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A novel water-compatible macroporous molecularly imprinted film (MIF) has been developed for rapid,
sensitive, and label-free detection of small molecule testosterone in urine. The MIF was synthesized by
photo copolymerization of monomers (methacrylic acid [MAA] and 2-hydroxyethyl methacrylate
[HEMA]), cross-linker (ethylene glycol dimethacrylate, EGDMA), and polystyrene nanoparticles (PS
NPs) in combination with template testosterone molecules. The PS NPs and template molecules were
subsequently removed to form an MIF with macroporous structures and the specific recognition sites
of testosterone. Incubation of artificial urine and human urine on the MIF and the non-imprinted film
(NIF), respectively, indicated undetectable nonspecific adsorption. Accordingly, the MIF was applied on
a surface plasmon resonance (SPR) sensor for the detection of testosterone in phosphate-buffered saline
(PBS) and artificial urine with a limit of detection (LOD) down to 10�15 g/ml. To the best of our
knowledge, the LOD is considered as one of the lowest among the SPR sensors for the detection of small
molecules. The control experiments performed with analogue molecules such as progesterone and estra-
diol demonstrated the good selectivity of this MIF for sensing testosterone. Furthermore, this MIF-based
SPR sensor shows high stability and reproducibility over 8 months of storage at room temperature, which
is more robust than protein-based biosensors.

� 2014 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
Molecular imprinting is a well-established technique for the
preparation of polymers with specific recognition sites of mole-
cules [1,2] and cells [3] on various applications [4,5], including arti-
ficial antibodies [6,7], chromatographic separations [8], sensors
[9,10], and mimic enzyme catalysis [11,12]. In general, molecularly
imprinted polymers (MIPs)1 are prepared by copolymerization of
functional monomers and cross-linkers at the presence of template
molecules in a porogen solvent. After the subsequent removal of
the templates from polymer matrix, complementary cavities in
memory of size, shape, and orientation of their binding sites to the
target molecules are formed. The previously developed MIPs have
demonstrated robustness and high selectivity for the recognition of
target molecules predominantly in organic solvent media [13–15].
However, the MIPs employed for selective binding targets in aque-
ous conditions is an issue that should be addressed because many
target molecules of interest are present only in aqueous solution
such as body fluids, drinks, and waste water. Therefore, it is neces-
sary to develop water-compatible MIPs for binding the targets in a
specific and selective manner [16–19]. The major challenge on the
preparation of MIPs with high selectivity in aqueous media is to
overcome the nonspecific hydrophobic binding of targets that is
often induced by water. To achieve this, various approaches have
been used, including tuning the polarities of porogens and incorpo-
rating polar or nonpolar comonomers or cross-linkers into the MIP
matrix [20]. In addition, MIPs with macroporous structures such as
inverse opal structure have been fabricated for label-free detection
of small molecules in water medium [21,22]. These macrostructures
provides high accessibility for molecules binding into the polymer
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matrices. However, this sensor relying on the diffraction or color
changes of the thick MIPs has limited sensitivity. Here we have
developed a procedure for the preparation of water-compatible MIPs
by introducing monomer with high polarity and a macroporous
structure by removing polystyrene nanoparticles (PS NPs) from the
polymers. The MIPs with thickness of approximately 180 nm, which
is comparable to the penetration depth of surface plasmon reso-
nance (SPR), were well-controlled and synthesized in situ on an
SPR sensor chip. This functionalized SPR sensor chip was further
employed for the specific detection of testosterone in aqueous
solution.

