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Abstract: Hydrogel microbeads hold great promise for immune-protective cell transplants and
in vitro studies. Millifluidic generation of hydrogel microbeads is a highly efficient and reproducible
approach enabling a mass production. This paper illustrates the preparation and characterization of
highly controlled and reproducible microbeads made by different types of hydrogel using millifluidic
approaches. The optimization of the process was made by a design of experiments (DoE) approach.
The microbeads’ large-scale production can be potentially used for single cells or clusters encapsulation.

Keywords: hydrogel microbeads; millifluidic devices; cell encapsulation; design of experiments;
process optimization

1. Introduction

Hydrogel microbeads (HMBs) have emerged for biomedical applications, ranging from drug/cell
delivery to the production of scaffolds for tissue engineering and in vitro studies [1].

For instance, extensive research in the application of advanced functional materials for regenerative
medicine is focused on the encapsulation of cells and the consequent transplant in a target organ/tissue,
providing a cellular replacement and restoring impaired organ functions [2]. The restoration could
be accomplished by cells, particularly stem cells, which can perform the repair of appropriate
physiologic/metabolic duties, better than chemical-based treatment or mechanical devices [3].
The encapsulation of cells within HMBs plays a key role in cell transplant, isolating the cells from
host tissue (providing immune protection) and maintaining the typical phenotype of cells, enhancing
the production of biologically active molecules [4]. The possibility to immuno-isolate cells represents
indeed a great advance for cell transplantation procedures, overcoming the constraints related to
cell sources (i.e., allogeneic or xenogeneic cells), providing alternatives to autologous cells that are
often scarcely available [5]. Hydrogel microbeads have been proposed to encapsulate different cell
types, including islets of Langerhans, stem cells or inducing pluripotent stem cells, Hepatocytes,
Chondrocytes, etc., to mention a few [6,7].

HMBs are typically made of hydrogels able to provide a hydrated environment, which favors the
diffusion of low-molecular-weight chemicals essential for cell functionality [8]. Hydrogels consist of
hydrophilic polymers that are crosslinked in different ways to form three-dimensional (3D) structures [9].
Once implanted, these highly porous networks elicit scarce protein adsorption as a result of the low
interfacial tension with the surrounding fluids [10]. Interestingly, alginate-based HMBs remain almost
intact, with the majority of the microcapsules appearing free of fibrotic tissue overgrowth at 8 months
after transplant in mice [11]. The production of hydrogel microparticles occurs by mild processes
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and brings a homogeneous distribution of cells within the network and high biocompatibility due to
marginal surface adhesion and protein adsorption in the host.

As a further application, HMBs have been extensively used to build 3D human tissues and organoids
for many in vitro assays and drug tests [12]. Microcapsules have been applied to form hepatocyte
spheroids with high yield and uniformity for liver tissue engineering [13]. Moreover, organoid cultures
in 3D confined matrices are relevant models to faithfully mimic the in vivo environment that supports
cell physiological and pathological behaviors [14]. Zhao and colleagues developed a coaxial electrospray
system for encapsulation of 3D culture of pluripotent stem cells [15]. More recently, an approach for
transgene expression in 3D organoids by combining single-cell encapsulation in Matrigel microbeads,
using a microfluidic device and electroporation, was proposed by Laperrousaz and colleagues [16].

In particular, several types of human cells (e.g., stem, red blood or nerve cells, etc.), as well as
tumor cells, can be encapsulated in HMBs of predefined dimensions using different methods [14].
The technologies span from batch systems to lithographic and microfluidic approaches. Particularly,
micro/millifluidic platforms offer many advantages for cell encapsulation and analysis: not only
narrowly dispersed microbeads can be obtained, but also strict control of shape and cell number/bead
can be accomplished [17]. Citing a few examples, Rossow et al. presented a droplet microfluidic
templating with bio-orthogonal thiol-ene click reactions to prepare cell-laden microgel particles for
cell encapsulation [18]. Zheng and colleagues proposed an integrated microfluidic chip to prepare
heterogeneous cell-encapsulated alginate microcapsules coupled to mass spectrometry, probing the
drug resistance in a tumor-endothelial co-culture model [19]. Although microfluidics offers various
advantages, such as the reduction of sample volumes and minute control over the shape and size of
microbeads, the quantity of production remains challenging. To solve this drawback, Headen et al.
proposed a parallel droplet generator of microgels on a two-layer elastomer device, which has increased
throughput vs. single-nozzle devices [20]. Despite the fact that the parallelization of microfluidic chips
can increase the number of microencapsulated cells, mass production is still far away.

The potential of microfluidic-based technology to produce HMBs for medical applications has
therefore already been demonstrated. However, the translation of these methods to the industrial
environment is still hindered by several limiting factors, mainly related to the relatively small production
scale typical of microfluidics. Herein, we propose and optimize millifluidic platforms allowing the
formation of highly controlled and reproducible spherical structures, in high yield. The proposed
methods are indeed suitable to encapsulate single cells or clusters for large-scale production.

This paper describes the optimizations by a design of experiments approach (DoE) of two
alternative methods for the production of hydrogel microbeads by millifluidics. A detailed overview of
the statistical analysis for the two methods is provided including the analysis of the most influencing
factors investigated on the response “size”, that represent the mean dimension of the produced HMBs.

Particularly, different methods and polymers where considered in order to give to the readers
a detailed analysis of which factors are important for modifying the dimensional properties of the
obtained microbeads suitable for cell encapsulation. A vibrating-nozzle apparatus and a mono air-jet
device were selected since they represent valuable examples of equipment for the production of HMBs.

Also, as proof of concept, the encapsulation of living cells was performed, including an example
of tumor cell lines and primary cells.

