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(57) ABSTRACT

An assay method is described, which comprises the steps of
immobilizing a binding partner (e.g., an antigen or antibody)
for an analyte to be detected (e.g., an antibody or antigen) on
a portion of a surface of a microfluidic chamber; passing a
fluid sample over the surface and allowing the analyte to
bind to the binding partner; allowing a metal colloid, e.g., a
gold-conjugated antibody, to associate with the bound ana-
lyte; flowing a metal solution, e.g., a silver solution, over the
surface such as to form an opaque metallic layer; and
detecting the presence of said metallic layer, e.g., by visual
inspection or by measuring light transmission through the
layer, conductivity or resistance of the layer, or metal
concentration in the metal solution after flowing the metal
solution over the surface.
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ASSAY DEVICE AND METHOD

RELATED APPLICATIONS

This application is a continuation of Ser. No. 12/769,489,
filed Apr. 28, 2010, now U.S. Pat. No. 8,574,924, entitled
“Assay Device and Method”, which is a divisional of U.S.
application Ser. No. 10/584,819 filed Jun. 14, 2007, now
U.S. Pat. No. 7,736,890, entitled “Assay Device and
Method”, which is a U.S. National Stage application of
International Patent Application Serial No. PCT/US2004/
043585, filed Dec. 29, 2004, entitled “Assay Device and
Method”, by Sia, et al., which claims priority to U.S.
Provisional Patent Application Ser. No. 60/533,627, filed
Dec. 31, 2003, entitled “Assay Device and Method”, by Sia,
et al., and to U.S. Provisional Patent Application Ser. No.
60/539,416, filed Jan. 26, 2004, entitled “Assay Device and
Method”, by Sia, et al., each of which is incorporated herein
by reference in its entirety.

FEDERALLY SPONSORED RESEARCH

This invention was sponsored by National Institute of
Health grant GM30367 and National Science Foundation
grant ECS-9729405. The Government has certain rights in
the invention.

BACKGROUND OF INVENTION

1. Field of Invention

This invention relates to a method and apparatus for
determining an analyte and, in particular, to the determina-
tion of an analyte indicating a disease condition.

2. Background of the Invention

An accurate early and ongoing determination of a disease
condition is important for the prevention and treatment of
human and animal diseases. One class of diagnostic tech-
niques uses immunoassay reactions to detect the presence of
either an antigen or an antibody in a sample taken from a
subject. These immunoassay methods include, for example,
ELISA, immunochromatographic assays (strip tests, dip-
stick assays and lateral flow assays), and sandwich assays.
Accuracy, reliability, and ease of use of these types of assays
has improved, but often testing requires laboratory condi-
tions, power supplies, and training that may not be available
in some areas where testing is desired.

One type of sandwich assay uses gold-conjugated anti-
bodies to enhance detection. For example, see PCT publi-
cation WO/91/01003. Enhancement of a gold colloid signal
can be achieved by staining the gold colloids with silver.
First, in the case of HIV, an HIV antigen is immobilized onto
a solid polystyrene substrate. A human anti-HIV antibody is
then captured by the antigen and is therefore itself immo-
bilized on the substrate. The antibody is then exposed to
anti-human IgG labeled with a colloidal gold particle and
thus labeled IgG becomes bonded to the antibody. The
antigen-antibody-IgG complex is then exposed to a solution
containing silver ions and these become nucleated around
the gold particles as solid silver particles having a dark color
to the eye.

The development of microfluidics and microfluidic tech-
niques has provided improved chemical and biological
research tools, including platforms for performing chemical
reactions, combining and separating fluids, diluting samples,
and generating gradients. For example, see U.S. Pat. No.
6,645,432, hereby incorporated by reference herein.
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2
SUMMARY OF INVENTION

This invention relates to a method and apparatus for
determining an analyte and, in particular, to the determina-
tion of an analyte indicating a disease condition.

In one embodiment, the present invention is directed to a
method comprising accumulating an opaque material on a
region of a microfluidic chamber, exposing the region to
light, and determining the transmission of light through the
opaque material.

