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A B S T R A C T

A label-free electrochemical immunosensor for quantitative detection of human epididymis specific protein 4
antigen (HE4 Ag) was developed by a novel multi-amplification signal system. The multi-amplification signal
system was formed by loading bimetallic Au@Pd holothurian-shaped nanoparticles (Au@Pd HSs) on titanium
oxide nanoclusters functionalized nitrogen-doped reduced graphene oxide (TiO2-NGO). The Au@Pd HSs were
obtained via seed-mediated approach with in-situ grown palladium nanoarms on gold nanorods (Au NRs) sur-
faces, which possessed good electrocatalysis for hydrogen peroxide (H2O2) reduction and excellent bio-
compatibility. The TiO2-NGO with the high catalytic activity and large specific surface area was synthesized by
hydrothermal method. Using H2O2 as an electrochemically active substrate, the prepared label-free electro-
chemical immunosensor based on the TiO2-NGO/Au@Pd HSs hetero-nanostructures as the signal amplification
platform exhibited excellent selectivity, reproducibility and stability for the detection of HE4 Ag. Meanwhile, the
linear range from 40 fM to 60 nM with the detection limit of 13.33 fM (S/N=3) was obtained, indicating the
immunosensor offers a promising method for clinical detection of HE4 Ag.

1. Introduction

Epithelial ovarian cancer with the highest mortality rate in gyne-
cological diseases is one of the most common malignant tumors,
threatening human health and quality of life (Mathieu et al., 2017;
Zhang et al., 2003). Given ovarian cancer as an asymptomatic disease
clinically (Lu, 2018), it is easy to cause the missed diagnosis and mis-
diagnosis, which is a tricky problem in early diagnosis. Human epidi-
dymis specific protein 4 antigen (HE4 Ag) as one of the most promising
new tumor markers of ovarian cancer has high sensitivity and specifi-
city, which can help to early diagnose and monitor disease recurrence
(Anastasi et al., 2010; Capriglione et al., 2017). Therefore, the devel-
opment of a sensitive, simple and rapid analytical method for timely
screening and monitoring of HE4 Ag is an effective way to decrease the
mortality.

Electrochemical immunosensor based on the biospecific recognition
between the antigens and corresponding antibodies has been widely
applied in analytical biochemistry owing to their combined merits of
being easy to operate, cost-effective and pollute-free (Felix and Angnes,

2017; L. Li et al., 2018). Especially, label-free electrochemical im-
munosensor has attracted considerable interest among researchers be-
cause of its good sensitivity and rapid detection (Okuno et al., 2007; R.
Wang et al., 2017; Wei et al., 2012). However, the electrochemically
active substrate (i.e., hydrogen peroxide (H2O2)) is needed for im-
munosensors, since immune proteins (antigen or antibody) are not in-
trinsically able to act as redox partners in immunoassay reaction. For
label-free electrochemical immunosensor, the electrical signal is per-
formed by using different nanomaterials as signal amplification plat-
form conjugated with immune proteins to catalyze H2O2 (Berggren and
Johansson, 1997; R. Wang et al., 2017; Yan et al., 2018). Therefore, it is
significant to construct a highly sensitive immunosensor by preparing
an effective material with good catalytic properties for the reduction of
H2O2.

Recently, various promising nanomaterials with the outstanding
catalytic properties or electrical conductivity are used as the signal
amplification platform to decrease the detection limit and increase
sensitivity of the immunosensor (Samanman et al., 2015), such as noble
metal nanomaterials, metal oxides, carbon materials and so on (Li et al.,
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2017; Rauf et al., 2018a, b; Sengottaiyan et al., 2017; Y. Yang et al.,
2017). Among these nanomaterials, hetero-nanostructures with ex-
cellent conductivity and high catalytic ability have attracted consider-
able interest because of their synergistic effect (Kim et al., 2016; Yang
et al., 2013). Gold nanoparticles (Au NPs) are considered as striking
noble metal such as gold nanorods (Au NRs) and gold nanospheres (Au
NSs), which have good biocompatibility, conductivity and stability
(Daniel and Astruc, 2004; Kim et al., 2017). Palladium nanoparticles
(Pd NPs) are known to have good electrocatalytic activities toward
H2O2 (Chen et al., 2013). In particular, Au NRs are conducive to the
growth of palladium nanoclusters with high crystal surface index,
which can further improve the electrocatalysis towards the reduction of
H2O2 (Tran and Lu, 2011; Wang et al., 2011). Therefore, bimetallic
Au@Pd holothurian-shaped nanocomposites (Au@Pd HSs) could have
superior catalytic activity and good biocompatibility because of their
synergistic effect.