SPR is an optical phenomenon that enables the detection of
mass changes on the surface of metallic substrates. It has been
widely developed as a rapid, label-free, and real-time assay tech-
nique for highly sensitive detection of chemical and biological ana-
lytes [23], including large molecules such as antibodies [24],
protein [25,26], pathogen [27], and nucleic acids [28]. SPR has also
been reported for the detection of small molecules with high sen-
sitivity. For instance, SPR sensors enable the detection of hormone
at the picogram per milliliter (pg/ml) range [29] and trinitrotolu-
ene (TNT) down to tens of femtomoles (fM) based on the molecu-
larly imprinted gold nanoparticles [30]. Testosterone is a steroid
hormone that acts as an indicator of a great many pathological con-
ditions such as a prostate cancer biomarker and a stimulant that is
often illegally used to increase muscle mass and strength in ath-
letic sports. In general, the daily production rates of testosterone
are 4 to 12 mg in young men and 0.5 to 2.9 mg in young women
[31]. Conventional testosterone analysis is performed by immuno-
assays [32,33] and chromatography [34,35]. The immunoassays
typically provide high sensitivity but require long incubation/
washing steps and rely on the antibodies that have limited thermal
stability, whereas the chromatography suffers from the weak spec-
ificity and insufficient sensitivity. SPR sensors in combination with
MIPs can address this issue for the detection of small molecules at
high sensitivity and selectivity [36,37]. In addition, an SPR sensor
chip with a three-dimensional binding matrix such as hydrogel
and MIPs containing a porous structure could improve the sensitiv-
ity because it provides higher binding capacity [38] and allows the
target molecules to diffuse rapidly to the recognition sites.

In this study, a water-compatible macroporous molecularly
imprinted film (MIF) was prepared on an SPR sensor chip through
ultraviolet (UV) photo-polymerization. The macroporous structure
of the MIF was developed through removal of PS NPs from the
polymerized MIPs. The MIF with a high porosity was expected to
provide a high capacity and high accessibility for the target mole-
cules reaching to the recognition binding sites, thereby resulting in
high sensitivity for rapid detection of the corresponding targets.
The selectivity of the MIF was investigated on two other analogues,
namely estradiol and progesterone. Furthermore, the nonspecific
adsorption of serum, artificial urine, and human urine was evalu-
ated on macroporous MIF and non-imprinted films (NIFs), respec-
tively. This macroporous MIF was finally used for SPR sensing of
testosterone in phosphate-buffered saline (PBS) buffer and artifi-
cial urine with a limit of detection (LOD) down to 10�15 g/ml.
The sensor performance of the MIF in female and male human
urine was also investigated. In addition, the stability and reproduc-
ibility of this SPR sensor chip were investigated after 8 months of
storage at room temperature.
Materials and methods

Materials

Testosterone (MW = 288.42, cat. no. A0277793) and benzophe-
none (BP, wt% = 99%, cat. no. A0253552) were purchased from
Acros Organics (China). 17b-Estradiol (cat. no. 11657, wt% = 98%),
progesterone (USP, cat. no. 15925), 2-hydroxyethyl methacrylate
(HEMA, wt% = 96%), and ethylene glycol dimethacrylate (EGDMA,
analytical grade, wt% = 98%) were purchased from Aladdin Reagent
(China). PS NPs (100 nm, 25 mg/ml, cat. no. 619820) were pur-
chased from Polysciences (Germany). Methacrylic acid (MAA, ana-
lytical grade, wt% = 99%) and 1-dodecanethiol (wt% = 98%, cat. no.
LBB0J03) were purchased from J & K Scientific (China). PBS was
prepared from 140 mM NaCl, 10 mM phosphate, and 3 mM KCl,
and pH 7.4 was adjusted by HCl and NaOH. Ethanol, acetic acid,
and acetone were all analytical grade and purchased from Beijing
Tongguang Fine Chemicals (China). MAA, HEMA, and EGDMA were
distilled under reduced pressure before use. All of the other
reagents were used as received. Rabbit serum was purchased from
Sigma–Aldrich (cat. no. R9133, Singapore). Artificial urine (AU)
solution at pH 6.0 was prepared by dissolving 2.0 mM citric acid,
25 mM NaHCO3, 170 mM urea, 2.5 mM CaCl2, 90 mM NaCl,
2.0 mM MgSO4, 10 mM Na2SO4, 7 mM KH2PO4, 7 mM K2HPO4,
and 25 mM NH4Cl in water [39]. The pH of the solution was
adjusted to 6.0 by the addition of 1.0 M HCl. Human urine samples
were obtained from female and male volunteers.