Notably, this is the first paper describing a comparative analysis of these alternative methods for
the production of HMBs also based on different polymers. Moreover, the methods were analyzed by
a statistical method in order to establish which factors (experimental parameters) would influence
the final dimension of the produced microbeads. We feel this aspect is particularly important to give
the reader the possibility to produce microbeads specifically tailored for different cell types in terms
of size and formation of 3D microtissues. In addition, the paper describes the use of a less common
polymer, represented by the pectin, that could be used in further study aimed to evaluate the in vivo
applicability of this polymer.
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2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Materials

Pectin (Unipectine OF 305) was from Degussa Texturant Systems (France) and alginate (Protanal
20/40 e 10/64) was from FMC Biopolymer (Norway). The alginate and pectin dispersions were
prepared by dissolving the alginate and pectin powders in bi-distilled water under mechanical stirring.
Thereafter, the dispersions were filtered to eliminate the particulate present: the filtration was performed
under nitrogen pressure (1.5 bar) using a Millipore filter system (stainless-steel pressure filter holder,
47 mm/340 mL) or Sartorius (stainless-steel filter holder mod. 142 mm/2000 mL) and filter membranes
based on glass fiber, cellulose acetate and cellulose nitrate. For the filtration of the hydrocolloid
dispersions, glass fiber membranes with a porosity of 5.0, 1.2 and 0.7 µm (Cytivia-Whatman, Kent,
UK), and cellulose nitrate with a porosity of 0.45 and 0.22 µm (Merck KGaA, Darmstadt, Germany)
were used. The gelling solutions were prepared by dissolving BaCl2 in water, under magnetic stirring,
and filtered directly with 0.2 µm porosity filters.

2.2. Production of Pectin Microbeads by a Vibrating-Nozzle Apparatus

Pectin microbeads were produced using an encapsulation apparatus based on a vibrating-nozzle
(Encapsulator Research Inotech, Dottikon, Switzerland). This encapsulator is composed (see Figure 1(A1))
of a glass reaction reservoir with stainless-steel plates: the top plate contains a feed-line connected to a
syringe or hydraulic polymer reservoir and a nozzle (300 µm, diameter). The nozzle is connected to a
vibrating device, which is insulated from the other components by rubber mounts to avoid the generation
of resonance frequencies in the system. The flow of the pectin dispersion in water through the nozzle is
achieved by a syringe pump system. Several batches of pectin microbeads were prepared tuning defined
experimental parameters by the described design of experiments (DoE) study, followed by statistical
analysis. The nozzle vibrational frequency (“freq”), the pectin dispersion pumping rate (“flow”) and the
distance between the nozzle and the surface of the gelling bath (“height”) were considered as “factors”
(see Table 1). The microdroplets generated by the vibrating-nozzle apparatus were transformed into
microbeads by an ionic gelation procedure using a gelling bath constituted by a BaCl2 solution (1.5% w/v).

2.3. Production of Alginate Microbeads by a Mono Air-Jet Device

The alginate microbeads were prepared by a gas-driven mono-jet device [21]. The entire encapsulator
system (schematized in Figure 1(B1)) is composed by a gas-driven mono-jet device connected to a
precision pump and to a gas flask equipped with a flow meter. Similar to the procedure employed for
the preparation of pectin microbeads, different alginate microbead batches were prepared following a
DoE approach. The following “factors” were considered: the atomizing gas flow “air”, the alginate
dispersion feeding rate “flow” and the distance between the nozzle and the surface of the gelling
bath (“height”) (see Table 1). The microdroplets generated by the gas-driven mono-jet device were
transformed into microparticles by an ionic gelation procedure using a gelling bath constituted by a
BaCl2 solution (1.5% w/v).

2.4. Dimensional and Morphological Characterization of Hydrogel Microbeads

The dimension and morphology of alginate/pectin microbeads were evaluated by optical-
stereomicroscopy (Nikon SMZ 1500 stereo microscope, Tokyo, Japan). Microcapsule size and size
distribution (by number) were determined by photomicrograph analyses (Eclipsenet version 1.16.5,
Laboratory Imaging s.r.o. for Nikon B.V.).

Microbead samples, immediately after preparation and at intervals after storage under different
conditions, were applied to a microscope slide and examined microscopically. A sample of around
300 HMBs was examined, and the mean size was determined.
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Figure 1. Schematic representation of methods(A1,B1), pictures of devices (A2,B2) and optical 
microphotographs of the empty produced hydrogel microbeads (HMBs) (A3,B3) by vibrating-nozzle 
apparatus used to produce pectin microbeads (A) and by the mono air-jet device used to produce 
alginate microbeads (B). Scale bars are reported in the panels. 

  

Figure 1. Schematic representation of methods(A1,B1), pictures of devices (A2,B2) and optical
microphotographs of the empty produced hydrogel microbeads (HMBs) (A3,B3) by vibrating-nozzle
apparatus used to produce pectin microbeads (A) and by the mono air-jet device used to produce
alginate microbeads (B). Scale bars are reported in the panels.
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Table 1. List of the investigated experimental parameters, including abbreviation, meaning and range of variation.

Production of Pectin Microbeads by a Vibrating-Nozzle Apparatus

Experimental Parameter
(Factor) Abbreviation Meaning Range of Variation

Vibrational frequency “freq” Frequency of vibration
applied to the nozzle (Hz) 600–800

Flow rate “flow” Pumping rate of the feeding
pectin dispersion (mL/min) 9–11.7

Distance nozzle to
gelling bath “height”

Distance between the nozzle
tip and the surface of the

barium ion containing
gelling bath (mm)

40–60

Production of alginate microbeads by a mono air-jet device

Atomizing air “air”
Flow of the atomizing
air pumped into the

jet device (m3/h)
11.5–16.5

Distance needle to
gelling bath “height”

Distance between the needle
outlet and the surface of the

barium ion containing
gelling bath (mm)

13.2–46.8

Flow rate “flow” Pumping rate of the feeding
alginate dispersion (µL/min) 112.0–398.0

2.5. Design of Experiments (DoE)

For studying the influence of different experimental parameters (see details in Table 1) on the
morphological characteristics of pectin and alginate microbeads, a randomized central composite
face-centered design (CCF) and a Central Composite Circumscribed (CCC) for pectin and alginate
microbeads were used, respectively. The parameters were varied as reported in the experimental
matrix (see Tables 2 and 3). The experimental design and the evaluation of the experiments were
performed by the PC software MODDE 12.1 (Sartorius Stedim Data Analytics AB, Umeå, Sweden).