In another embodiment, the present invention is directed
to an immunoassay comprising a microfluidic chamber
having a surface, at least one of an antigen or an antibody
disposed on a portion of the chamber surface, and an opaque
layer associated with the portion of the chamber.

In another embodiment, the present invention is directed
to a method comprising passing a fluid sample over a
surface, allowing a sample component to bind with a binding
partner disposed on the surface, allowing a metal colloid to
associate with a sample component, and flowing a metal
solution over the surface to form a metallic layer.

In another embodiment, the present invention is directed
to a method comprising flowing a fluid sample over a
surface, allowing a sample component to bind with a binding
partner disposed on the surface, and accumulating an opaque
material on a portion of the surface.

In another embodiment, the present invention is directed
to an assay kit comprising a surface including a microfluidic
channel, at least one of an antibody or an antigen associated
with a portion of the microfluidic channel, a metal colloid
associated with an antibody or an antigen, a metal precursor,
and instructions for performing the assay.

In yet another embodiment, the present invention is
directed to a method comprising contacting a sample with an
antibody or an antigen, allowing a sample component to
bind with the antibody or antigen, illuminating any bound
sample component with a pulse modulated light, and deter-
mining binding of a sample component to an antigen or
antibody.

Other advantages and novel features of the present inven-
tion will become apparent from the following detailed
description of various non-limiting embodiments of the
invention when considered in conjunction with the accom-
panying figures. In cases where the present specification and
a document incorporated by reference include conflicting
and/or inconsistent disclosure, the present specification shall
control. If two or more documents incorporated by reference
include conflicting and/or inconsistent disclosure with
respect to each other, then the document having the later
effective date shall control.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF DRAWINGS

The accompanying drawings are not intended to be drawn
to scale. In the drawings, each identical or nearly identical
component that is illustrated in various figures is represented
by a like numeral. For purposes of clarity, not every com-
ponent is labeled in every drawing. In the drawings:

FIG. 1 is an illustration of one embodiment of an assay of
the invention;

FIG. 2 is an illustration of an assay including a detector;

FIG. 3 is a schematic illustration of an optical detector;

FIG. 4 is a graph illustrating absorbance versus analyte
concentration;

FIG. 5 illustrates graphically and in a photocopy of a
micrograph the amount of opaque material present at high
and low analyte concentrations;
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FIG. 6 provides photocopies of micrographs showing the
formation of opaque material at various analyte concentra-
tions;

FIG. 7 provides graphical data regarding four different
assay techniques;

FIG. 8 provides graphical data indicating absorbance vs.
time of exposure and provides photocopies of micrographs
showing an opaque material;

FIG. 94 provides a side view of an assay detection system;

FIG. 95 provides a side view of a detection area of an
assay;

FIG. 10 provides graphical data comparing apparent
absorbance by two different techniques;

FIG. 11 provides additional graphical data comparing
absorbance by two different techniques;

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

This invention is not limited in its application to the
details of construction and the arrangement of components
set forth in the following description or illustrated in the
drawings. The invention is capable of other embodiments
and of being practiced or of being carried out in various
ways. Also, the phraseology and terminology used herein is
for the purpose of description and should not be regarded as
limiting. The use of “including,” “comprising,” or “having,”
“containing”, “involving”, and variations thereof herein, is
meant to encompass the items listed thereafter and equiva-
lents thereof as well as additional items.

The invention provides a method and apparatus for deter-
mining a presence, qualitatively or quantitatively, of a
component in a sample. The component may be a binding
partner, such as an antibody or antigen, that may be indica-
tive of a disease condition.

In one aspect, a sample from a subject can be analyzed
with little or no sample preparation. The sample may also be
obtained non-invasively, thus providing for a safer and more
patient-friendly analytical procedure.

In another aspect, an assay providing high sensitivity and
a low limit of detection, comparable to that of the most
sensitive ELISA test, is provided. The assay can be run
quickly and results may be permanent, allowing for reading
the assay at any time after performing the test.