Sensor surface functionalized with macroporous MIF

First, the gold chip was immersed in 1 mM 1-dodecanethiol eth-
anol solution for 24 h to form a self-assembled monolayer (SAM),
which will react with the benzophenone to form free radicals for
anchoring polymers. The testosterone-imprinted film was synthe-
sized based on UV photo polymerization. Next, 0.036 g of testoster-
one was mixed with 42 ll of MAA and 61 ll of HEMA in 4.518 ml
of ethanol. The mixture was sonicated for 20 min and pre-polymer-
ized for 4 h at room temperature. Subsequently, the mixture was
added to 355 ll of cross-linker EGDMA, 25 ll of PS NPs, and
0.02 g of benzophenone as initiator. After being treated with nitro-
gen gas for 10 min, the reaction solution was injected into a home-
made flow cell in contact with the SAM modified gold chip for in
situ polymerization. The thin MIF embedded with PS NPs (PS–
MIF) was formed on the gold chip by UV irradiation (k = 365 nm,
irradiation power of 2 W/cm2). The formation of the MIF on gold
chip was real-time monitored by SPR reflectivity changes and the
angular spectra. Afterward, the PS NPs were removed from PS–
MIF by rinsing with acetone overnight to form the macroporous
film. Finally, the macroporous MIF was rinsed with a mixture of
ethanol and acetic acid (v/v = 1:1) to remove the template mole-
cule testosterone from the MIF and form the recognition cavities.
For a blank control, a macroporous NIF was prepared through
removal of PS NPs from the same polymers without imprinting
of template molecules. In addition, a conventional MIF was synthe-
sized through the polymerization of the same monomers and tem-
plate molecules but without PS NPs. The thickness of the MIF was
determined with Alpha Step IQ Surface Profiler (KLA-Tencor, Milpi-
tas, CA, USA) by carefully scratching the film with a needle to form
a scratch down to the glass with approximately 100 lm in width.
The underneath gold film with a thickness of 50 nm was taken into
account.

SPR implementation

In the experiment, an optical setup based on SPR spectroscopy
was employed [40] (Fig. 1). A light beam emitted from a stabilized
HeNe laser (2 mW, k = 632.8 nm) passed through a polarizer to
become a transverse magnetically polarized beam and was coupled
to a LASFN 9 glass prism (90�, np = 1.845) with an optically
matched sensor chip to its base by using immersion oil. A flow cell
with a volume of approximately 0.5 ml was pressed against the
sensor surface to flow liquid sample over the substrate surface



Fig.1. Scheme of SPR sensor setup, the PS–MIF functionalized sensor chip, and the procedure for the formation of macroporous MIF.

Fig.2. SEM images of MIF embedded with PS NPs (A) and the macroporous MIF after
removal of PS NPs (B). Scale bars = 1 lm.
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with a peristaltic pump at a flow rate approximately 0.25 ml/min.
The excitation of surface plasmon (SP) was observed from the
angular reflectivity spectra measured by using a photodiode detec-
tor and a rotation stage. The resonant coupling of an incident light
beam to SP is manifested as resonant dips in the reflectivity spec-
tra. To evaluate the property of the MIF, the angular reflectivity
spectra were fitted by a transfer matrix-based model that was
implemented in the software Winspall (developed at the Max
Planck Institute for Polymer Research, Mainz, Germany). The
parameters were fitted as follows: refractive index of prism
np = 1.845, thickness of dm = 41.5 nm, refractive index of
nm = 0.2+3.5144i for gold film, refractive index of ethanol
nb1 = 1.3582, and refractive index of PBS nb2 = 1.3338. The surface
coverage of the MIF and testosterone molecules was estimated
according to the following equation [41]:

C ¼ ðnf � nbÞdf

@n=@c
; ð1Þ

where nb and nf are the refractive index of a sample solution and the
MIF, respectively, and df is the thickness of the MIF. The factor of on/
oc = 0.2 mm3/mg relates the refractive index changes with concen-
tration variations of molecules such as proteins and small organic
molecules and was taken from the literature [42,43].