Table 2. Summary of design of experiments (DoE) performed for the optimization of pectin microbead
production by a vibrating-nozzle apparatus.

Experiment No Run Order Freq (Hz) Flow (mL/min) Height (mm) Size (µm)

1 6 600 9.0 40 860
2 8 800 9.0 40 731
3 7 600 11.7 40 811
4 13 800 11.7 40 701
5 5 600 9.0 60 851
6 1 800 9.0 60 751
7 16 600 11.7 60 821
8 2 800 11.7 60 705
9 15 600 10.3 50 840
10 10 800 10.3 50 720
11 11 700 9.0 50 775
12 12 700 11.7 50 726
13 17 700 10.3 40 745
14 9 700 10.3 60 777
15 14 700 10.3 50 760
16 3 700 10.3 50 754
17 4 700 10.3 50 745
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Table 3. Summary of DoE performed for the optimization of alginate microbead production by a mono
air-jet device.

Experiment No Run Order Air (m3/h) Height (mm) Flow rate (µL/min) Size (µm)

1 7 12.5 20.0 170 1298
2 9 15.5 20.0 170 1039
3 5 12.5 40.0 170 1247
4 10 15.5 40.0 170 995
5 2 12.5 20.0 340 1237
6 12 15.5 20.0 340 1039
7 15 12.5 40.0 340 1264
8 6 15.5 40.0 340 1015
9 3 11.5 30.0 255 1311

10 17 16.5 30.0 255 1003
11 11 14.0 13.2 255 1129
12 8 14.0 46.8 255 1102
13 13 14.0 30.0 112 1087
14 14 14.0 30.0 398 1125
15 1 14.0 30.0 255 1110
16 4 14.0 30.0 255 1110
17 16 14.0 30.0 255 1085

2.6. Microencapsulation of Cells in Hydrogel Microbeads

As proof of concept, two different cell types were encapsulated in hydrogel microbeads, namely:
Sertoli cells (SC) in pectin microbeads and human myeloid leukemia K562 cells in alginate microbeads.
Sertoli cells (SC) were encapsulated in pectin microbeads by a vibrating-nozzle apparatus. Briefly,
confluent monolayers of SC were scraped off by 0.05% trypsin/EDTA (Gibco, Grandisland, NY, USA)
(2 min), washed, counted by hemocytometric analysis, and assayed for viability. Thereafter, SC were
suspended in 3% aqueous, highly purified pectin. The pectin SC suspension was continuously aspirated
by a peristaltic pump and extruded through the nozzle of the vibrating apparatus with different
experimental conditions (see the Results Section) under sterile conditions. Notably, the cell suspension
was continuously mixed by a magnetic stirrer to prevent cell clumping, which would possibly lead to
inhomogeneous cell distribution within the microcapsules [11]. The generated microdroplets were
collected on a BaCl2 (1.5% w/v) gelling bath, whereby they immediately turned into gelled microbeads
and were left to incubate for a further 2 min. After the incubation, the obtained microbeads were
washed twice in a saline buffer and directly used.

K562 were cultured in Roswell Park Memorial Institute (RPMI) 1640 medium (Gibco, BRL, Milan,
Italy) in 10% fetal bovine serum (Gibco, BRL, Milan, Italy) supplemented with 50 units/mL penicillin,
50 µg/mL streptomycin with 5% CO2. Before encapsulation, three washing sequences were launched to
sterilize all pipelines and liquid passages with a 70% ethanol solution. Alginate microbeads containing
K562 cells were prepared using the mono air-jet device; briefly, K562 were suspended in a 1.5%
(w/v) aqueous alginate at a concentration of 8 × 106 cells/mL. The cell suspension was injected by a
syringe pump and extruded through the mono air-jet device, under sterile conditions. The generated
microbeads were hardened by an ionotropic gelling process into a 1.5% (w/v) BaCl2 solution. After 2 min
incubation into the gelling bath, the microbeads were washed twice with saline and placed in a medium
at 37 ◦C in a humidified atmosphere of 5% CO2. Importantly, to achieve complete biocompatibility,
indispensable for further in vitro or in vivo studies, the entire encapsulation procedure was conducted,
under sterile conditions (GLP), in a laminar flow hood at room temperature under physiologic pH.

2.7. In Vitro Assessment of Encapsulated Cells

After encapsulation, in vitro cultured cells were examined for viability and morphology. Briefly,
after different days of culture (after encapsulation), viability was performed by staining the preparations
with ethidium bromide (EB) (Sigma-Aldrich, St. Louis, MO, USA) and fluorescein-diacetate (FDA)
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(Sigma-Aldrich, St. Louis, MO, USA). Cells were visualized under a fluorescence microscope (Nikon,
Optiphot-2, Nikon Corporation, Tokyo, Japan) using the filter block for fluorescein. Dead cells were
stained in red, while viable ones appeared in green.

