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The present work describes an effective strategy to fabricate a highly sensitive and selective DNA-biosensor for
the determination of mercury ions (Hg2+). The DNA 1 was modified onto the surface of Au electrode by the in-
teraction between sulfydryl group and Au electrode. DNA probe is complementarywith DNA 1. In the presence of
Hg2+, the electrochemical signal increases owing to that Hg2+-mediated thymine bases induce the conformation
of DNA probe to change from line to hairpin and less DNA probes adsorb into DNA 1. Taking advantage of its re-
duction property,methylene blue is considered as the signal indicatingmolecule. For improving the sensitivity of
the biosensor, Au nanoparticles (Au NPs) modified reporter DNA 3 is used to adsorb DNA 1. Electrochemical be-
haviors of the biosensor were evaluated by electrochemical impedance spectroscopy and cyclic voltammetry.
Several important parameters which could affect the property of the biosensor were studied and optimized.
Under the optimal conditions, the biosensor exhibits wide linear range, high sensitivity and low detection
limit. Besides, it displays superior selectivity and excellent stability. The biosensor was also applied for water
sample detection with satisfactory result. The novel strategy of fabricating biosensor provides a potential plat-
form for fabricating a variety of metal ions biosensors.

© 2017 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction

Mercury, a potent toxin, can be accumulated in the vital tissues and
organs binding with proteins and enzymes, which results in cell func-
tions abnormality and all kinds of diseases [1,2]. The detection ofmercu-
ry contaminants has played an important role in environmental
bioinorganic chemistry, clinical toxicology, wastemanagement and bio-
remediation of metal ions [3].

Recently, many detection techniques have been developed for de-
tecting a variety of environmental factors, including fluorescence, sur-
face plasmon resonance, electrochemistry, colorimetric sensors and
other analytical techniques [4–6]. Among these methods, electrochem-
ical method has been widely applied for accurate determination of
metal ions for its high sensitivity, low detection limit and low cost
[7–15]. Despite many advances in this field, there is still a quest for
new schemes and strategies for improvement of the sensitivity, simplic-
ity and selectivity of metal ion sensors.

It's clear that thymine bases (T) could specifically capture Hg2+ ions
as the intrinsic interaction between Hg2+ ions and thymine bases
[16–18]. So, a series of mercury biosensors based on T-Hg2+-T have
been appeared because this strategy possesses high selectivity towards
Hg2+ ions against other related environmental heavy metal ions. Many

reported mercury biosensors have obtained lower detection limit, such
as the Mirkin's group used Au NPs to combine with DNA for detecting
Hg2+ ionswith the detection limit of 10 nM [19], the Liu's group synthe-
sized hydrogel microparticles with covalently attaching DNA probes
and detected Hg2+ ions by the fluorescence change with the detection
limit of 10 nM [20,21] and the Zhang's group developed a graphene-
DNA biosensor for detecting Hg2+ ions with the detection limit of
5 nM [22], however, it's difficult to meet the need of water sample de-
tection. Besides, some other T-Hg2+-T biosensors for Hg2+ ions detec-
tion are also reported [23,24]. As the limit amount of mercury ions in
drinking water recommended by the World Health Organization
(WHO) is 5 nM [25], it is urgent to develop an effective strategy for im-
proving the sensitivity of analyzing mercury ions.

Electrochemical sensor has been widely applied to detect Hg2+ ions
because of its superior sensitivity, facile fabrication and low cost. Herein,
we develop an ultra-sensitive, facile and reusable electrochemical bio-
sensor for detecting Hg2+ ions. Initially, DNA modified Au electrode
captured complementary probe forming double helix structure, which
blocks the electrochemical signal transfer. Once DNA probe was specif-
ically combined with Hg2+ ions, the electrochemical signal would in-
crease. Au NPs functionalized reporter DNA was combined with DNA
1 to achieve signal amplification. Although Au NPs as signal amplifier
has been reported, in this paper, the strategy of fabricating biosensor
is facile and displays high sensitivity. Methylene blue (MB) was used
as a signal indicating molecule and specifically combined with guanine
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(G) bases of reporter DNA [26,27]. The Au NPs functionalized DNA 3-
DNA 2-DNA 1-modified electrode exhibits excellent performance.