Detection of testosterone

The macroporous MIF with recognition cavities was immersed
in PBS buffer and AU for the monitoring of testosterone. Samples
were prepared by spiking the PBS buffer or AU with testosterone
at concentrations ranging from 10�15 to 10�7 g/ml. Afterward, each
sample with a volume of 0.8 ml was pumped through the sensor
surface and circulated during the incubation for 20 min, followed
by rinsing of the sensor surface with PBS buffer or AU for approx-
imately 10 min. To investigate the selectivity of the MIF, two ana-
logue molecules, estradiol and progesterone, at a concentration of
10�6 g/ml in PBS buffer were respectively incubated with the MIF.
For the control experiment, the testosterone of 10�6 g/ml in PBS
buffer was incubated with the macroporous NIF and conventional
MIF.

Results and discussion

Preparation and characterization of macroporous MIF

The water-compatibility and unspecific binding properties of
MIF are strongly correlated to the polarity of porogen and mono-
mers. It has been reported that MIPs containing HEMA showed
improved specific binding of L-nicotine in water as compared with
MIF made with only MAA monomer [20]. However, the high
amount of HEMA may also result in high unspecific binding of
MIPs. Here, MAA and HEMA at a concentration ratio of 1:1 were
employed for the development of MIPs where the specific recogni-
tion sites were formed through the hydrogen bonds among the
hydroxyl/carbonyl groups in testosterone and the carboxyl and
hydroxyl groups in MAA and HEMA, respectively (Fig. 1). The
optimization of experimental condition for the preparation of the
macroporous MIF is partially shown in Table S1 of the online
supplementary material. The scanning electron microscope (SEM)
image (Fig. 2A) indicated a highly dense MIF embedded with
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nanoparticles with diameters from 100 to 300 nm that are related
to the PS NPs and their aggregates. A macroporous MIF with pores
up to 2 lm in size was formed by removing the PS NPs from the
MIF (Fig. 2B). The larger pores may partially be ascribed to the loss
of monomers along with the removal of PS NPs.

The thickness of the MIF was controlled by stopping the UV
radiation when the SPR resonant angle shifts to around 71�. For
instance, the SPR resonant dip shifts from 60.2 to 71.7� (see
Fig. 3A), indicating the formation of PS–MIF with a thickness of
approximately df = 177 nm as measured by the Surface Profiler.
The thickness of the film is comparable to the penetration depth
of SPR; thus, the molecular binding in the whole film can be probed
by the electromagnetic field of SPR. By fitting the spectra curve in
Fig. 3A, the refractive index of PS–MIF was estimated as nf = 1.4505
in ethanol. The mass coverage of PS–MIF on the gold substrate was
estimated as Cf = 81.7 ng/mm2 according to Eq. (1). The resonant
angle of the PS–MIF was decreased by 0.35� after removal of PS
NPs through rinsing with acetone solution overnight. The surface
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Fig.3. (A) Angular reflectivity spectra of gold film modified with SAM (1),
functionalized with the PS–MIF (2), after the removal of PS NPs from the PS–MIF
(3), and after the removal of testosterone as measured in ethanol (4). (B) Angular
reflectivity spectra of the macroporous MIF on the affinity binding of testosterone at
concentrations of 0 g/ml (1), 10�15 g/ml (2), 10�13 g/ml (3), 10�11 g/ml (4), 10�9 g/
ml (5), and 10�7 g/ml (6) in PBS buffer.
coverage of the removed PS NPs, accordingly, was evaluated as
1.4 ng/mm2, which corresponds to approximately 3 particles/lm2