As is known to us all, metal materials are generally dispersed on
supporting material to obtain nanocomposites with good biocompat-
ibility, high conductivity and excellent catalytic properties (Yang et al.,
2016). Nitrogen-doped reduced graphene oxide (NGO) has attracted
much attention as robust catalyst supports owing to the advantages of
excellent electroconductivity, high specific surface area and good che-
mical tolerance (Emran et al., 2017b, 2018a, b; Kaur et al., 2018; Dal
Magro et al., 2018). In recent years, doped metal-oxide semiconductors
into carbon materials, such as nickel oxide, copper oxide, ceric oxide
and titanium oxide Akhtar et al., 2015, 2016; Akhtar and Shenashen,
2017; Emran et al., 2017a; Wei et al., 2016b), are promising in the
immunosensor functionality attributed to their good biocompatibility
and unique physical and chemical properties. We reduced Ti4+ in suit
into NGO via one-pot hydrothermal method to form the ultrafine tita-
nium oxide (TiO2) doped NGO (TiO2-NGO), which not only has ele-
vated water solubility ascribed to the introduction of hydrophilic TiO2

nanocrystals, but also has good catalytic properties thanks to the high-
index face of TiO2 clusters (Chen and Mao, 2007; Nosrati et al., 2017;
Yao et al., 2018). The well-dispersed TiO2-NGO can act as buffer space
to support noble metal nanoparticles owing to its high active surface
area and good chemical stability (Ghasemi et al., 2013). Meanwhile, 3-
aminopropyl triethoxysilane (APTES) modified TiO2-NGO can enhance
the loading capacity of noble metal and stability of the immunosensor,
due to stable conjunction between noble metal nanoparticles and amino
groups (Wei et al., 2016a). Therefore, Au@Pd HSs acting as a bridge to
incubate with antibody by AueN or PdeN bond (H. Wang et al., 2017;
Zhou et al., 2014) were decorated on APTES modified TiO2-NGO na-
nocomposites (TiO2-RGO/Au@Pd HSs) as a signal amplification plat-
form simultaneously enhancing the sensitivity of immunosensor.

In this work, a novel TiO2-NGO/Au@Pd HSs hetero-nanostructure
was used to construct a label-free electrochemical immunosensor for
the quantitative detection of human epididymis specific protein 4 an-
tigen (HE4 Ag). On one hand, Au@Pd HSs have good biocompatibility
and excellent electrocatalytic activity, which can immobilize antibodies
effectively and promote the reduction of H2O2. On the other hand,
TiO2-NGO exhibits a significantly enhanced electrocatalytic perfor-
mance towards H2O2 reduction and has a large specific surface area to
further realize signal amplification. Due to the synergistic effect be-
tween the TiO2-NGO and Au@Pd HSs, the designed label-free electro-
chemical immunosensor has a wide detection range, high sensitivity
and low detection limit for HE4 Ag detection, which provides a pro-
mising platform for clinical screening of cancer biomarkers and point-
of-care assays.