In another aspect, a sample is flowed over a surface
associated with a prospective binding partner of a sample
component. The assay can be performed in a channel of a
microfiuidic device allowing the sample to be flowed over a
binding partner, for example, an antigen. Any antigen-
antibody complex that forms may be associated with a metal
colloid that provides a catalytic surface for the deposition of
an opaque material, such as a layer of metal. Therefore, if
antibody-antigen binding occurs in the microfiuidic channel,
the flowing of a metal precursor through the channel can
result in the formation of an opaque layer, such as a silver
layer, due to the presence of the catalytic metal colloid
associated with the antibody-antigen complex. Any opaque
layer that is formed in the microfluidic channel can be
detected optically, for example, by measuring a reduction in
light transmittance through a portion of the microfluidic
channel compared to a portion of the channel that does not
include the antibody or antigen. The opaque layer may
provide an increase in assay sensitivity when compared to
techniques that do not form an opaque layer.

The term “binding” refers to the interaction between a
corresponding pair of molecules that exhibit mutual affinity
or binding capacity, typically specific or non-specific bind-
ing or interaction, including biochemical, physiological,
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4

and/or pharmaceutical interactions. Biological binding
defines a type of interaction that occurs between pairs of
molecules including proteins, nucleic acids, glycoproteins,
carbohydrates, hormones and the like. Specific examples
include antibody/antigen, antibody/hapten, enzyme/sub-
strate, enzyme/inhibitor, enzyme/cofactor, binding protein/
substrate, carrier protein/substrate, lectin/carbohydrate,
receptor/hormone, receptor/effector, complementary strands
of nucleic acid, protein/nucleic acid repressor/inducer,
ligand/cell surface receptor, virus/ligand, etc.

An “opaque material” is a substance that interferes with
the transmittance of light at one or more wavelengths. An
opaque material does not merely refract light, but reduces
the amount of transmission through the material by, for
example, absorbing or reflecting light. Different opaque
materials or different amounts of an opaque material may
allow transmittance of less than 90, 80, 70, 60, 50, 40, 30,
20, 10 or 1 percent of the light illuminating the opaque
material. Examples of opaque materials include molecular
layers of elemental metal and polymeric layers.

The term “binding partner” refers to a molecule that can
undergo binding with a particular molecule. Biological
binding partners are examples. For instance, Protein A is a
binding partner of the biological molecule IgG, and vice
versa. Likewise, an antibody is a binding partner to its
antigen, and vice versa.

“Colloids”, as used herein, means nanoparticles, i.e., very
small, self-suspendable or fluid-suspendable particles
including those made of material that is, e.g., inorganic or
organic, polymeric, ceramic, semiconductor, metallic (e.g.,
gold), non-metallic, crystalline, amorphous, or a combina-
tion. Typically, colloid particles used in accordance with the
invention are of less than 250 nm cross section in any
dimension, more typically less than 100 nm cross section in
any dimension, and in most cases are of about 2-30 nm cross
section. One class of colloids suitable for use in the inven-
tion is 10-30 nm in cross section, and another about 2-10 nm
in cross section. Colloids may be associated with a binding
partner, for example, an antibody. As used herein this term
includes the definition commonly used in the field of bio-
chemistry.

As used herein, a component that is “immobilized relative
to” another component either is fastened to the other com-
ponent or is indirectly fastened to the other component, e.g.,
by being fastened to a third component to which the other
component also is fastened, or otherwise is transitionally
associated with the other component. For example, a sig-
naling entity is immobilized with respect to a binding
species if the signaling entity is fastened to the binding
species, is fastened to a colloid particle to which the binding
species is fastened, is fastened to a dendrimer or polymer to
which the binding species is fastened, etc.

