. (A) Frequency shift response of adhesion to RGD modified AT-cut
crystal; (B) Frequency shift response of adhesion to RGD modified BT-cut crystal; (C) Dynamic resistance change
of adhesion to RGD modified AT-cut crystal; (D) Dynamic resistance change of adhesion to RGD modified BT-cut
crystal; (E) Dynamic change in cell traction force of adhesion to RGD modified crystal;

FIG. 6: Example: QCM frequency shift, dynamic resistance change and traction force dynamic response curves of
adhesion of 20,000 human umbilical vein endothelial cells to 9 MHz AT-cut and BT-cut quartz crystal gold electrodes
modified at different fibronectin concentrations. (A) Frequency shift response of adhesion to fibronectin modified
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AT-cut crystal; (B) Frequency shift response of adhesion to fibronectin modified BT-cut crystal; (C) Dynamic resist-
ance change of adhesion to fibronectin modified AT-cut crystal; (D) Dynamic resistance change of adhesion to
fibronectin modified BT-cut crystal; (E) Dynamic change in cell traction force of adhesion to fibronectin modified
crystal;

FIG. 7: Example: QCM frequency shift, dynamic resistance change and cell traction force dynamic response curves
in adhesion of 20,000 human umbilical vein endothelial cells to 9 MHz AT-cut and BT-cut quartz crystal gold electrodes
modified at the concentration of 50mg/mL KRGD, and under the action of 1.22mM blebbistatin drug. (A) Frequency
shift and dynamic resistance response on AT-cut crystal; (B) Frequency shift and dynamic resistance response on
BT-cut crystal; (C) Dynamic change in cell traction force;

FIG. 8: Example: QCM frequency shift, dynamic resistance change and cell traction force dynamic response curves
in adhesion of 20,000 human umbilical vein endothelial cells to 9 MHz AT-cut and BT-cut quartz crystal gold electrodes
modified at the concentration of 20mg/mL fibronectin, and under the action of 0.5mM nocodazole drug. (A) Frequency
shift and dynamic resistance response on AT-cut crystal; (B) Frequency shift and dynamic resistance response on
BT-cut crystal; (C) Dynamic change in cell traction force;

FIG. 9: Example: Dynamic QCM adhesion and force response curves under adhesion of 20,000 human umbilical
vein endothelial cells (added at the first arrow) to AT-cut and BT-cut bare gold electrodes, and under the actions of
0.1unit/mL vascular endothelial barrier function destruction drug thrombin and 0.5mM endothelial barrier function
protection drug Y-27632 (the final concentration added at the second arrow). (A) Frequency shift and dynamic
resistance change curve under adhesion and thrombin action, AT-cut; (B) Frequency shift and dynamic resistance
change curve under adhesion and thrombin action, BT-cut; (C) Frequency shift and dynamic resistance change
curve under adhesion and Y-27632 action, AT-cut; (D) Frequency shift and dynamic resistance change curve under
adhesion and Y-27632 action, BT-cut; (E) Dynamic cell traction force change curve under adhesion and thrombin
action; (F) Dynamic cell traction force change curve under adhesion and Y-27632 action;

FIG. 10: Example: Dynamic QCM adhesion and force response curves under adhesion of 50,000 human umbilical
vein endothelial cells to AT-cut and BT-cut bare gold electrodes, and under the action of EGTA of different concen-
trations (the final concentration added at the second arrow). (A) Frequency shift and dynamic resistance change
curve under adhesion and 1 mM EGTA action, AT-cut; (B) Frequency shift and dynamic resistance change curve
under adhesion and 1 mM EGTA action, BT-cut; (C) Frequency shift and dynamic resistance change curve under
adhesion and 10 mM EGTA action, AT-cut; (D) Frequency shift and dynamic resistance change curve under adhesion
and 10 mM EGTA action, BT-cut; (E) Frequency shift and dynamic resistance change curve under adhesion and
50mM EGTA action, AT-cut; (F) Frequency shift and dynamic resistance change curve under adhesion and 50 mM
EGTA action, BT-cut; (G) Dynamic cell traction force change curve under adhesion and 1 mM EGTA action;(H)
Dynamic cell traction force change curve under adhesion and 10 mM EGTA action; (I) Dynamic cell traction force
change curve under adhesion and 50 mM EGTA action;(J) Dynamic cell traction force change curve comparison
under different EGTA concentrations.