(PS NPs have a mass of 1.82 � 1012 particles/mg according to the
Polysciences data sheet). The PS coverage is comparable to the
number of particles as indicated in the SEM imaging (Fig. 2A). To
remove the template molecules from the MIF, acidic molecules
were typically employed to break the hydrogen bonds between
templates and the polymer [44]. Here, a mixture of ethanol and
acetic acid (v/v = 1:1) was employed to remove the template mol-
ecules, resulting in a decrease of the resonant angle from 71.35 to
70.60� and a reflectivity decrease of DR = 7.5% (Fig. 3A; see also
Fig. S1a in supplementary material). Accordingly, we estimated
the refractive index of the macroporous MIF as nf = 1.4448 and
the surface coverage of removed testosterone as C = 5 ng/mm2,
which is approximately 6.2% mass of the MIF. This result is compa-
rable to the mass percentage of testosterone (7%) added in the
polymer solution before polymerization. A comparison experiment
on measuring the removal of template molecule from the conven-
tional MIF (i.e., the MIF without incorporation of PS NPs during
photo polymerization) showed negligible changes on the reflectiv-
ity and the resonant angles (Figs. S1b and S2). This is ascribed to
the fact that the density of the conventional MIF was too high;
thus, it is hard to remove the testosterone from the polymer
network.

Investigation of macroporous MIF for detection of testosterone

In further experiments, a time-dependent reflectivity changes
DR was measured at an incident angle lower than the resonance
angle with the highest slope dR/dh (e.g., 67.5� for macroporous
MIF). Affinity binding of testosterone molecules to the macropo-
rous MIF was investigated on injecting a series of testosterone
PBS solutions at the concentrations from 10�15 to 10�7 g/ml. The
SPR resonance angle shifted to higher angles on the binding of tes-
tosterone (Fig. 3B). For instance, it increased from 69.00 to 69.12�
after the incubation of testosterone at a concentration of 10�15 g/
ml in PBS buffer solution (Fig. 3B). The time-dependent reflectivity
changes showed an increase of reflectivity DR = 2.9% after the incu-
bation of a series of testosterone samples at concentrations up to
10�7 g/ml (Fig. 4A). The selectivity of the macroporous MIF was
investigated by injecting testosterone analogue molecules such
as progesterone and estradiol at a concentration of 10�6 g/ml in
PBS. The reflectivity increased significantly on the injection of the
samples as ascribed to the diffusion of the analogue molecules into
the macroporous MIF. However, the reflectivity recovered after
rinsing with PBS buffer. The reflectivity change DR = 0.23% for
the incubation of progesterone was one order of magnitude lower
than the specific binding of testosterone (DR = 2.16%) at the same
concentration (Fig. 4B). Compared with progesterone, the incuba-
tion of estradiol was accompanied by a relatively higher reflectivity
changes DR = 0.52%. This might be ascribed to the more similar
structure of estradiol, which has a hydroxyl group instead of a
carbonyl group at position 3 (Fig. 4B), even though the reflectivity
changes for the unspecific binding of estradiol was still more than
4-fold lower than the affinity binding of testosterone. The result
indicates that testosterone-imprinted macroporous MIF has good
selectivity to the recognition of testosterone molecules. As a com-
parison, a conventional MIF was also employed to investigate the
affinity binding between the testosterone and the MIF. A negligible
change (DR = 0.07%) was observed for the binding of testosterone
to the conventional MIF at a concentration of 10�6 g/ml in PBS
(Fig. 4B). The 30-fold lower response than that on macroporous
MIF is ascribed to the high density of the conventional MIF; thus,
only few recognition sites are accessible in the MIF. These results
indicated that the high porosity of MIF could significantly improve
the accessibility and sensitivity for the binding of testosterone.
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A control experiment on the incubation of a blank macroporous
NIF (without testosterone during polymerization) in a 10�6 g/ml
testosterone PBS solution showed reflectivity changes of
DR = 0.12% on the SPR measurement (Fig. 4B). The response is com-
parable to the reflectivity changes for the binding of analogue mol-
ecules (i.e., progesterone and estradiol) on the macroporous MIF.
The results indicated that there were no specific recognition sites
for testosterone in the control NIF, and the response is ascribed
to the nonspecific interaction between the molecules and the poly-
mer matrix. However, this unspecific response in macroporous NIF
is higher than the specific response of testosterone on the conven-
tional MIF DR = 0.07% (Fig. 4B), indicating that the macroporous
structure provides both more specific and nonspecific interactions
between testosterone and the polymer matrix.