2. Experimental

2.1. Reagents

The oligo-nucleotides were purchased from Dingguo Co. Ltd.
(China). The sequence of DNA 1 is 5′-SH-AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAACGC
GCG-3′, the sequence of probe DNA 2 is 5′-TTTTTTTTTTTTTTTT-3′ and
the sequence of reporter DNA 3 is 5′-SH-CGCGCGCGCGCG-3′. Sulfuric
acid (H2SO4) and hydrogen peroxide (H2O2)were purchased fromTian-
jin Yingda Rare Chemical Reagent Co. (China). Au electrodes (3 mm di-
ameter) were purchased from Tianjin Aidahengsheng technology Co.
Ltd. (China). HAuCl4, HgCl2, PdCl2, NiCl2, CuCl2, CoCl2, MnCl2 and CdCl2
were purchased fromAldrich Co. (USA). All aqueous solutionswere pre-
pared by double distilled water. All other reagents used in this work
were analytical grade without further purification.

2.2. Measurements

A 283 Potentiostat–Galvanostat electrochemical workstation (EG &
GPARC with M 270 software) and Lanlike 2010 electrochemical work-
station (Lanlike chemical & electronic high-tech Co. Ltd.) were applied
to electrochemical experiments. Au NPs functionalized reporter DNA
3-DNA 2-DNA 1-modified Au electrode (3 mm diameter) was used as
working electrode, Ag/AgCl (saturated with KCl) was used as reference
electrode and a Pt wire was applied as auxiliary electrode which de-
velops a conventional three-electrode system.

2.3. Preparation of Au NPs functionalized reporter DNA 3

Au NPs were synthesized by a traditional method [28]. Briefly,
39.97 mg of HAuCl4 was dissolved in 25 mL of distilled water, then,
2.5mL of sodium citrate (19.4mM)was added to above boiling solution
obtained dark amaranth solution. Au NPs functionalized reporter DNA
by S\\Au bond was prepared by incubating 50 μL of sulfydryl-
modified reporter DNA (10 μM) with 5 mL of Au NPs solution at 37 °C.
After that, 100 μL of 6-mercapto-hexanol was added to the solution,
which blocked the sulfydryl group of reporter DNA to directly adsorb
onto the surface of Au electrode.

2.4. Fabrication of DNA modified mercury biosensor

Au electrodes employed in this report were polished by powder of
aluminum oxide and cleaned in the solution of H2SO4 (0.5 M) and
H2O2 (30%) (3/1, v/v) for 10 min, then, ultrasonically rinsed with dis-
tilled water. The polished electrodes were dried with nitrogen gas.
50 μL of sulfydryl-modified DNA 1 was mixed with 5 mL of tris (2-
carboxyethyl) phosphine (TCEP) (1 mM) to prevent the disulfide
bond producing and assure the DNA 1 stayed on the electrode as single
layer.

DNA 1-modified Au electrode was obtained by immersing the
cleaned Au electrode into the above DNA 1 solution for 2 h at 37 °C.
Then, themodified electrodewas incubated with Au NPs functionalized
reporter DNA 3 for 2 h at 37 °C. DNA 2 probes were incubated with var-
ious concentrations of Hg2+ for 2 h. Thereafter, Au NPs functionalized
DNA 3-DNA 1 modified electrode was immersed into above DNA 2
probe for 2 h. At last, the modified electrode was immersed into
5 mg/mL MB for 1 h followed by being cleaned with distilled water.
The approach of the fabricated biosensor is illustrated in Scheme 1. As
shown in Scheme 1, when Hg2+ was added to DNA 2 probe, Hg2+-
mediated thymine bases formed mismatched T-Hg2+-T stable bases
pairs and the conformation of DNA probe changed from line to hairpin,
which resulted in less DNAprobes adsorbing onto DNA 1. Therefore, the
electrochemical signal increased and the electrochemical responses of

the fabricated biosensor were in accordance with various Hg2+

concentrations.