“Signaling entity” means an entity that is capable of
indicating its existence in a particular sample or at a par-
ticular location. Signaling entities of the invention can be
those that are identifiable by the unaided human eye, those
that may be invisible in isolation but may be detectable by
the unaided human eye if in sufficient quantity (e.g., colloid
particles), entities that absorb or emit electromagnetic radia-
tion at a level or within a wavelength range such that they
can be readily detected visibly (unaided or with a micro-
scope including an electron microscope or the like), opti-
cally, or spectroscopically, entities that can be detected
electronically or electrochemically, such as redox-active
molecules exhibiting a characteristic oxidation/reduction
pattern upon exposure to appropriate activation energy
(“electronic signaling entities”), or the like. Examples
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include dyes, pigments, electroactive molecules such as
redox-active molecules, fluorescent moieties (including, by
definition, phosphorescent moieties), up-regulating phos-
phors, chemiluminescent entities, electrochemiluminescent
entities, or enzyme-linked signaling moieties including
horseradish peroxidase and alkaline phosphatase. “Precur-
sors of signaling entities” are entities that, by themselves,
may not have signaling capability but, upon chemical,
electrochemical, electrical, magnetic, or physical interaction
with another species, become signaling entities. An example
includes a chromophore having the ability to emit radiation
within a particular, detectable wavelength only upon chemi-
cal interaction with another molecule. Precursors of signal-
ing entities are distinguishable from, but are included within
the definition of, “signaling entities” as used herein.

In some, but not all embodiments, all components of the
systems and methods described herein are microfluidic.
“Microfluidic,” as used herein, refers to a device, apparatus
or system including at least one fluid channel having a
cross-sectional dimension of less than 1 mm, and a ratio of
length to largest cross-sectional dimension of at least 3:1. A
“microfluidic channel,” as used herein, is a channel meeting
these criteria.

The “cross-sectional dimension” of the channel is mea-
sured perpendicular to the direction of fluid flow. Most fluid
channels in components of the invention have maximum
cross-sectional dimensions less than 2 mm, and in some
cases, less than 1 mm. In one set of embodiments, all fluid
channels containing embodiments of the invention are
microfiuidic or have a largest cross sectional dimension of
no more than 2 mm or 1 mm. In another embodiment, the
fluid channels may be formed in part by a single component
(e.g., an etched substrate or molded unit). Of course, larger
channels, tubes, chambers, reservoirs, etc. can be used to
store fluids in bulk and to deliver fluids to components of the
invention. In one set of embodiments, the maximum cross-
sectional dimension of the channel(s) containing embodi-
ments of the invention are less than 500 microns, less than
200 microns, less than 100 microns, less than 50 microns, or
less than 25 microns.

A “channel,” as used herein, means a feature on or in an
article (substrate) that at least partially directs the flow of a
fluid. The channel can have any cross-sectional shape (cir-
cular, oval, triangular, irregular, square or rectangular, or the
like) and can be covered or uncovered. In embodiments
where it is completely covered, at least one portion of the
channel can have a cross-section that is completely enclosed,
or the entire channel may be completely enclosed along its
entire length with the exception of its inlet(s) and outlet(s).
A channel may also have an aspect ratio (length to average
cross sectional dimension) of at least 2:1, more typically at
least 3:1, 5:1, or 10:1 or more. An open channel generally
will include characteristics that facilitate control over fluid
transport, e.g., structural characteristics (an elongated inden-
tation) and/or physical or chemical characteristics (hydro-
phobicity vs. hydrophilicity) or other characteristics that can
exert a force (e.g., a containing force) on a fluid. The fluid
within the channel may partially or completely fill the
channel. In some cases where an open channel is used, the
fluid may be held within the channel, for example, using
surface tension (i.e., a concave or convex meniscus).