2. Experimental section

2.1. Fabrication of the immunosensor

In order to explain the preparation process of working electrode
clearly, Fig. 1 shows the stepwise self-assembly procedure. The

preparation procedure of the Au@Pd HSs (a), and TiO2-NGO/Au@Pd
HSs (b) was exhibited in Supplementary material (SM). The glassy
carbon electrode (GCE, 4mm in diameter) was carefully polished with
50 nm alumina powders, and washed thoroughly with ultrapure water
to obtain a fresh and mirror-like surface. Then, the TiO2-NGO/Au@Pd
HSs modified electrode (TiO2-NGO/Au@Pd HSs/GCE) was obtained by
dropping TiO2-NGO/Au@Pd HSs (6 μL, 2.5mgmL−1) composite onto
the surface of the pretreated working electrode. After the TiO2-NGO/
Au@Pd HSs/GCE dried, HE4 antibody solution (anti-HE4, 6 μL,
10 μgmL−1) was incubated on the surface of TiO2-NGO/Au@Pd HSs/
GCE and dried at 4 °C. After washing, bovine serum albumin solution
(BSA, 3 μL, 1 wt%) was coated onto the anti-HE4/TiO2-NGO/Au@Pd
HSs/GCE to eliminate possible remaining active sites between the
substrate material and HE4 antigen (HE4 Ag). After 1 h incubation, the
BSA/anti-HE4/TiO2-NGO/Au@Pd HSs/GCE was rinsed with phosphate
buffered solutions (PBS, pH = 7.0) and incubated with different con-
centrations of HE4 Ag (6 μL, 40 fM to 60 nM) for 40min to ensure the
specific binding between HE4 Ag and anti-HE4. Finally, the modified
working electrode was rinsed with PBS and stored in 4 °C for further
measurement.

2.2. Electrochemical measurements

Electrochemical measurements were performed on CHI760E elec-
trochemical workstation (Shanghai CH Instruments Co., China) at a
standard three-electrode system including a platinum wire electrode as
auxiliary, a saturated calomel reference electrode (SCE) as reference
electrode and a modified electrode as working electrode. Amperometric
i-t curve measurement of the immunosensor was carried out at −0.4 V
as the scan potential. When the background current retained stable
under smooth stirring, H2O2 (10 μL, 5M) was injected into the PBS
(10mL, pH = 7.4) and then the current response change was recorded.
Cyclic voltammetry (CV) experiments were performed in potassium
ferricyanide (K3[Fe(CN)6], 5 mM). Electrochemical impedance spec-
troscopy (EIS) were monitored in a solution containing potassium
chlorate (KCl, 0.1M) and 2.5 mM Fe(CN)63-/Fe(CN)64- for representing
the interfacial properties of modified electrode. All electrochemical
measurements were performed at room temperature.

3. Results and discussion

3.1. Characterization of Au NRs, Au@Pd HSs, NGO, TiO2-NGO and TiO2-
NGO/Au@Pd HSs nanocomppsites

Fig. 2A shows the TEM image of the Au NRs. Clearly, the obtained
Au NRs have an average length of 36 nm and width of 12 nm with an
aspect ratio of 3 and their size distribution is relatively uniform. It can
be found that the Au@Pd HSs appear in macelike nanostructures, where
inner Au NR cores are homogeneously surrounded by Pd nanoarms
shells. Furthermore, the scanning transmission electron microscope
(STEM) mapping images of Au@Pd HSs (Fig. S1A–D) with the dis-
tribution of Au and Pd elements prove the formation of the core-shell
nanostructures. EDX spectrum of Au@Pd HSs (Fig. S1E) indicates that
the elements contained in the prepared nanocomposites are Au and Pd.