3. Results and Discussion

3.1. Production of Hydrogel Microbeads (HMB)

3.1.1. General Considerations

To allow in vitro or in vivo studies, all the microbeads were prepared in sterile conditions, at room
temperature, under physiologic pH using purified and sterile pectin and alginate aqueous dispersions.
Notably, the resulting HMBs are transparent, allowing the microscopic observation of cells within
the microbead structure (see Section 3.6), facilitating the assessment of cell viability and morphology
during in vitro studies. As a gelling ion, barium was chosen (as an alternative of the most commonly
employed calcium), since the use of barium ions resulted in the formation of HMBs with extremely
high biocompatibility, preserving the in vitro and in vivo viability of the embedded cells, as reported
below. In addition, it has been reported that the use of Ba2+ ions results in the formation of hydrogels
with improved mechanical properties [22]. Importantly, Ba-hydrogel devices can be transplanted
in vivo without the need for a further coating. Barium has sometimes been considered a toxic chemical
and concerns have been raised about the use of Ba2+ ions as ionic crosslinkers. Published studies have
indeed demonstrated that the use of low barium concentrations and a short gelling time resulted in the
production of very safe alginate devices without toxic effects [23].

3.1.2. Experimental Design

It is well known that the operational parameters can strongly affect the production of HMBs and
in particular their dimensional and morphological characteristics. Therefore, in the present paper, the
statistical optimization of the operational conditions was studied in detail by an analysis based on the
“design of the experiments” (DoE) approach. Nevertheless, before undertaking the DoE, a preliminary
classical intuitive approach “COST” (Changing One Separate factor a Time), was performed to select
the important factors and their range of variation. Table 1 summarizes the entire set of the investigated
experimental parameters, including abbreviation, meaning and range of variation.

In order to also have further and comparative results on different techniques and polymers, the
production of HMBs was performed using two methods and two polymers, namely: a vibrating-nozzle
apparatus, for the production of pectin HMBs, and a mono air-jet device, for alginate HMBs. The general
procedure for both approaches is schematized in Figure 1(A1,B1), as well photographs of the platforms
(Figure 1(A2,B2)) together with the optical microphotographs of both pectin (Figure 1(A3)) and alginate
(Figure 1(B3)) empty microbeads.

3.1.3. Microbeads Formation

Irrespectively of the preparation strategy, the microcapsule formation consists of three main steps,
as described below:

1. The preparation of the aqueous colloidal polymeric dispersion (the polymer is typically employed
at a concentration ranging from 1% to 3%, w/v).

2. The second step is represented by the formation of the sol polymer droplets using a highly
controllable strategy, aimed at the formation of dimensionally homogeneous microdroplets.
This step is the critical phase of the process: droplets are generally obtained by forcing the
liquid polymeric dispersion through a nozzle/needle, causing the formation of the droplets by
different mechanisms. Specifically, in the experiments described in the current paper, the liquid
polymeric dispersion generates a laminar jet that breaks into single droplets by the vibration of
the micronozzle (in the case of pectin) and an air-jet (in the case of alginate).
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3. The final step provides for the hardening of the generated droplets by a gelation procedure that
causes the formation of the HMBs. Specifically, the formation of uniform polymeric microdroplets
(step 2) represents the most critical one of many preparation processes described in the literature.
The underlying principle of the droplet generation is that a liquid, when forced through a nozzle,
is extruded initially as individual droplets. By varying different experimental settings such as the
nozzle diameter, the pumping rate and the applied air-flow or electric field, the droplet diameter
can be adjusted.

3.1.4. Dimensional Considerations

Finally, dimensional consideration was made. Since microbeads are designed for cell encapsulation
and considering that the size of cells or cell clusters usually exceeds one hundred µm, microbeads with
a mean diameter above 500–600 up to 1200 µm (for cell clusters) are desired. If the microbead diameter
would be too small (i.e., <400 µm), the number of partially protruding cells could be proportionally
important, causing an increase of negative inflammatory responses after in vivo transplantation.
Consequently, microbead production methods were tailored with a target size comprised between
~700 and 1200 µm.

Concerning the barium concentration in the gelling batch, the choice of employing BaCl2 at a
concentration of 1.5% (w/v) was made. This particular concentration was selected based on many
previous studies, showing that the structural and mechanical properties of ionically cross-linked
hydrogels largely depend on the ionic strength of the gelation medium and the ion source [24].

3.2. Design of Experiments (DoE)

In general terms, the design of experiments (DoE) statistical approach can be considered as
a way of choosing examples in the space of design, to obtain the maximum information using
minimum resources.

DoE offers indeed a rational approach for experiment-based research by reducing the number of
experiments and providing information about the effects of different variables and their interactions.
In addition, the DoE process can help to improve the accuracy with which it is possible to predict the
operating characteristics of many production procedures.

In this study, DoE analysis was employed to study the optimization of HMBs production.
Three experimental parameters were selected as key factors for each production approach and two
slightly different statistical models were employed.

Namely, a Central Composite Face design (CCF) for the analysis of pectin microbeads production,
which is composed of a fractional factorial design and star points placed on the faces of the sides.
Whereas, a Central Composite Circumscribed design (CCC) was selected to study alginate microbeads
fabrication, in this case, the DoE is composed of a fractional factorial design and star points (star distance
equal to 1.68).

The two designs, CCF and CCC, were chosen to optimize the result by the Response Surfaces
Method (RSM). RSM refers to a set of mathematical and statistical techniques useful in the modeling
and analysis of problems in which a response of interest is influenced by different variables and the
objective is to optimize the response.