The channel may be of any size, for example, having a
largest dimension perpendicular to fluid flow of less than
about 5 mm or 2 mm, or less than about 1 mm, or less than
about 500 microns, less than about 200 microns, less than
about 100 microns, less than about 60 microns, less than
about 50 microns, less than about 40 microns, less than
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about 30 microns, less than about 25 microns, less than
about 10 microns, less than about 3 microns, less than about
1 micron, less than about 300 nm, less than about 100 nm,
less than about 30 nm, or less than about 10 nm. In some
cases the dimensions of the channel may be chosen such that
fluid is able to freely flow through the article or substrate.
The dimensions of the channel may also be chosen, for
example, to allow a certain volumetric or linear flowrate of
fluid in the channel. Of course, the number of channels and
the shape of the channels can be varied by any method
known to those of ordinary skill in the art. In some cases,
more than one channel or capillary may be used. For
example, two or more channels may be used, where they are
positioned inside each other, positioned adjacent to each
other, positioned to intersect with each other, etc.

As used herein, “fastened to or adapted to be fastened”, in
the context of a species relative to another species or to a
surface of an article, means that the species is chemically or
biochemically linked via covalent attachment, attachment
via specific biological binding (e.g., biotin/streptavidin),
coordinative bonding such as chelate/metal binding, or the
like. For example, “fastened” in this context includes mul-
tiple chemical linkages, multiple chemical/biological link-
ages, etc., including, but not limited to, a binding species
such as a peptide synthesized on a polystyrene bead, a
binding species specifically biologically coupled to an anti-
body which is bound to a protein such as protein A, which
is attached to a bead, a binding species that forms a part (via
genetic engineering) of a molecule such as GST or Phage,
which in turn is specifically biologically bound to a binding
partner covalently fastened to a surface (e.g., glutathione in
the case of GST), etc. As another example, a moiety cova-
lently linked to a thiol is adapted to be fastened to a gold
surface since thiols bind gold covalently. Similarly, a species
carrying a metal binding tag is adapted to be fastened to a
surface that carries a molecule covalently attached to the
surface (such as thiol/gold binding) which molecule also
presents a chelate coordinating a metal. A species also is
adapted to be fastened to a surface if a surface carries a
particular nucleotide sequence, and the species includes a
complementary nucleotide sequence.

A microfluidic device of the invention can be fabricated of
a polymer, for example an elastomeric material such as
poly(dimethylsiloxane) (PDMS) using rapid prototyping
and soft lithography. For example, a high resolution laser
printer may be used to generate a mask from a CAD file that
represents the channels that make up the fluidic network.
The mask may be a transparency that may be contacted with
a photoresist, for example, SU-8 photoresist (MicroChem),
to produce a negative master of the photoresist on a silicon
wafer. A positive replica of PDMS may be made by molding
the PDMS against the master, a technique known to those
skilled in the art. To complete the fluidic network, a flat
substrate, for example, a glass slide, silicon wafer, or poly-
styrene surface may be placed against the PDMS surface and
may be held in place by van der Waals forces, or may be
fixed to the PDMS using an adhesive. To allow for the
introduction and receiving of fluids to and from the network,
holes (for example 1 millimeter in diameter) may be formed
in the PDMS by using an appropriately sized needle. To
allow the fluidic network to communicate with a fluid
source, tubing, for example of polyethylene, may be sealed
in communication with the holes to form a fluidic connec-
tion. To prevent leakage, the connection may be sealed with
a sealant or adhesive such as epoxy glue.

In one embodiment, as shown in FIG. 1, a microfluidic
device 110 can be used to provide a substrate on which to
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perform the assay. Methods of manufacturing such a micro-
fluidic device are provided in U.S. Pat. No. 6,645,432,
incorporated by reference in its entirety herein.

A series of microfluidic channels, 120, 122, and 124, can
be used to flow sample and metal precursor across the
surface 130 of the microfluidic device. A binding partner, for
example, an antigen or antibody, may be disposed on surface
130 at portion 140. Portion 140 may include a stripe of
binding partner, as shown, transversing two or more chan-
nels. Alternatively, a binding partner may be disposed on a
portion limited to a single channel. Multiple binding part-
ners may be disposed in a single channel and may overlap
or be segregated from each other.