3. Results and discussion

3.1. Electrochemical characterization of the DNA modified electrode

In order to study the signal indicating role of MB, the Au NPs func-
tionalized DNA 3-DNA 2-DNA 1-modified Au electrode without being
immersed into 5 mg/mL MB (a) and with being immersed into
5 mg/mL MB (b) for detecting 100 nM Hg2+ ions were investigated.
As shown in Fig. 1, the biosensor immersed into MB (b) displays a
sharp reduction peak whereas the reduction peak of (a) is weak. This
phenomenon can be explained that the MB possesses excellent reduc-
tion property under the electrochemical environment and the reduction
current is increased obviously.

To study the electrochemical response of DNA modified electrode
towards Hg2+ ions and the signal amplified role of Au NPs, cyclic volt-
ammetry (CV) responses of the Au NPs functionalized DNA 3-DNA 2-
DNA 1-modified electrode towards 100 nM Hg2+ ions (a) and without
Hg2+ ions (b) and DNA 1-modified biosensor towards 100 nM Hg2+

ions (c) were recorded in 0.1 M phosphate buffer solution (PBS)
(pH 7.0) (Fig. 2). For Au NPs functionalized DNA 3-DNA 2-DNA 1-
modified electrode, an obvious reduction peak is appeared at appropri-
ately−0.9 V owing to the reduction of MB. Effective electro-active area
is a vital factor for evaluating electrochemical behavior. According to the
following Randles-Sevcik equation [29], microscopic effective electro-
active area could be calculated.

Ip ¼ 2:69� 105 AD1=2n3=2γ1=2C ð1Þ

In this equation, A corresponds to effective electro-active surface
area of working electrode (cm2); D represents the diffusion coefficient
in solution and it approximately is 6.70 × 10−6 cm−2 s−1; n is the
amount of electron which transfer in the reaction, the value is equal to
1; γ is the scan rate (V s−1); C is the concentration of detectedmolecule,
in this system the concentration of detected molecule is 100 nM and Ip
represents the current of redox peak. By calculating, the effective
electro-active area of the Au NPs functionalized DNA 3-DNA 2-DNA 1-
modified electrode towards 100 nMHg2+ ions is 2 and 1.5 times higher
than without Au NPs functionalized electrode and without addition of
Hg2+ ions, respectively. In Fig. 2, the reduction peak current of (a) is
much higher than that of (c), indicating that the AuNPs can be regarded
as signal amplifier which is in accordance with the reported literature
[30]. Besides, the electrochemical response of the biosensorwith adding
of Hg2+ ions is much higher than that of without Hg2+ ions. This phe-
nomenon could be caused by Hg2+ ions insert into the T-T base pairs
forming stable T-Hg2+-T interaction,which results in the DNA 2 confor-
mation changing into double helix structure. Thereafter, while DNA 1
modified Au electrode was incubated with DNA 2, the electrochemical
response was decreased, which resulted of that single linker was easier
to electron transfer than double helix structure. Thus, more Hg2+ ions
are added to DNA 2 solution, higher reduction current is appeared. Ex-
cellent electrochemical response of the modified electrode verifies
that this strategy is worthy for detecting mercury ions.

The transfer coefficient (α) value was calculated via Eq. (2) [31]. α
was found to be 0.41.

Ep−Ep=2 ¼ 48= αnað Þ ð2Þ

3.2. Optimization of the fabricated biosensor

For achieving the optimal performance of the biosensor, scan rate,
pH value of PBS solution, incubation time of DNA 1-modified electrode
with DNA 2 solution and incubation time of DNA 1 with Au electrode
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