Unspecific adsorption of serum, artificial urine, and human urine

The unspecific interaction of serum and AU with the macropo-
rous MIF was investigated to evaluate the potential analysis of
testosterone in these samples. Fig. 5A shows the reflectivity curves
measured on the incubation of the macroporous MIF with serum at
concentrations of 10, 50, and 100%. These data reveal that after the
flows of 50 and 100% serum, the reflectivity at an incident angle of
70� increased significantly due to the high refractive index of
serum. The reflectivity changes before and after the incubation
with 10, 50, and 100% serum are DR = 0.20, 0.75, and 2.25%, respec-
tively. These reflectivity changes at 50 and 100% serum are much
higher than the affinity binding of testosterone at concentrations
lower than 10�13 g/ml (Fig. 4A). The angular reflectivity spectra
also show the angular shifts of approximately Dh = 0.2� after incu-
bation with 100% serum (Fig. 5A). The high unspecific binding of
serum in the macroporous MIF reveals the unfeasibility to detect
the testosterone in 50 or 100% serum. However, the incubation of
AU on the sensor chip shows undetectable reflectivity changes,
indicating negligible nonspecific binding of AU in the macroporous
MIF (Fig. 5B). The reflectivity increases after the incubation of AU
was due to the increased refractive index of AU (see Fig. S3 in sup-
plementary material), and later the decrease of the reflectivity



12 MIF-based SPR sensor of testosterone / Q. Zhang et al. / Anal. Biochem. 463 (2014) 7–14
might be ascribed to a small swelling of the MIF in AU. Accordingly,
the affinity binding of testosterone on the macroporous MIF was
carried out in AU, as indicated in the time-dependent reflectivity
changes (Fig. 5B). The reflectivity increases up to DR = 2.5% on
the incubation of testosterone at concentrations up to 10�7 g/ml,
which is lower than DR = 2.9% as performed in PBS (Fig. 4A). The
lower sensor response in AU than in PBS might be ascribed to
the higher ionic strength and lower pH value of AU that weaken
the affinity binding between the testosterone and the polymer
matrix.

In addition, considering the presence of testosterone in human
urine samples, we investigated the unspecific adsorption of human
urine on the macroporous NIF sensor chips. The SPR reflectivity
increased by up to 0.5% after the injection of the male and female
urine and decreased back to the original level after rinsing with
PBS buffer (see Fig. S4 in supplementary material). The increase
of the reflectivity might be ascribed to the nonspecific adsorption
of the small amount of proteins in the human urine; however, it
can be removed through rinsing with PBS buffer. It indicated the
feasibility for the detection of testosterone in human urine with
the macroporous MIF sensor chip.
LOD for detection of testosterone

The calibration curve for the detection of testosterone in PBS
and AU shows the SPR reflectivity changes as a function of the
testosterone concentrations from 10�15 to 10�7 g/ml in Fig. 6. The
reflectivity changes show good linearity versus logarithmic con-
centrations of the testosterone with the slopes around S = 0.3%
(DR = 4.795 + 0.298lgC, R2 = 0.983 and DR = 4.559 + 0.292lgC,
R2 = 0.990 for PBS and AU, respectively). The error bars obtained
from three different chips in the calibration curve indicated good
reproducibility of the macroporous MIF for the sensing of testos-
terone in PBS buffer and AU. The LOD for the detection of testoster-
one was estimated to be 10�15 g/ml (i.e., 3.5 fM) in PBS and AU. The
LOD was determined as the concentration of testosterone at which
the response is 3 times the standard deviation of the reflectivity
baseline while taking the error bars into account (Fig. 6). As com-
pared with the other molecular imprinting methods in doping
analysis, liquid chromatographic and competitive immunoassay
for the detection of testosterone with LODs of 0.3 ng/ml [45],
2 ng/ml [46], and 12 pg/ml [47], the SPR sensor based on this
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Fig.6. Calibration curves for the detection of testosterone in PBS buffer and artificial
urine, as fitted with the linear function. The error bars were obtained from three
different chips. 3SD, 3 standard deviations.
macroporous MIF provides more than four orders of magnitude
lower detection limit. Furthermore, in comparison with other tech-
nologies such as conventional enzyme-linked immunosorbent
assay (ELISA) and competitive immunoassays, this method pro-
vides direct detection of small molecules without using antibodies
within short assay time (30 min). However, it also has limitations
on the detection of various samples with high throughput as
compared with other technologies such as ELISA. In addition, the
cross-reactivity of the sensor chip to estradiol in this method is
rather high, and this needs to be improved in future work.
Sensor performance in human urine