Detailed Description of Embodiments

[0027] FIG. 2 shows two configurations for quantitatively measuring the cell traction force using the AT-cut and BT-
cut double resonator technology. In FIG. 2A, the AT-cut and BT-cut crystals are in two different culture dishes or detection
cells. At this time, the AT-cut and BT-cut crystals have the same frequency and surface morphology and/or the same
surface adhesion molecules modified. After the same number and quality of cells of the same batch are added to the
two detection cells, the cell traction force can be quantitatively measured from formula (1) by detecting the frequency
changes of the two crystals in real time. In FIG. 2B, the AT-cut and BT-cut crystals are in the same culture dish or
detection cell, and the two crystals are also required to have the same frequency and surface morphology and/or the
same surface adhesion molecules modified, and after a certain number of cells are added to the detection cell, the cell
traction force can be quantitatively measured from formula (1) by detecting the frequency changes of the two crystals
in real time. The measurement of the cell traction force requires no microscopy, so the metal electrode and the modified
molecules and materials on the surface of the quartz crystal are not required to be transparent, and can be any material,
which is another advantage of the method. Specifically, the surface of the quartz crystal may be covered by metal gold
or non-metal SiO2 or the like which is biocompatible with cells.
[0028] Ideally, in order to acquire dynamic information such as cell morphology and focal adhesions accompanying
the change in the cell traction force, the QCM crystal can be used in conjunction with an optical or fluorescence microscopy.
In this case, an optically transparent QCM electrode, such as an ITO electrode, is required. Similarly, two different
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configurations can be used, as shown in FIGS. 3A and 3B.
[0029] The real-time and quantitative measurement method for cell traction force includes the following steps:

(1) placing an AT-cut quartz crystal and a BT-cut quartz crystal in two separate culture dishes or detection cells, the
AT-cut quartz crystal having the same frequency, surface morphology and/or modified surface adhesion molecules
as the BT-cut quartz crystal; and

(2) adding cells to be tested to the culture dishes or the detection cells, and measuring the cell traction force ΔSby
the following formula:

in which, ΔSt is the traction force of cells at the adhesion time t; KAT = 2.75310-12cm2 dyn-1 and KBT = -2.65 310-12cm2

dyn-1 are respectively stress coefficients of the AT-cut quartz crystal and the BT-cut quartz crystal of given crystal
orientations; frAT and frBT are respectively the resonant frequencies of the AT-cut and BT-cut quartz crystals; tqAT and
tqBT are respectively the thicknesses of the AT-cut and BT-cut quartz crystals, and are constants. ΔftAT and ΔftBT are
respectively the frequency shifts of the AT-cut and BT-cut quartz crystals at any time t relative to their reference points
(e.g., a stable value in a medium).

Cell traction force double resonator technology experiment

[0030] The steps for measuring the cell traction force by using bare gold electrode AT-cut and BT-cut quartz
crystals are as follows:

1) Drip 1 drop of Piranha solution (80°C 1:3 (v:v) 30% H2O2:H2SO4) to the center of each quartz crystal gold electrode
for about 30 s, then rinse with distilled water, dry with nitrogen, and repeat this step by 3 times.

2) Assemble the crystals in a Teflon well cell.

3) Clean the Teflon cell twice with distilled water, then add about 300mL of sterilized water, and put into a 5% CO2
incubator at 37°C.

4) Check to make sure that the 8-channel QCM instrument QCA922 has crystal resonant frequency and dynamic
resistance output, connect detection cells in turn, determine that each detection cell (e.g., two AT-cut crystal detection
cells, two BT-cut crystal detection cells) works, and start the software to acquire data.