In most RSM problems, the form of the relationship between the answer and the independent
variables is unknown. The first step is therefore to find a suitable one approximation of the
true functional relationship between Y (response) and the set of variables independent (factors)
through multiple linear regression theory (MRL). Usually, a low-order polynomial model is used in a
predetermined region of the independent variables.
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3.3. Production of Pectin Microbeads by a Vibrating-Nozzle Apparatus

The encapsulation procedure based on the use of the vibrating-nozzle apparatus (schematized in
Figure 1A), represents a useful approach for the production of polysaccharide microbeads, intended
for cell encapsulation. The DoE analysis relative to pectin HMBs is described in Figures 2–5.
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Figure 2. Panel (A) scheme of the Central Composite Face-Centered Design (CCF) used for the DoE
relative to the production of pectin microbeads by the vibrating-nozzle apparatus. Panel (B) histogram
showing the summary of statistics for pectin microbeads production. The bars represent the four
main parameters, namely: R2, Q2, model validity and Reproducibility. R2 represents the coefficient
of determination (also sometimes called the multiple correlation coefficient) while Q2 estimates the
predictive ability of the model.

The factors taken into consideration are: the vibrational frequency (“freq”), which is the frequency
of vibration applied to the nozzle (measured in Hz), the flow rate (“flow”), which is the pumping rate of
the feeding pectin dispersion (measured in mL/min), and the distance nozzle to gelling bath (“height”),
which is the distance between the nozzle tip and the surface of the barium ion containing gelling bath
(measured in mm). Each factor is varied on three levels: −1/0/+1 (defined as low, middle and high
levels, respectively).

The response variable to be optimized is the average size (µm) of the HMPs obtained (“size”).
In consideration of the factors and the levels chosen, starting from a 33 plane, we move to an

experimental plan 23 + 2 × 3 + 1 (a Central Composite Face-Centered Design, CCF), schematized in
Figure 2A. The design is composed of a fractional factorial design (23), star points (2 × 3) and replicated
center points (1). Performing one repetition for the points on the cube and in the axial points and
3 repetitions in the central point, a total of 8 + 6 + 3 = 17 experiments have been therefore conducted
(as summarized in Table 2).

The summary of statistics is summarized in Figure 2B and presents four parameters (R2, Q2,
Model validity and Reproducibility). R2 represents the model fit (i.e., a R2 value lower than 0.5 is a
model with rather low significance). In our case, we obtained the optimal value of R2 = 0.985. Also, Q2,
representing the estimation of the future prediction precision (i.e., the best and most sensitive indicator),
is very good at 0.84. Q2 should be indeed greater than 0.1 for a significant model and greater than 0.5
for a good model. The difference between R2 and Q2 should also be smaller than 0.3 for a good model,
being, in our experiments, 0.14.
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Figure 3. Panel (A) the graph reports the observed vs predicted plot for pectin microbeads production.
The data points reported in the figure represent the average dimensions of the produced microbeads.
The determination of the microbeads size was determined by optical microphotograph analysis of
around 300 microbeads, as reported in the experimental section. The numbers reported in the figure
close to each data point refer to the experiments performed following the experimental plan required for
the DoE analysis as reported in Table 2. Panel (B) the coefficient plot presents a graphical representation
of the terms “freq”, “flow” and “height” for pectin microbeads production. The reported values help in
determining the significance of the factors.
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Figure 4. Main effect plots for the factors “freq” (A), “flow” (B) and “height” (C), versus the response
“size” for the preparation of pectin microbeads. Graphs report the predicted values of the response
when the factors vary from its low to its high level. Dotted lines represent the lower and upper limits
of a confidence interval.
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Model validity is a test of diverse model problems. A value less than 0.25 for model validity
indicates statistically significant model problems, such as the presence of outliers, an incorrect
model, or a transformation problem. In the set of experiments, model validity resulted to be 0.77,
representing again a very good value, reflecting a high validity. Finally, reproducibility, representing
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the variation of the replicates compared to overall variability, was remarkably good with a value of
0.98 (the reproducibility should be greater than 0.5).

As a further analysis of the DoE experiments, Figure 3A reports the observed vs predicted plot; as
clearly appreciable from the graph, the point distribution that is very close to a straight line indicates a
good model. The R2 value of 0.98 clearly confirms the great accuracy of the model, and there is indeed
a strong correlation between the model’s predictions and its actual results.

The coefficients plot, reported in Figure 3B, presents a graphical representation of the model
factors, in order to assess their significance. In fact, when a factor has a value far away from y = 0
(either positive or negative), it indicates a strong significance over the analyzed response. Also, when
the uncertainty range bars of a specific factor do not cross y = 0, it indicates that such a factor is highly
significant. In this respect, from the analysis of the plot reported in Figure 3B, it is evident that the
most significant factor (i.e., that one is more pronounced affecting the mean size of HMBs) is the factor
“freq” followed by “flow”, whereas the factor “height” had only a very marginal significance over the
investigated response “size” (that represents the mean dimension of the produced HMBs). The factor
“freq” has an important role since the frequency of the vibration of the nozzle deeply influences the
dimension of the droplets that are later converted into microbeads. Please note that the reported
coefficient plot displays the coefficients, when changing from the middle to high, for the selected
response with the confidence interval as error bars. By default, the coefficients refer to the data scaled
and centered.

The main effect plots are reported in Figure 4. For each of the three analyzed factors, the plot
displays the predicted values of the response “size” when the factors vary over the range (i.e., from low
to high), all other factors in the design are held constant at their middle value. It is important to note
that when the line is horizontal (parallel to the x-axis), there is no main effect present. The response
mean is the same across all factor levels. On the other hand, if the line is not horizontal, there is a
main effect present. The response mean is not the same across all factor levels. Therefore, taking into
consideration what is stated above, the plots of Figure 4 confirm that the factor “freq” has a major
effect on “size”, followed by “flow”, whereas the factor “height” has only a marginal effect on the
microbead size.

Finally, Figure 5 includes the three surface response plots. They display the predicted “size”
values, spanned by two factors, in a response surface plot. Specifically, panel A reports “size” spanned
by “freq” and “flow”, panel B by “height” and “flow” and panel C by ”height” and “freq”.