The TEM and Raman spectroscopy of NGO and TiO2-NGO are
compared in Fig. 2C–E. Evidently, the NGO has a typical graphene thin
wrinkled paper-like structure (Fig. 2C). After doping TiO2, there are
many dark dots with the average diameter of 8.5 nm distributed uni-
formly on the surface of layered paper-like structure. This indicates that
ultrafine TiO2 clusters have been successfully reduced on NGO
(Fig. 2D). HRTEM microscopy image (inset in Fig. 2D) of TiO2 shows a
high degree of crystallinity with the interplanar distance of 0.35 nm,
possibly ascribed to the plane of crystal TiO2 (101) (Qamar et al., 2017;
Zhang et al., 2018). Raman spectroscopy has played an important role
in the characterization of graphitic materials. As shown in Fig. 2E, NGO
(black curve) has the characteristic peaks of carbon materials, namely D
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band (1354 cm−1) and G band (1613 cm−1) respectively (Liu et al.,
2018). ID/IG ratio of NGO is 1.1, indicating a higher distortion in the
carbon materials due to the doped nitrogen (Z. Yang et al., 2017). In
contrast, after hydrothermal reaction between NGO and titanium (IV)
isopropoxide (TTIP, red curves), the Raman spectrum shows the char-
acteristic peaks of TiO2 at 0–800 cm−1 (inset in Fig. 2E, red curve),
representing Eg1 band (145 cm−1), Eg1 band (400 cm−1), B1 g band
(516 cm−1) and A1 g band (641 cm−1), respectively (Balachandran and
Eror, 1982; Swamy et al., 2005). This result also proves that the
structure of NGO doped with TiO2 is successfully prepared. In addition,
C, O, N, and Ti elements are observed in the EDX of TiO2-NGO (Fig. 2F),
which further demonstrates that the TiO2-NGO composites are suc-
cessfully synthesized. Moreover, FT-IR spectrums of NGO, TiO2-NGO
and APTES modified TiO2-NGO are compared in Fig. S1F, which de-
monstrate the TiO2 nanoclusters and APTES were successfully modified
onto NGO in turn. The N2 adsorption-desorption isotherm of the TiO2-
NGO proved that the large surface area was 160.86m2 g−1 and the total
pore volume was 0.47 cm3 g−1, which facilitated TiO2-NGO as a su-
perior support for the Au@Pd HSs (Fig. S2A).

The TEM images and EDX of the TiO2-NGO/Au@Pd HSs are shown
in Fig. 2G–I. It is obvious that the Au@Pd HSs are attached on the TiO2-
NGO (Fig. 2G and H). Both the EDX analysis (Fig. 2I) and the STEM
mapping images (Fig. S3A–I) detected C, O, N, Ti, Si, Au and Pd ele-
ments, which clearly confirmed that the TiO2-NGO/Au@Pd HSs are
prepared successfully. The thermogravimetric analysis (TGA) of the
samples TiO2-NGO/Au@Pd HSs was performed in Fig. S2B, indicating
that the prepared material has good thermal stability.

3.2. The mechanism of multiple signal amplification

The proposed label-free electrochemical immunosensor has good
catalytic activity and conductivity, relying on the synergistic effect of
various fabricating materials. To investigate the signal amplification
mechanism of the TiO2-NGO/Au@Pd HSs, control experiments of dif-
ferent nanomaterials modified GCE was performed. As is shown in
Fig. 3A, NGO, TiO2 NPs, Au NRs, TiO2-NGO, APTES modified TiO2-
NGO, Au@Pd HSs and TiO2-NGO/Au@Pd HSs (2.5 mgmL−1, 6 μL)
were carried out for the reduction of 5mM H2O2 under − 0.4 V in PBS
at pH =7.4. It can be observed that NGO (curve a), TiO2 NPs (curve b),
have slight electrocatalytic current response, indicating that the NGO
and TiO2 have no obvious electrocatalytic properties towards the re-
duction of H2O2. The TiO2-NGO has improved catalytic performance
towards the reduction of H2O2 (curve d), which is attributed to the fine
TiO2 nanoclusters with high surface area and activity (Yu et al., 2016).
Compared with Au NRs (curve b), the Au@Pd HSs (curve f) have en-
hanced catalytic properties. Moreover, the current response of the
APTES modified TiO2-NGO (curve e) and the TiO2-NGO is similar. To
further improve the signal of the immunosensor, the TiO2-NGO/Au@Pd
HSs (curve g) were synthesized by loading the Au@Pd HSs with good
electrocatalytic activity and conductivity on TiO2-NGO, which dis-
played the highest current response. This expected result is attributable
to the following points. Firstly, the bimetallic Au@Pd HSs have good
electrical conductivity and can promote the electron transfer rate be-
tween the working electrode and the electrolyte solution. Secondly, the
synergetic catalysis and intimate electronic interactions between Au@
Pd HSs and TiO2-NGO make the TiO2-NGO/Au@Pd HSs nanocompo-
sites possess well-developed capability for H2O2 reduction.