5) Remove the sterilized water after the data corresponding to each channel is stable, clean twice with sterilized
water, then clean with PBS, add 52mL of DMEM medium containing fetal bovine serum, and acquire QCM resonant
frequency (f)and dynamic resistance (R) data for 2h; add250mL of medium containing a certain number (e.g., 20,000)
of H9C2 rat cardiomyocytes or human umbilical vein endothelial cells (HUVECs), continuously acquire f and R data
for about 20 h. The QCM relative frequency shift Δf and dynamic resistance changeΔR caused by different adhesion
time of each channel of cells are determined by subtracting the corresponding stable values in the medium from
the QCM response value of the channel at the time (t).

6) After the experiment, collect the medium, gently wash with PBS, add trypsin for digestion, and measure the cells
in the collected fraction with a cytometer.

7) Quantitatively measure the dynamic change ΔS in the cell traction force during the cell adhesion process according
to the frequency shifts ΔftAT and ΔftBT of the paired AT-cut and BT-cut quartz crystals at the time t:

in which, ΔSt is the traction force of cells at the adhesion time t; KAT = 2.75310-12cm2 dyn-1 and KBT = -2.65 3 10-12cm2

dyn-1 are respectively stress coefficients of the AT-cut and BT-cut quartz crystals of given crystal orientations, and are
constants. frAT and frBT are respectively the resonant frequencies of the AT-cut and BT-cut quartz crystals; tqAT and
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tqBT are respectively the thicknesses of the AT-cut and BT-cut quartz crystals, and are constants. Therefore, the surface
stress or traction force applied to the crystal by cells in the adhesion process or under the action of a drug can be
quantitatively measured according to the frequency shifts ΔftAT, ΔftBT(in Hz) of the AT-cut crystal, the BT-cut crystal at
any time t relative to its reference point (e.g., a stabile value in the medium or a stabile value before dosing) based on
formula (1). The frequency of the quartz crystal is a digital signal, which can be easily, quickly and continuously acquired
or measured by a frequency counting device or a QCM special instrument. The crystal frequency used in the experiment
of the present invention is 9 MHz, where tqAT=0.0185 cm, and tqBT=0.0282 cm. Thus, formula (1) can be simplified as: 

[0031] The steps for measuring the cell traction force with AT-cut and BT-cut quartz crystals modified with
specific cell adhesion molecules RGD and fibronectin are as follows:

1) Clean with anhydrous ethanol and Millipore water, and blow AT-cut and BT-cut 9 MHz crystals with nitrogen.

2) Drip 1 drop of Piranha solution (80°C 1:3 (v:v) 30%H2O2:H2SO4) to the quartz crystal gold electrode for treating
30 s, rinse with Millipore water and anhydrous ethanol, blow with nitrogen, and repeat 3 times. Drip the anhydrous
ethanol onto the electrode to stand for a few minutes, rinse with sterile water, and blow with nitrogen.

3) Install the surface treated AT-cut and BT-cut quartz crystals into Teflon well cells.

4) Add a mixed anhydrous ethanol solution of 20 mM 3-mercaptopropionic acid and 1 mM triethylene glycol mono-
11-mercaptoundecyl ether to the Teflon cell at room temperature, and stand overnight in the dark.

5) Take out the solution, and rinse with sterile water; add a PBS buffer solution (pH = 5.5) with 150mM EDC and
30 mM NHS dissolved therein, and stand for about 30 min.

6) Take out the solution, and rinse with PBS buffer solution (pH=5.5) and sterile water; add a PBS solution of KRGD
or fibronectin of different concentrations, and stand for 1-2 h (RGDK) or overnight (fibronectin).

7) Take out the solution, and rinse with sterilized PBS and sterile water to obtain KRGD or fibronectin modified gold
electrodes. Add 20,000 HUVEC or H9C2 cells, and start QCM for monitoring.

8) Collect the medium after the experiment, gently wash with PBS, add trypsin for digestion, and measure the cells
in the collected fraction with a cytometer.