The MIF sensor performance in human urine was investigated
in female and male urine samples. As shown in Fig. 7, the reflectiv-
ity increased after injection of the human urine, indicating the
presence of testosterone. Comparing the response and the initial
slope of the binding curve with the kinetic curve in Fig. 5, we
can estimate that the amount of testosterone in the female and
male urine is in a range from 1 to 100 ng/ml, which is comparable
to the reported testosterone level in human urine [48]. The higher
response DR = 0.7% for male urine indicated the higher amount of
testosterone than the female urine. Interestingly, the female urine
does not show significant difference of the refractive index with
respect to the PBS buffer, whereas the male urine results in an
abrupt increase in reflectivity, indicating a high concentration of
ions and/or proteins. Note that urine samples vary from person
to person and also relates to people’s diets. The sensor response
DR increased up to 0.9% after the urine samples were spiked with
10�7 g/ml testosterone. The response is comparable to the one
shown in Fig. 5B. However, because of the high concentration of
testosterone in urine and the high variations of the sensor
response, it has limited sensitivity to detect concentration varia-
tions lower than 1 ng/ml in human urine. We expect that further
optimization of the MIFs can be carried out to reduce the sensor
variations and improve the sensitivity on the detection of
testosterone in human urine.
Stability and reproducibility of MIF-based SPR sensor

To evaluate the stability and reproducibility of the macroporous
MIF, the sensor chips were stored in an unsealed bottle at room
temperature when they were not in use. It retained the same
0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40

0.155

0.160

0.165

0.170

0.175

R
ef

le
ci

tv
ity

Time (min)
0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35

0.155

0.160

0.165

0.170

0.175
B

 (1)
 (2)

Time (min)

PBS

ΔR

male urine sample

PBS

 (1)
 (2) PBS

ΔR

female urine sample

PBS

A

Fig.7. Time-dependent SPR reflectivity changes measured on the macroporous MIF
on the incubation of female (left) and male (right) urine before (1) and after (2)
being spiked with 10�7 g/ml testosterone.



MIF-based SPR sensor of testosterone / Q. Zhang et al. / Anal. Biochem. 463 (2014) 7–14 13
angular reflectivity spectra and approximately 84% of its affinity to
10�15 g/ml testosterone in PBS after 8 months of storage (see
Fig. S5 in supplementary material). These MIF-based sensors pro-
vided much better stability than typical antibody-based biosensors
that survive only for days at room temperature. The fabrication of
five sensor chips, made independently with different batches of
bare gold chips, showed acceptable reproducibility with a relative
standard deviation value of 27% for the affinity binding of
testosterone at a concentration of 10�15 g/ml in PBS (Fig. S6).
Conclusions

A water-compatible macroporous MIF has been developed for
SPR sensor on the sensitive detection of testosterone at a concen-
tration as low as 10�15 g/ml in PBS and AU. The macroporous
MIF achieved through the removal of PS NPs from the polymer
matrix shows high sensitivity and accessibility for the binding of
testosterone as compared with conventional MIF. Furthermore,
this macroporous MIF demonstrated good selectivity for the bind-
ing of testosterone with respect to analogues such as progesterone
and estradiol. Incubation of AU and human urine on the polymer
films showed undetectable nonspecific adsorption. The sensor per-
formance in female and male human urine indicated the feasibility
for the detection of testosterone in human urine. In addition, this
SPR sensor reveals high stability and reproducibility over 8 months
of storage at room temperature without any specific protection.
This method is a great candidate for rapid, simple, and label-free
detection of molecules in aqueous solution such as hormones,
stimulants, and other small molecules.
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