A.C. impedance method is an effective way to detect the features of

Fig. 1. Fabrication for working electrode of the label-free immunosensor. The preparation procedure of the Au@Pd HSs (a), and the building-up process of the TiO2-
NGO/Au@Pd HSs (b).
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surface-modified electrodes (Alarfaj et al., 2018; F. Li et al., 2018).
Nyquist plots of A.C. impedance spectroscopy consist of two parts: a
semicircle diameter with high frequencies corresponding to the elec-
tron-transfer resistance (Ret) correlated with modification of the elec-
trode surface, and a linear portion with low frequencies indicating the
electron transfer limited process. In brief, Ret can be judged by obser-
ving the diameter change of semicircle portion. Inset in Fig. 3B illus-
trates the Randles equivalent circuit, which includes the Ret, resistance
of solution (Rs), constant phase angle element (CPE) and the Warburg
impedance (Zw). A good fit relationship was obtained using ZView-
Impedance Software and the relevant data are shown in Table S1. As is
shown in Fig. 3B, NGO (curve b) and Au@Pd HSs (curve e) have better
conductivity than bare GCE (curve a). The Ret of TiO2-NGO/GCE (curve
c) is slightly larger than that of bare GCE, which may be due to the fact
that TiO2 is a semiconductor. When TiO2-NGO modified by the APTES
was dripped onto GCE surface (curve d), the value of Ret was larger than
of TiO2-NGO/GCE, indicating the APTES was successfully modified on
TiO2-NGO. When Au@Pd HSs are further modified onto the TiO2-NGO-
APTES/GCE surface (curve f), the Ret decreased sharply because the
Au@Pd HSs have good conductivity.

To demonstrate the prepared TiO2-NGO/Au@Pd HSs hetero-na-
nostructures have good electrical conductivity, heterogeneous electron
transfer rate constant (ks) is used to characterize the electron transport
properties. Fig. 3B shows the CV measurement of TiO2-NGO/Au@Pd
HSs/GCE in 5mM K3[Fe(CN)6] at different scan rates. It can be seen
that with the increase of scan rates, the oxidation peak shifts to more
positive potentials, while the reduction peak shifts to more negative
potentials. A linear relationship between peak potentials and denary
logarithm of scan rate (lg υ) is observed at the scan rates ranging from
500mV s−1 to 900mV s−1, which is in agreement with the Laviron
theory (Laviron and Roullier, 1980): a plot of Ep versus lg υ (Fig. 3C)
yields two straight lines with slopes of 2.3RT/(1−α)nF (ka) for the
anodic peak and − 2.3RT/αnF (kc) for the cathodic peak. Therefore,

the charge-transfer coefficient (α) can be estimated as 0.55 from the
slope of the straight lines based on the equation (Eq. (1)). The ks was
estimated to be 1.11 s−1 using the Laviron model equation (Eq. (2))
(Laviron, 1979) as follows:

= ⎛
⎝ −
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= − + − −
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−
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p

(2)

where ΔEp is peak separation, υ is scan rate (mV s−1), F is Faraday
constant (96,485 Cmol−1), n is the number of transferred electrons
(n= 1), R is gas constant (8.314 J K−1 mol−1) and T is the absolute
temperature (298 K). The value of ks is higher than that of other na-
noparticles based electrochemical biosensor (Li et al., 2015; Zhang
et al., 2006; Zhao et al., 2005), indicating fast electron transfer between
TiO2-NGO/Au@Pd HSs hetero-nanostructures and electrode. Therefore,
the TiO2-NGO/Au@Pd HSs hetero-nanostructures were used as signal
amplification platform to fabricate an amperometric label-free im-
munosensor with high sensitivity.