9) Quantitatively estimate the dynamic changeΔS in the cell traction force during the cell adhesion process according
to the frequency shifts ΔftAT and ΔftBT of the AT-cut and BT-cut quartz crystals modified with the same concentration
of RGD or fibronectin at the time t based on formula (2).

Experimental steps of effects of cardiovascular stimulating drug isoprenaline (ISO) and inhibitory drug verapamil 
(VRP) on traction force of H9C2 rat cardiomyocytes

[0032] Take four Teflon well cells, two identical 9MHz AT-cut gold electrode crystals and two identical 9MHz BT-cut
gold electrode crystals. Based on the aforementioned steps of measuring the cell traction force with bare gold electrode
AT-cut and BT-cut quartz crystals, add 20,000 H9C2 cells to the four Teflon cells respectively, culture cells for 20 h,
then take 5mL of the culture solution out from the four Teflon cells respectively, add 5mL of 10mM ISO (final
concentration125nM) and 5mL of 2mM VRP (final concentration 25nM) to the two AT-cut and BT-cut crystal detection
cells respectively, continuously monitor for 20 h, and collect data.

Experimental steps of effects of vascular endothelial barrier function destruction drug thrombin and protective 
drug Y-27632 on traction force of human umbilical vein endothelial cells

[0033] Take four Teflon well cells, two identical 9MHz AT-cut gold electrode crystals and two identical 9MHz BT-cut
gold electrode crystals. Based on the aforementioned steps of measuring the cell traction force with bare gold electrode
AT-cut and BT-cut quartz crystals, add 300mL DMEM medium to the four Teflon cells respectively, and collect data for
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about 2h; add 300mL of mediums containing 20,000 human umbilical vein endothelial cells respectively, collect data for
about 24 h, then add the drugs thrombin and Y-27632 to the final concentrations, and continue to collect data for about 24 h.

Experimental steps for verification of the established methods with drugs blebbistatin and nocodazole are as 
follows:

[0034] Based on the aforementioned steps of quantitatively measuring the cell traction force with RGD and fibronectin
modified AT-cut and BT-cut quartz crystals, use the 9 MHz AT-cut and BT-cut quartz crystals modified by 50mg/mL
KRGD and 20mg/mL fibronectin, then add 20,000 human umbilical vein endothelial cells, detect the adhesion process
by QCM for about 17h, add 1.22mM blebbistatin or 0.5mM nocodazole (final concentration) to the AT-cut and BT-cut
crystal detection cells respectively, continue to monitor for about 10 or 5 hours, collect data, and obtain the change
characteristics of the cell traction force in the cell adhesion process and under the action of blebbistatin and nocodazole
drugs.

Experimental steps of effects of different concentrations of EGTA on traction force of human umbilical vein 
endothelial

[0035] Based on the aforementioned steps of measuring the cell traction force with bare gold electrode AT-cut and
BT-cut quartz crystals, clean the 9MHz AT-cut and BT-cut gold electrode crystals, and install the crystals into Teflon
well cells. Add 400mL of serum-free DMEM medium to the four Teflon cells respectively, and collect data for about 2 h.
Add 200mL of mediums containing 50,000 umbilical vein endothelial cells respectively, collect data for about 24 h, then
add EGTA dissolved into PBS to the final concentrations of ImM, 10mM and 50mM, and continue to collect data for
about 2-15 h.

Dynamic changes of cell traction force during adhesions of rat cardiomyocytes and under the treatments of 
cardiovascular inotropic drugs