Binding partners immobilized at a region or portion of a
region can be immobilized in essentially any manner, and
many immobilization techniques suitable for use with the
invention are known in the art. See U.S. patent application
Ser. Nos. 10/654,587 and 09/578,562, which are incorpo-
rated by reference in their entirety herein. Immobilization
can be done in a way such that the species are randomly
oriented relative to the surface (i.e., each immobilized
species can be oriented, relative to the surface, randomly), or
greater control of the orientation of species relative to the
surface can be provided. For example, where proteins are
immobilized at the surface, they can be oriented such that
their binding sites for the assay are oriented generally away
from the surface, maximizing their binding capacity or
availability. One technique for doing so, described in U.S.
Pat. No. 5,620,850, incorporated herein by reference,
involves synthesizing the protein with a polyamino acid tag
such as, for example, a sequence of 6 histidines, at a location
generally opposite the protein’s relevant binding site, pro-
viding a metal chelate, such as nitrilotriacetic acid, chelating
a metal ion such as nickel in such a way that at least two
coordination sites on nickel are free for binding to the
polyamino acid tag, and allowing the tag to coordinate to the
metal ions, thus immobilizing the protein at the region or
portion of a region in an advantageous orientation. A metal
chelate such as this can be immobilized at the region in any
of a number of ways. One way involves forming a self-
assembled monolayer (SAM) at the region, terminating in
the metal chelate, as described in the above-referenced U.S.
Pat. No. 5,620,850. For example, a thin, essentially trans-
parent thin gold layer can be deposited at the region, and
SAM-forming alkyl thiols, terminating in a metal chelate,
can be deposited on the gold layer as a SAM. Other
chemistry, described in U.S. Pat. No. 5,620,850 and other
references, and known to those of ordinary skill in the art,
can be used to form such a SAM on a region defined by a
variety of base materials.

To run the assay, a sample, such as a biological sample
taken from a subject, is flowed through one or more micro-
channels 120, 122, or 124, in the direction shown by the
arrows. The sample may be a liquid sample, but in some
embodiments need not be diluted, purified or treated prior to
analysis. The sample may be flowed through the microchan-
nel at a rate sufficient to allow a component of the sample to
bind with a binding partner immobilized at portion 140. By
actively flowing the sample through the channel, the reactive
portion 140 is repeatedly exposed to components of the
sample, improving reaction kinetics and resulting in an
increased formation of any binding pairs. After an adequate
amount of flow of sample through microchannel 120, e.g.,
when detectable binding pairs have formed, a fluid contain-
ing a metal colloid associated with a second binding partner
of the sample component is flowed through the microchan-
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nel, allowing the metal colloid to bind with any sample
component that has been associated with portion 140 of the
microchannel.

After the metal colloid has been given the opportunity to
bind with any binding partner at portion 140, a metal
precursor can be flowed through channel 120 in a similar
manner as was the metal colloid. The metal precursor can be
flowed through the microchannel at a concentration and a
rate that allows an opaque layer to be formed wherever a
threshold number of metal colloids have been associated
with the surface. Thus, if a gold-conjugated antibody is used
as a metal colloid, a silver nitrate solution may be used to
electrolessly deposit a silver layer on the portion of the
channel associated with the gold-conjugated antibody. At the
completion of this portion of the assay, surface 130 of the
microfluidic network may include, in successive layers, an
antigen such as HIV antigen, a sample component of an HIV
antibody obtained from a subject, a metal colloid such as
gold-labeled anti-human IgG, and an opaque layer of metal,
such as silver, that has been electrolessly deposited on the
metal colloid. Rinsing solutions may be flowed through the
channel before or after each of the steps.

In addition to depositing metal on any metal colloids that
may be associated with portion 140 of microchannel 120, the
metal precursor may also be deposited on metal that has
previously been electrolessly deposited on the gold-conju-
gated antibody. In this manner, an opaque material may be
formed over some or all of portion 140 allowing for detec-
tion by, for example, the unaided eye or an optical detection
device. The opaque material may be a continuous material
rather than, for example, independent particles, and may
include a horizontal dimension that, in a dimension mea-
sured in substantially the same plane as surface 130, mea-
sures greater than 1 micron, greater than 10 microns, or
greater than 100 microns.