3.4. Production of Alginate Microbeads by a Mono Air-Jet Device

Analogously to the experiments run for the pectin microbead, alginate beads production was
analyzed by a DoE approach with some modifications. Firstly, in the case of alginate, a tailor-made
encapsulator was employed. In our laboratory, we have indeed designed and fabricated a new model
of coaxial bead generator, named a “gas-driven mono-jet device”. The entire project was developed
to improve some instrumental characteristics and performances of coaxial bead generators available
on the market, including the connectivity (to alginate-cell suspension and gas/air generator) and
the feature to allow the change of the internal diameter of the nozzle, this allows the production of
microcapsules of different sizes.

In this respect, our device is equipped with two lateral and one top standard rapid connectors
based on female luer lock (as air and alginate inlets) and an internal nozzle (commercially available
blunt-end needles) that is easily interchangeable, depending on the dimensions required. The generated
microdroplets are then consolidated by a barium ion gelling bath. Typically, the cell suspension is
continuously mixed by a magnetic stirrer to prevent cell clumping, which could lead to inhomogeneous
cell distribution within the microparticles [11].

The second variation (i.e., for the pectin experiments) relies on the DoE protocol adopted.
In consideration of the factors and the levels chosen, starting from a 33 plane, we move to an
experimental plan 23 + 2 × 3 + 1 (CCC = Central Composite Circumscribed) chosen for optimizing the
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result (RSM response surfaces method). This design is composed of a 23 factorial design: number of
points on the cube, plus star points (axial) 2 × 3: number of axial points outside the cube determined
through a preliminary screening, and finally, of the repeated central point. Performing one repetition for
the points on the cube and in the axial points and 3 repetitions in the central point, a total of 8 + 6 + 3 = 17
tests have been conducted. This factorial plan was chosen because the CCC design provides higher
forecast quality over the entire design space, however, it requires factor settings outside the range of
factors in the factorial part (requires 5 levels for each factor). The value out of the plane is chosen for
the ability of the model to provide good forecasts throughout the region of interest (equal estimation
accuracy in all directions). In this case, therefore, we have α = (2k)1/4 = (23)1/4 = 1.682.

The factors taken into consideration were, again (see Table 1): flow with which the alginate is fed
(“flow”), atomizing airflow (“air”), the distance between the nebulizer nozzle, and the free surface of
the gelling bath (”height”). By definition of the CCC design, each factor was, therefore, varied at five
levels: −1.68/−1/0/+1/+1.68, the response variable to be optimized was, as for pectin microbeads, the
average size of the microparticles obtained (“size”).

As thoroughly described for the DoE analysis of pectin HMBs production, Figures 6–9 report the
following information relative to the preparation of alginate HMBs: the experimental plan (Figure 6A),
the summary of statistics (Figure 6B), the observed vs predicted plot (Figure 7A), the coefficients plot
(Figure 7B), the main effect plots (Figure 8) and the surface responses plots (Figure 9).

As described for pectin HMBs, the summary of statistics, reported in Figure 6B, indicates the
optimal validity of the design performed, as proved by the very high value of R2 = 0.97, Q2 at 0.80 and
a difference between R2 and Q2 being, in our experiments, very low, at 0.17. Moreover, in the set of
experiments carried out for alginate HMBs, model validity resulted to be 0.59, representing again a
very good value, reflecting a high validity. Finally, reproducibility, representing the variation of the
replicates compared to overall variability, was remarkably good, with a value of 0.98 (the reproducibility
should be greater than 0.5).

Notably, the analysis of 3D surfaces plots (reported in Figure 9), clearly indicates that a marked
modification (i.e., reduction) in the diameter of the HMBs is obtained for high “air” for all “flow” values
(at constant “height”), for high “air” for all “height” values (at constant “flow”) and for “height” set high
and “flow” set low (at constant “air”).

3.5. Encapsulation of Cells in Hydrogel Microbeads

The possibility to immuno-isolate cells represents a significative improvement for cell transplantation
in clinics; specifically, it allows to overcome constraints related to cell sources (i.e., allogenic or xenogenic
cells), providing alternatives to autologous cells that are often scarcely available. Therefore, cell-based
medicines require the use of an embedding scaffold, forming a biocompatible shell that, once transplanted,
provides the immuno-isolation of the cells, isolating them from the host immune system, without requiring
the administration of immunosuppressive drugs.

In this respect, the biomaterial and the geometrical and morphological aspects of the encapsulating
device play a fundamental role in cell transplantation procedures. Notably, the encapsulation of cells
in HMBs provides precise control over proliferation and cell morphology in a tailored geometric
3D structure.

Special regard was given to the study of morphological and dimensional characteristics of the
microbeads with the specific aim to entrap living cells, possibly avoiding the frequently encountered
morphological problems represented by the presence of coalescences, irregular tail-shaped microbeads,
cracks or a rough/waved and wrinkled surface.

It is indeed very important to study in detail the HMBs production process to avoid any microbead
defects, since they can cause a severe immuno-response. After implantation, beads’ irregularities are
immediately covered by plasma proteins, activating the subsequent cell adhesion.
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Figure 6. Panel (A) scheme of the Central Composite Circumscribed Design (CCC) used for the DoE
relative to the production of alginate microbeads by the mono air-jet device. Panel (B) histogram
showing the summary of statistics for alginate microbeads production. The bars represent the four
main parameters, namely: R2, Q2, model validity and Reproducibility. R2 represents the coefficient
of determination (also sometimes called the multiple correlation coefficient) while Q2 estimates the
predictive ability of the model.
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1 
 