[0036] Given below are dynamic QCM responses of rat myocardial H9C2 cell adhesion and subsequent positive
inotropic drug ISO and negative inotropic drug VRP actions detected with bare gold 9 MHz AT-cut and BT-cut quartz
crystals. The results are shown in FIG. 4. The bare gold electrode achieves non-specific adhesion to H9C2 cells by
adsorbing the adherent factor contained in 10% fetal bovine serum in DMEM. As shown in FIG. 4A and FIG. 4B, with
the addition of ISO, the f (frequency) of the two bare gold electrodes deposited AT-cut and BT-cut crystals decreases,
and R (dynamic resistance) increases. The results under the action of negative inotropic drug VRP are shown in FIG.
4C and FIG. 4D, wherein as VRP is added, QCM f increases, and R decreases. The results are consistent with those
of the previous cell adhesion tests and drug experiments obtained with AT cut crystals. In addition, the dynamic changes
of the surface stress or traction forceΔS applied to the quartz crystal by cells in the cell adhesion process and under the
action of the drug are quantitatively determined from double resonator AT-cut and BT-cut frequency shifts based on
formula (2) (see FIG. 4E, FIG. 4F). The results of formula (2) show that when ΔS is negative, the force borne by the
cells is compressive stress (during cell contraction or positive inotropic effect); and when ΔS is positive, the force borne
by the cells is tensile stress (during cell spreading or negative inotropic effect). Due to the limited adhesion of cells to
the bare gold electrode, the result of FIG. 4 shows thatΔS fluctuates around 0, indicating that the cells are not well spread
on the bare gold electrode under the experimental condition, and the cells are still contracted to some extent. Under the
action of the positive inotropic drug ISO, the cell contraction is strengthened, so the cell traction force decreases and
changes negatively. Under the action of the negative inotropic drug VRP, the cells are relaxed and spread, and the cell
traction force increases and changes positively.

Changes in cell traction force accompanying adhesion of human umbilical vein endothelial cells to KRGD 
modified gold electrodes

[0037] After the 9 MHz AT-cut and BT-cut quartz crystal gold electrodes are modified with different surface density
cell-specific adhesion polypeptides RGD at different KRGD concentrations (0mg/mL, 25mg/mL, 50mg/mL, 75mg/mL,
100mg/mL), the QCM frequency shift response and dynamic changes of cell traction force at the 20,000 HUVECs cell
adhesion stage in a DMEM medium containing 2% fetal bovine serum are shown in FIG. 5, numbers 1-5 correspond to
the above mentioned 5 RGD concentrations, respectively. The frequency shift response curves of AT cut and BT cut
show that the quartz crystal modified at the medium KRGD concentration (50mg/mL) has best adhesion to cells, maximum
frequency shift (FIG. 5A and FIG. 5B), and maximum dynamic resistance change (FIG. 5C and FIG. 5D). The results of
FIG. 5E show that the cell traction force ΔS is positive, and as time increases,ΔS rapidly increases to an extreme value
at about 8 hours, and then decreases. Therefore, the cells are well spread on the RGD modified surface, the force borne
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by the cells is tensile stress, and ΔS is positive. Consistent with the QCM frequency shift response results, the RGD
surface modified at 50mg/mL KRGD concentration gives maximum cell traction force, so it is believed that the cells
interact well with RGD and are well spread at the optimized RGD surface density. With the bare gold electrodes (0 mg/mL
RGD concentration), the response of the sensor is minimum. The QCM responses produced by the cells on the RGD
surface modified at higher concentrations (75 mg/mL and 100 mg/mL) RGD are medium, which may be caused by the
fact that the interaction of cells with the sensor at higher RGD concentrations is weaker than that at the 50 mg/mL RGD
of the optimal adhesion effect on cells because the orientation of RGD is affected by steric hindrance.

Changes in cell traction force accompanying adhesion of human umbilical vein endothelial cells to fibronectin 
modified gold electrodes