In some cases, an opaque layer may form a web or
honeycomb of material that includes passages allowing light
to be transmitted therethrough. As additional material is
deposited, these passages may become smaller, allowing
less and less light to be transmitted through the material. As
the passages disappear, the amount of light transmittance
may be reduced to zero, providing for a completely opaque
material.

After an opaque layer has been formed, detection of the
opaque layer, and therefore determination of the presence of
a binding partner, may be determined by visually examining
the microfluidic device or by using a detector such as an
optical detector. One embodiment of an optical detector is
depicted in FIGS. 2, 3 and 9. FIG. 2 illustrates microfluidic
device 110, as shown in FIG. 1. Also included is light source
210, here an oscillator-modulated laser diode, and a detector
220, such as an optical integrated circuit (IC). As illustrated
in the schematic diagram of FIG. 3, the detector signal may
be amplified and passed through a bandpass filter centered at
the same frequency as the oscillator controlling the light
source. The output may then be passed to an A/D converter
which can then provide an output on a readout, such as an
LCD display. Both the light source and the detector may be
powered by a 9 volt battery, such as the type typically used
in portable hand-held radios.

In one aspect, the invention provides an apparatus and
method for analyzing a sample using continuous flow.
Typically, existing methods such as ELISA and other sand-
wich assays use a 96 well plate, or similar, for containing a
sample for the immunoassay. These methods can expose an
antibody or an antigen to a sample component in a fluid, but
the fluid is not flowed past the antibody or antigen and
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diffusion is relied on for bringing binding partners into
proximity with each other. The present invention may allow
for increased opportunities for binding of a sample compo-
nent to a potential binding partner at similar or lower
concentrations of sample component than previous methods.
By flowing a sample containing one binding partner past a
surface presenting the other binding partner, a greater num-
ber of potential binding partners are placed in proximity to
each other than would occur via simple diffusion. In one
embodiment, the sample is flowed through a microchannel
providing the benefits of flowing one binding partner past a
second binding partner while requiring a small sample, for
example, less than 10 microliters, less than 1 microliter, or
less than 100 nanoliters of sample. The microchannel may
be of a material transparent to light that is used to detect the
formation of an opaque material in the channel so that any
absorbance or transmittance of light through a portion of the
channel can be attributed to the formation of an opaque
layer.

Because immunoassays detect signaling entities, such as
enzyme-conjugated secondary antibodies that are dissolved
or suspended in a fluid, a relatively long path length is
required in order to obtain optimal sensitivity. Thus, one
reason why immunoassays have not been applied in micro-
fluidics is the short path length typically presented by
microfiuidic devices. For example, a microfluidic device
may have a channel having a thickness of less than 250
microns, less than 100 microns, or less than 40 microns.
Therefore, any fluid filling a channel in this microfluidic
device would present a perpendicular light pathway of less
than 250, 100 or 40 microns. The present method may not
be subject to these restrictions because it can use an opaque
layer in the solid state, rather than a chromophore in a fluid.
The opaque layer may have a thickness of less than 1
micron, of less than 100 nanometers or less than 10 nano-
meters. Even at these small thicknesses, a detectable change
in transmittance can be obtained.

The geometry of the microfluidic channel may provide for
the laminar flow of fluids through the channel, even at
relatively high flow rates. Alternatively, turbulent flow may
be employed for example, by using even faster flow rates,
wider channels, or devices such as microfluidic mixers. Such
mixing may provide for a greater amount of contact between
potential binding partners.

The presence, absence, or amount of an analyte in a
sample may be indicated by the formation of an opaque
material. Although the opaque material may be used to
refract light or may be excited to emit light at a similar or
different wavelength than the light to which the layer is
exposed, the measurement of light transmission may be
preferred due to, for example, lower equipment and oper-
ating costs, and ease of use. In some microchannels, an
opaque layer may be visible to the naked eye and, in
particular if reflective, may be detected without the use of
instrumentation.