 
Figure 7. Panel (A) the graph reports the observed vs predicted plot for alginate microbeads production.
The data points reported in the figure represent the average dimensions of the produced microbeads.
The determination of the microbeads size was determined by optical microphotograph analysis of
around 300 microbeads, as reported in the Experimental Section. The numbers reported in the figure
close to each data point refer to the experiments performed following the experimental plan required for
the DoE analysis, as reported in Table 3. Panel (B) the coefficient plot presents a graphical representation
of the terms “air”, “height” and “flow” for alginate microbeads production. The reported values help in
determining the significance of the factors.
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Figure 8. Main effect plots for the factors “air” (A), “flow” (B) and “height” (C), versus the response
“size” for the preparation of alginate microbeads. Graphs report the predicted values of the response,
when the factors vary from its low to its high level. Dotted lines represent the lower and upper limits
of the confidence interval.
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Figure 9. Response surface plots of the response “size” for the interaction between “flow” and “air” (A),
between “height” and “air” (B) and between “height” and “flow” (C). Data are relative to the preparation
of alginate microbeads.
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In consideration of what is stated above, we have therefore produced both pectin and alginate
HMBs respectively, encapsulating SC and K562 cells. Optical and fluorescence microscopic examination
of the microbeads produced with both pectin (Figure 10A,B) and alginate (Figure 10C,D) demonstrate
that the HMBs produced with the optimized experimental parameters were spherical in shape and
characterized by a smooth surface with the absence of main morphological defects (such as coalescences
or tails). Moreover, the fluorescence photomicrographs reported in Figure 10B,D shows the great
viability of the encapsulated cells, after 48 h of cell culture, demonstrating that the cells were highly
viable after the encapsulation. Notably, cells were visualized under a fluorescent microscope: dead
cells were stained in red, while viable cells appear in green. As clearly appreciable from the reported
microphotographs, the number of red cells is almost undetectable and the cell viability was very high,
confirming our previous results [24].Micromachines 2020, 11, x 20 of 22 
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Figure 10. Representative optical (A,C) and fluorescence (B,D) microphotographs of pectin microbeads
(A,B) and alginate microbeads (C,D). Pectin and alginate beads respectively encapsulate Sertoli Cells
and K562 cells. Fluorescence viability tests were performed after 48 h from the encapsulation. For the
viability test, the HMBs were produced with the central point conditions (see experiments 15, 16 and 17
in Tables 2 and 3). Scale bars are reported in the panels.

3.6. Concluding Comments

Encapsulating mammalian cells in hydrogel-based scaffolds, in the form of microbeads, is gaining
popularity. The success of this technology is mainly due to the possibility of producing scaffolds with
precise morphological and functional properties for a number of applications, including in vitro cell
proliferation tests and cell-based therapy. For the use of optimized and reproducible protocols, it is
mandatory to obtain better control over the dimensions and morphology, together with the possibility
to combine, in a single process, scaffold fabrication and cell embedding. In the current paper, we have
indeed demonstrated that by changing the production parameters (typified by the analyzed factors),
it is possible to tailor the dimensional characteristic of the HMBS. It is indeed important to underline
that a single set-up for HMBs preparation suitable for all cell types does not exist; on the contrary,
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depending on the dimensions of cells and their aggregation state (e.g., the formation of spheroids or
3D microtissues), the dimensions of HMBs can be modified by adjusting the preparation factors.

With respect to the commercial applicability of cell-based medicines, further studies are in due
course in our laboratory to exploit the possibility to pass from the lab-scale equipment presented in the
current paper towards the development of protocols suitable for the pilot-scale level.

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, C.N.; Data curation, C.N.; Formal analysis, G.L.; Investigation,
A.N. and G.P.; Methodology, A.N., G.P. and C.N.; Supervision, C.N.; Validation, G.L. and C.N.; Writing—original
draft, A.N., G.P. and C.N.; Writing—review & editing, A.N., G.P., G.L. and C.N. All authors have read and agreed
to the published version of the manuscript.
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6. Kupikowska-Stobba, B.; Lewińska, D. Polymer microcapsules and microbeads as cell carriers for in vivo
biomedical applications. Biomater. Sci. 2020, 8, 1536–1574. [CrossRef]

7. Penolazzi, L.; Tavanti, E.; Vecchiatini, R.; Lambertini, E.; Vesce, F.; Gambari, R.; Piva, R. Encapsulation of mesenchymal
stem cells from Wharton’s jelly in alginate microbeads. Tissue Eng. Part C 2010, 16, 141–155. [CrossRef]

8. Kumachev, A.; Greener, J.; Tumarkin, E.; Eiser, E.; Zandstra, P.W.; Kumacheva, E. High-throughput generation of
hydrogel microbeads with varying elasticity for cell encapsulation. Biomaterials 2011, 32, 1477–1483. [CrossRef]

9. Khademhosseini, A.; Langer, R. Microengineered hydrogels for tissue engineering. Biomaterials 2007, 28,
5087–5092. [CrossRef]

10. Hoffman, A.S. Hydrogels for biomedical applications. Adv. Drug Deliv. Rev. 2012, 64, 18–23. [CrossRef]
11. Luca, G.; Mancuso, F.; Calvitti, M.; Arato, I.; Falabella, G.; Bufalari, A.; De Monte, V.; Tresoldi, E.;

Nastruzzi, C.; Basta, G.; et al. Long-term stability, functional competence, and safety of microencapsulated
specific pathogen-free neonatal porcine Sertoli cells: A potential product for cell transplant therapy.
Xenotransplantation 2015, 22, 273–283. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

12. Huang, H.; Yu, Y.; Hu, Y.; He, X.; Usta, O.B.; Yarmush, M.L. Generation and manipulation of hydrogel
microcapsules by droplet-based microfluidics for mammalian cell culture. Lab Chip 2017, 17, 1913–1932.
[CrossRef] [PubMed]

13. Sabhachandani, P.; Motwani, V.; Cohen, N.; Sarkar, S.; Torchilin, V.P.; Konry, T. Generation and functional
assessment of 3D multicellular spheroids in droplet based microfluidics platform. Lab Chip 2016, 16, 497–505.
[CrossRef] [PubMed]