[0038] FIG. 6 shows the QCM frequency shift and dynamic resistance response of 20,000 HUVECs cell adhesion and
dynamic changes in cell traction force in a DMEM medium containing 2% fetal bovine serum, after the 9 MHz AT-cut
and BT-cut quartz crystal gold electrodes were modified at different fibronectin (FN) concentrations (0mg/mL, 10mg/mL,
20mg/mL, 30mg/mL, 40mg/mL, 50mg/mL). FIG. 6 also shows the results contrasts of the bare gold electrodes, numbers
1-6 correspond to the above mentioned 6 FN concentrations, respectively. It can be seen that the QCM frequency shift
and the dynamic resistance change caused by adhering 20,000 HUVECs to the bare gold electrode are minimum,
indicating that the adhesion to cells is the weakest at this time, the cells are not well spread and are mainly contracted,
and the cell traction force ΔS is negative. However, as the adhesion time increases, the surface of the electrode may
adsorb adherent factors beneficial to cell adhesion and extracellular matrix factors secreted by the cells, so that ΔS
changes positively, and the cells are gradually spread and are finally close to the value of the cell traction force on the
gold electrode modified at the low FN concentration (10mg/mL). After the gold electrode is modified with FN, the cell
traction force ΔS is positive, indicating that the cells are spread well and apply compressive stress to the crystal, that is,
contraction traction force. By comparing the responses of the gold electrode ΔS modified at the six FN concentrations
(FIG. 6E), the results show that, like the RGD situations, ΔS is maximum and stable at about medium concentration
(20mg/mL), and the QCM frequency shift and dynamic resistance response are also maximum. At the lowest FN con-
centration (10mg/mL) and the highest FN concentration (50mg/mL) tested, the cell traction forces are close and the least,
and the corresponding QCM frequency shift and dynamic resistance change response are also the least. The QCM
frequency shift and dynamic resistance change responses at the higher FN concentrations (30mg/mL, 40mg/mL) are
medium, and the corresponding ΔS response increases fastest at the beginning, but fluctuates with time and attenuates
to some extent, so the final stable value is lower than the ΔS value at the medium concentration (20mg/mL).

Dynamic response of cell traction force under the actions of drugs blebbistatin and nocodazole

[0039] In order to verify the established piezoelectric cell force sensing method, we investigated the QCM response
under the action of a myosin II inhibitor blebbistatin by using the quartz crystals modified at the 50mg/ml RGD concen-
tration. FIG. 7 shows that the cell traction force ΔS decreases under the action of blebbistatin. Blebbistatin is a non-
myosin type II atpase (ATP) inhibitor. The result here is consistent with the conclusion reported in other methods of the
literature that blebbistatin reduces the cell traction force. In addition, we also investigated the effect of a microtubule
inhibitor nocodazole on the mechanical properties of cells, indicating that under the action of 0.5mM nocodazole, the
cell traction force increases at the beginning and then decreases (FIG. 8). Microtubules, as a rigid structure in the
cytoskeleton, exert compressive stress to cells, and determine the cell force balance together with cytoskeletal actin
filaments exerting tensile stress to cells. The microtubule inhibitor nocodazole depolymerizes the microtubules, so the
cell traction force increases in the initial phase. As the acting time of nocodazole increases, the intracellular rigid micro-
tubules are further lost, cell contraction and focal adhesions decrease, resulting in a decrease in the cell traction force.
This is consistent with the results reported by the cell traction force microscopy in the literature.

Effects of vascular endothelial barrier function modulation drugs thrombin and Y-27632 on cell traction force

[0040] FIG. 9 shows curves of changes in frequency, dynamic resistance and cell traction force of 9 MHz AT-cut and
BT-cut crystals caused by vascular endothelial barrier destruction drug thrombin and protective drug Y-27632 acting on
human umbilical vein endothelial cells. It can be seen that under the action of thrombin, the frequency shift of the crystals
decreases and the dynamic resistance increases slightly, indicating that the cell adhesion is enhanced and the cell
traction force increases. Under the action of Y-27632, the frequency shift of the crystals decreases and the dynamic
resistance decreases, indicating that the cell adhesion is weakened and the cell traction force decreases. The vascular
endothelial barrier destruction reagent thrombin is a cytoskeletal contraction agonist that increases the cell traction force
and the cell permeability. The role of the vascular endothelial barrier protective agent Y-27632 is opposite. The Y-27632
is a Rho kinase inhibitor and a cytoskeletal relaxant, affects cortical myosin activity and decreases actin-myosin activity,
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and has the functions of reducing the cell traction force and maintaining the permeability. The results of the two reagents
measured by the double resonator QCM technology are consistent with their functions and the results of cell traction
force measurement reported in the literature.