3.3. Characterization of the immunosensor

A.C. impedance method was performed for probing the electrical
properties of biological interfaces, and the fitting parameters of the
modified electrode are shown in Table S2. As is shown in Fig. 4A, when
TiO2-NGO/Au@Pd HSs hetero-nanostructures were modified onto the
bare GCE, the Ret (curve b) greatly decreased than that of the bare GCE
(curve a), indicating that TiO2-NGO/Au@Pd HSs hetero-nanostructures
can provide good conductivity. Furthermore, the Ret successively in-
creased after its self-assembly with the anti-HE4 (curve c), BSA (curve
d) and HE4 Ag (curve e), which indicated the successful modification of

Fig. 2. TEM images of Au NRs (A), Au@Pd HSs (B), NGO (C) and TiO2-NGO (D); Raman spectroscopy of NGO and TiO2-NGO (E); EDX spectrum of TiO2-NGO (F);
TEM image of TiO2-NGO/Au@Pd HSs (G) and (H); EDX spectrum of TiO2-NGO/Au@Pd HSs (I). (For interpretation of the references to color in this figure, the reader
is referred to the web version of this article.)
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the bioactive substances.

3.4. Analytical performance of immunosensor

To obtain the best analytical performance for HE4 Ag, various ex-
periment conditions were optimized including the pH of PBS,

Fig. 3. (A) Amperometric responses of different modified electrodes in PBS (pH
= 7.4): (a) NGO, (b) TiO2 NPs, (c) Au NRs, (d) TiO2-NGO, (e) APTES modified
TiO2-NGO, (f) Au@Pd HSs and (g) TiO2-NGO/Au@Pd HSs; (B) A.C. impedance
measurement of different materials in a solution containing 0.1M KCl and
2.5 mM Fe(CN)63−/4− at potential of 0.27 V with frequency range of 1–105 Hz:
(a) bare GCE, (b) NGO, (c) TiO2-NGO, (d) APTES modified TiO2-NGO, (e) Au@
Pd HSs, (f) TiO2-NGO/Au@Pd HSs; (C) Influence of scan rate on electro-
chemical responses of TiO2-NGO/Au@Pd HSs/GCE in 5mM K3[Fe(CN)6] by the
scanning potential from − 0.2–0.6 V with scan rates from a to m as 20, 40, 60,
80, 100, 200, 300, 400, 500, 600, 700, 800 and 900mV s−1, respectively (Inset:
linear relationship of Epa (the black line) and Epc (the red line) versus lg υ). (For
interpretation of the references to color in this figure legend, the reader is re-
ferred to the web version of this article.)

Fig. 4. (A) Nyquist plots of the A.C. impedance method: GCE (a), TiO2-NGO/
Au@Pd HSs/GCE (b), anti-HE4/TiO2-NGO/Au@Pd HSs/GCE (c), BSA/anti-
HE4/TiO2-NGO/Au@Pd HSs/GCE (d), HE4 Ag/BSA/anti-HE4/TiO2-NGO/Au@
Pd HSs/GCE (e), represented as Randles equivalent circuit for A.C. impedance
(inset); (B) Amperometric responses of the immunosensor for the detection of
different concentrations of HE4 Ag: 60 nM (a), 5 nM (b), 1 nM (c), 100 pM (d),
10 pM (e), 5 pM (f), 60 fM (g), 40 fM (h); (C) Calibration curve of the im-
munosensor for the detection of different concentrations of HE4 Ag. Error bar
=RSD (n= 5).
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concentration of TiO2-NGO/Au@Pd HSs and the incubation time be-
tween antigen and antibody, and the optimum value is 7.4,
2.5 mgmL−1 and 40min respectively (Fig. S5). The detail information
was provided in SM. Under optimum conditions, we detected a series
concentration of HE4 Ag by i-t measurement using TiO2-NGO/Au@Pd
HSs hetero-nanostructures as the signal amplification platform. With
the increase of the HE4 Ag concentrations, the current signal responses
of the immunosensor declined, implying that antigen hindered electron
transport (Fig. 4B). The linear regression equations between the current
response and the logarithm of the HE4 Ag concentration in the range
from 40 fM to 60 nM was I =− 9.06 lgC + 83.29, with a correlation
coefficient of 0.9999. The limit of detection (LOD) of HE4 Ag was 13.33
fM (S/N=3).