14. Lu, Y.C.; Song, W.; An, D.; Kim, B.J.; Schwartz, R.; Wu, M.; Ma, M. Designing compartmentalized hydrogel
microparticles for cell encapsulation and scalable 3D cell culture. J. Mater. Chem. B 2015, 3, 353–360. [CrossRef]

15. Zhao, S.; Agarwal, P.; Rao, W.; Huang, H.; Zhang, R.; Liu, Z.; Yu, J.; Weisleder, N.; Zhang, W.; He, X. Coaxial
electrospray of liquid core–hydrogel shell microcapsules for encapsulation and miniaturized 3D culture of
pluripotent stem cells. Integr. Biol. 2014, 6, 874–884. [CrossRef]

http://dx.doi.org/10.1089/ten.teb.2007.0332
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18498217
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/adma.200700433
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(94)90067-1
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.biomaterials.2010.05.078
http://dx.doi.org/10.3109/21691401.2014.885446
http://dx.doi.org/10.1039/C9BM01337G
http://dx.doi.org/10.1089/ten.tec.2008.0582
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.biomaterials.2010.10.033
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.biomaterials.2007.07.021
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.addr.2012.09.010
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/xen.12175
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26134468
http://dx.doi.org/10.1039/C7LC00262A
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28509918
http://dx.doi.org/10.1039/C5LC01139F
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26686985
http://dx.doi.org/10.1039/C4TB01735H
http://dx.doi.org/10.1039/c4ib00100a


Micromachines 2020, 11, 1007 21 of 21

16. Laperrousaz, B.; Porte, S.; Gerbaud, S.; Härmä, V.; Kermarrec, F.; Hourtane, V.; Bottausci, F.; Gidrol, X.;
Picollet-D’Hahan, N. Direct transfection of clonal organoids in Matrigel microbeads: A promising approach
toward organoid-based genetic screens. Nucleic Acids Res. 2018, 46, e70. [CrossRef]

17. Li, W.; Weitz, D.A.; Ge, X.; Xu, B.; Zhang, W.; Qu, L.; Choi, C.-H.; Xu, J.H.; Zhang, A.; Lee, H.; et al. Microfluidic
fabrication of microparticles for biomedical applications. Chem. Soc. Rev. 2018, 47, 5646–5683. [CrossRef]

18. Rossow, T.; Heyman, J.A.; Ehrlicher, A.J.; Langhoff, A.; Weitz, D.A.; Haag, R.; Seiffert, S. Controlled Synthesis
of Cell-Laden Microgels by Radical-Free Gelation in Droplet Microfluidics. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 2012, 134,
4983–4989. [CrossRef]

19. Zheng, Y.; Wu, Z.; Lin, J.-M.; Lin, L. Imitation of drug metabolism in cell co-culture microcapsule model using
a microfluidic chip platform coupled to mass spectrometry. Chin. Chem. Lett. 2020, 31, 451–454. [CrossRef]

20. Headen, D.M.; García, J.R.; García, A.J. Parallel droplet microfluidics for high throughput cell encapsulation
and synthetic microgel generation. Microsyst. Nanoeng. 2018, 4, 17076. [CrossRef]

21. Mazzitelli, S.; Borgatti, M.; Breveglieri, G.; Gambari, R.; Nastruzzi, C. Encapsulation of eukaryotic cells in
alginate microparticles: Cell signaling by TNF-alpha through capsular structure of cystic fibrosis cells. J. Cell
Commun. Signal. 2010, 5, 157–165. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

22. De Vos, P.; Faas, M.M.; Strand, B.; Calafiore, R. Alginate-based microcapsules for immunoisolation of
pancreatic islets. Biomaterials 2006, 27, 5603–5617. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

23. Luca, G.; Calvitti, M.; Nastruzzi, C.; Bilancetti, L.; Becchetti, E.; Angeletti, G.; Mancuso, F.; Calafiore, R.
Encapsulation, In VitroCharacterization, andIn VivoBiocompatibility of Sertoli Cells in Alginate-Based
Microcapsules. Tissue Eng. 2007, 13, 641–648. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

24. Capretto, L.; Mazzitelli, S.; Luca, G.; Nastruzzi, C. Preparation and characterization of polysaccharidic
microbeads by a microfluidic technique: Application to the encapsulation of Sertoli cells. Acta Biomater. 2010,
6, 429–435. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Publisher’s Note: MDPI stays neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and institutional
affiliations.

© 2020 by the authors. Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access
article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution
(CC BY) license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/nar/gky030
http://dx.doi.org/10.1039/C7CS00263G
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/ja300460p
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.cclet.2019.07.036
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/micronano.2017.76
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s12079-010-0105-z
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21484183
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.biomaterials.2006.07.010
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16879864
http://dx.doi.org/10.1089/ten.2006.0137
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17335402
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.actbio.2009.08.023
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19703594
http://creativecommons.org/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.

	Introduction 
	Materials and Methods 
	Materials 
	Production of Pectin Microbeads by a Vibrating-Nozzle Apparatus 
	Production of Alginate Microbeads by a Mono Air-Jet Device 
	Dimensional and Morphological Characterization of Hydrogel Microbeads 
	Design of Experiments (DoE) 
	Microencapsulation of Cells in Hydrogel Microbeads 
	In Vitro Assessment of Encapsulated Cells 

	Results and Discussion 
	Production of Hydrogel Microbeads (HMB) 
	General Considerations 
	Experimental Design 
	Microbeads Formation 
	Dimensional Considerations 

	Design of Experiments (DoE) 
	Production of Pectin Microbeads by a Vibrating-Nozzle Apparatus 
	Production of Alginate Microbeads by a Mono Air-Jet Device 
	Encapsulation of Cells in Hydrogel Microbeads 
	Concluding Comments 

	References