Effects of EGTA of different concentrations on traction force of human umbilical vein endothelial cells

[0041] FIG. 10 shows adhesion of 50,000 human umbilical vein endothelial cells to bare gold 9 MHz AT-cut and BT-
cut quartz crystals and subsequent dynamic QCM responses under the action of EGTA of different concentrations. It
can be seen that after 50,000 HUVECs are added, the QCM frequency decreases and the resistance increases. After
24 hours, the QCM frequency decreases by 300 to 400 Hz. In all experiments, except for the initial phase, the frequency
shift of the BT-cut crystal is always greater than the frequency shift of the paired AT-cut crystal at the same time, so the
surface stress ΔS applied to the electrode by cells in the adhesion process is positive. As the cells are spread, ΔS
increases rapidly and then becomes stable. After 24 hours, ΔS reaches 115,000 to 175,000 dyne/cm (FIGS. 8G-I). After
different concentrations of EGTA are added, the overall cell traction force shows a tendency to decrease, indicating that
the cells are desorbing at this time. The cell morphology simulation experiments show that the cell spreading area
observed became smaller after the EGTA treatments for five minutes, and the cells were retracted into ellipses. With
the increase of EGTA time, except for the lowlmM EGTA concentration, the cell force decreases, and decreases more
quickly at 50mM EGTA concentration than 10mM EGTA concentration. This is consistent with the result of cell morphology
simulation showing that the cell adhesion area is reduced more quickly with the increase of the EGTA concentration.
Under the action of the low 1mM EGTA concentration, the cell traction force in the initial phase did not decrease but
increase slightly, and then the decreasing trend became consistent with those of the other EGTA concentrations tested.
The integrins for cell-matrix interactions and the E-cadherins for cell-cell interactions are closely related to Ca2+ con-
centrations. It is therefore expected that the EGTA chelated with Ca2+ affects the dynamic adhesion and force balance
of cell-matrix and cell-cell. Under 50000 endothelial cells, the short intercellular distance causes strong intercellular
force. Therefore, we speculated that at the low 1mM EGTA concentration, the EGTA acts mainly between cells, initially
causing a decrease in cell-cell interaction, which in turn leads to an increase in cell traction force between cells and
sensor matrices, and then a decrease in cell traction force between cells and the substrate.

Claims

1. A real-time and quantitative measurement method for cell traction force, comprising the following steps:

(1) placing an AT-cut quartz crystal and a BT-cut quartz crystal in culture dishes or detection cells, wherein the
AT-cut quartz crystal having the same frequency, surface morphology and/or modified surface adhesion mol-
ecules as those of the BT-cut quartz crystal; and
(2) adding cells to be tested to the culture dishes or the detection cells, and measuring the cell traction force
ΔSt of the cells at an adhesion time t by the following formula:

wherein KAT = 2.75310-12cm2 dyn-1 and KBT = -2.65 3 10-12cm2 dyn-1 are stress coefficients of the AT-cut
quartz crystal and the BT-cut quartz crystal respectively; frAT is the resonant frequency of the AT-cut quartz
crystal, frBT is the resonant frequency of the BT-cut quartz crystal, tqAT is the thickness of the AT-cut quartz
crystal, tqBT is the thickness of the BT-cut quartz crystal, and all of which are constants; ΔftAT and ΔftBT are the
frequency shifts of the AT-cut and BT-cut quartz crystals at any time t relative to their reference points respectively;
when ΔSt is negative, it indicates that the stress on the cells is a compressive stress, the cells are contracted,
and the corresponding extracellular matrices are subjected to a tensile stress equal and opposite to the com-
pressive stress; when ΔSt is positive, the stress on the cells is a tensile stress, the cells are spread, and the
corresponding extracellular matrices are subjected to a compressive stress equal and opposite to the tensile
stress.