In comparison to the results of other reported immunosensors for
detecting HE4 Ag (Table S3), the designed immunosensor exhibited an
improved LOD (13.33 fM) and comparable linear range (40 fM–60 nM).
The reasons why the prepared immunosensor provides a lower detec-
tion limit are as follows. Firstly, the TiO2-NGO/Au@Pd HSs hetero-
nanostructures have good biocompatibility to ensure the activity of
biological proteins and can immobilize antibodies effectively. Secondly,
the multiple signal amplification platforms can provide wider detection
range. Finally, the TiO2-NGO/Au@Pd HSs hetero-nanostructures have
good electron transfer properties which can improve the sensitivity of
the immunosensor.

3.5. Evaluation of the repeatability, specificity and stability, of the
immunosensor

The reproducibility and stability of the immunosensor are the key
factors in the application of the immunosensor. A series of working
electrodes were constructed and divided into three groups (five elec-
trodes each group) to detect 1 nM,10 pM and 40 fM of HE4 Ag, re-
spectively (Fig. 5A). The relative standard deviation (RSD) values were
2.1%, 1.9% and 2.3%, which indicated a good reproducibility for the
HE4 Ag immunosensor.

The specificity of target analysis plays a vital role in analyzing
biological samples. Interfering substances including carcinoembryonic
antigen (CEA), immunoglobulin G (IgG), BSA and carbohydrate antigen
125 (CA 125) were added into 1 nM of HE4 Ag solutions. The current
change was less than 5.0% of that without interference (Fig. 5B), in-
dicating the acceptable specificity.

For evaluation of the stability, the prepared immunosensor was
stored in 4 °C with the current response being tested per week. The
signal value retained 90.2% of its original value after a storage period
of four weeks (Fig. 5C). This result indicated that the stability of the
proposed immunosensor was acceptable. Also, Fig. S6 further illu-
strated the stability of the immunosensor was satiable.

3.6. Real sample analysis

To test the potential of the prepared immunosensor for practical
analysis, the recoveries of different concentrations of HE4 Ag in human
serum samples were conducted by standard addition recovery method
(Bo and Kowalski, 1979). As is listed in Table 1, the recovery and RSD
value were obtained between 99.8% and 100.16% and 0.3–1.59% re-
spectively, which indicated that the immunosensor supplies a feasible
approach for clinical research.

To validate the prepared immunosensor, the electro-
chemiluminescence immunoassay (ECLIA) was compared, as is shown
in Table S4. The relative error between the two methods is in the range
from 1.81% to 2.36%. This result indicates that the proposed im-
munosensor is promising for clinical application.

4. Conclusions

In this study, an ultrasensitive label-free electrochemical

immunosensor was designed successfully and realized the quantitative
determination of HE4 Ag. The novel multi-amplification signal strategy
of TiO2-NGO/Au@Pd HSs hetero-nanostructures with the good con-
ductivity, large surface area and excellent electrocatalytic activity not
only acts as the support for the immunologic material but also a
transducer to enhance the sensitivity of the immunosensor. Overall, the
prepared label-free electrochemical immunosensor possesses good re-
producibility, specificity and acceptable stability. This proposed
strategy might have a promising application for other biomolecules in
clinical diagnosis.

Fig. 5. (A) Amperometric response of the immunosensor to detect 1 nM, 10 pM
and 40 fM of HE4 Ag; (B) The current of interfering substances (50 nM) alone
and compound of interfering substances and HE4 Ag (1 nM); (C) Stability study
of the immunosensor in 4 weeks. Error bar =RSD (n= 5).
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