Any opaque material that forms can be a series of dis-
continuous independent particles, but in one embodiment is
a continuous material that takes on a generally planar shape.
The opaque material may have a dimension greater than 1
micron or greater than 10 microns. The opaque material may
be a metal and is preferably a metal that can be electrolessly
deposited. These metals include, for example, copper,
nickel, cobalt, palladium, and platinum. A metal precursor is
a material that can provide the source of the elemental metal
for depositing on, for example, a metal colloid. For example,
a metal precursor may be a metallic salt solution such as
silver nitrate. In one embodiment, a metal precursor may

20

25

35

40

45

50

55

10

include 0.1% silver nitrate, 1.7% hydroquinone and 0.1 M
citrate buffer at a pH of 3.5. Some other examples of
electrolessly deposited materials can be found in Modern
Electroplating, 4” Edition, Schlesinger and Paunovic,
Wiley, 2000. Metal precursors can be stored for long periods
of time and may be stable for several years whereas opti-
cally-active compounds may have much shorter shelf lives.

Any metal colloid associated with a surface may be
widely scattered over a portion of the surface. For example,
gold-conjugated antibodies may be bound to sample com-
ponents that are associated with the portion of the surface
but spaces may exist between the gold-conjugated antibod-
ies, making them discontinuous. When a metal precursor is
first exposed to these gold-conjugated antibodies, the pre-
cursor may form particulates centered around individual
metal colloids. As metal, e.g., silver, is deposited on these
metal colloids, the particles become larger and soon the
metal precursor may deposit metal not only on gold colloids
but on metal that has been previously electrolessly depos-
ited. For example, a silver nitrate solution may deposit silver
metal onto silver metal particles that have previously been
deposited on gold-conjugated antibodies. Thus, as the silver
layer continues to grow on silver, as well as on gold, areas
that previously were independent particles or islands of
metal can join to form a larger, continuous opaque material
that can be more easily detected. It has been found that a
microfiuidic system can provide for a relatively smooth,
continuous layer of metal. The opaque material may have a
thickness greater than 1, 10, 100 or 1000 nanometers. For
some opaque materials, the material may become com-
pletely opaque at thicknesses greater than about 100 nm.
However, in some embodiments, such as when a honeycomb
or similar structure is formed, thicknesses in some portions
may be much greater while still allowing some light to be
transmitted.

A variety of chemical and biological materials may be
analyzed by the methods and apparatuses described herein.
Analytes may include chemicals such as organic compounds
and biological materials such as proteins, peptides, nucleic
acids and antibodies.

Analytes include any analyte for which a binding partner
can be found. Analytes that may be determined include
specific proteins, viruses, hormones, drugs, nucleic acids
and polysaccharides; specifically antibodies, e.g.: IgD, IgG,
IgM or IgA immunoglobulins to HTLV-1, HIV, Hepatitis A,
B and non A/non B, Rubella, Measles, Human Parvovirus
B19, Mumps, Malaria, Chicken Pox or Leukemia; human
and animal hormones, e.g.: human growth hormone (hGM,
human chorionic gonadotropin WM; drugs, e.g.: paraceta-
mol or theophylline; marker nucleic acids, e.g.; as for
genetic finger printing analysis markers; polysaccharides
such as cell surface antigens for HLA tissue typing and
bacterial cell wall material. Chemicals that may be detected
include explosives such as TNT, nerve agents, and environ-
mentally hazardous compounds such as polychlorinated
biphenyls (PCBs), dioxins, hydrocarbons and MTBE. Typi-
cal sample fluids include physiological fluids such as human
or animal whole blood, blood serum, blood plasma, semen,
tears, urine, sweat, saliva, cerebro-spinal fluid, and vaginal
secretions, in-vitro fluids used in research, or environmental
fluids such as aqueous liquids suspected of being contami-
nated by the analyte.

In cases where an antigen is being analyzed, a correspond-
ing antibody can be the binding partner associated with a
surface of a microfluidic channel. If an antibody is the
analyte, then an appropriate antigen may be the binding
partner associated with the surface. When a disease condi-