2. The method according to claim 1, wherein the cell adhesion molecules comprise extracellular matrix molecules
capable of interacting with transmembrane proteins and integrins; extracellular matrix biomimetic molecules capable
of interacting with transmembrane proteins and integrins; molecules capable of interacting with cell surface receptors;
and molecules interacting with the surface of cells to promote cell adhesion.
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3. The method according to claim 2, wherein the extracellular matrix molecules capable of interacting with transmem-
brane proteins and integrins are fibronectin, laminin, vitronectin or collagen; the extracellular matrix biomimetic
molecules capable of interacting with transmembrane proteins and integrins are RGD adhesion sequence polypep-
tides; the molecules capable of interacting with cell surface receptors are molecules capable of interacting with cell
surface cadherin; and the molecules interacting with the surface of cells to promote cell adhesion are poly-1-lysine.

4. The method according to claim 1, wherein in the formula of step (2), tqAT=0.1661/frAT; tqBT=0.2536/frBT.

Amended claims under Art. 19.1 PCT

1. A real-time and quantitative measurement method for cell traction force, comprising the following steps:

(1) placing an AT-cut quartz crystal and a BT-cut quartz crystal in culture dishes or detection cells, wherein the
AT-cut quartz crystal having the same frequency, surface morphology and/or modified surface adhesion mol-
ecules as those of the BT-cut quartz crystal; and
(2) adding cells to be tested to the culture dishes or the detection cells, and measuring the cell traction force
ΔSt of the cells at an adhesion time t by the following formula:

wherein KAT = 2.75310-12cm2 dyn-1 and KBT = -2.65 3 10-12cm2 dyn-1 are stress coefficients of the AT-cut
quartz crystal and the BT-cut quartz crystal respectively; frAT is the resonant frequency of the AT-cut quartz
crystal, frBT is the resonant frequency of the BT-cut quartz crystal, tqAT is the thickness of the AT-cut quartz
crystal, tqBT is the thickness of the BT-cut quartz crystal, and all of which are constants; ΔftAT and ΔftBT are the
frequency shifts of the AT-cut and BT-cut quartz crystals at any time t relative to their reference points respectively;
frAT and ftBT can be different, i.e., AT and BT cut crystals of different frequencies can also be used for the
quantitative measurement of cells generated surface stresses;
when ΔSt is negative, it indicates that the stress on the cells is a compressive stress, the cells are contracted,
and the corresponding extracellular matrices are subjected to a tensile stress equal and opposite to the com-
pressive stress; when ΔSt is positive, the stress on the cells is a tensile stress, the cells are spread, and the
corresponding extracellular matrices are subjected to a compressive stress equal and opposite to the tensile
stress.

2. The method according to claim 1, wherein the cell adhesion molecules comprise extracellular matrix molecules
capable of interacting with transmembrane proteins and integrins; extracellular matrix biomimetic molecules capable
of interacting with transmembrane proteins and integrins; molecules capable of interacting with cell surface receptors;
and molecules interacting with the surface of cells to promote cell adhesion.

3. The method according to claim 2, wherein the extracellular matrix molecules capable of interacting with transmem-
brane proteins and integrins are fibronectin, laminin, vitronectin or collagen; the extracellular matrix biomimetic
molecules capable of interacting with transmembrane proteins and integrins are RGD adhesion sequence polypep-
tides; the molecules capable of interacting with cell surface receptors are molecules capable of interacting with cell
surface cadherin; and the molecules interacting with the surface of cells to promote cell adhesion are poly-1-lysine.

4. The method according to claim 1, wherein in the formula of step (2), cell traction force induced frequency shifts are
proportional to the square of the working frequency of the AT and BT cut crystals: Δf,sAT = KATfr2ΔS/NAT,
Δf,sBT=KBTfr2ΔS/NBT, NAT = 1.6613105 Hz·cm, NBT = 2.5363105 Hz·cm are frequency constants of AT and BT cut
crystals, respectively. By using crystals of different frequencies, traction force or stress generated by individual cells
to cell monolayer, even tissue, organ can be quantitatively measured.
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