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Effect of low frequency pulsed magnetic field on gravitropic response 
and cell elongation in coleoptiles of maize seedlings
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Abstract. The effect of pulsed magnetic field (PMF) on gravitropic response, endogenous growth and 
growth in the presence of indole-3-acetic acid (IAA) was studied in coleoptiles of maize (Zea mays L.) 
seedlings. Medium pH changes, measured simultaneously with growth of coleoptile segments, were 
also determined. In seedlings grown in the presence of PMF, elongation growth of coleoptiles was 
inhibited by 16%, while growth of roots and mesocotyls did not depend on PMF. Magnetic field also 
inhibited (by 36%) the gravitropic response of maize seedlings. However, when PMF was applied only 
during gravistimulation (within 6 h), it suppressed the gravitropic reaction only by 8% at 6 h. It was 
also found that endogenous growth and IAA-induced growth of maize coleoptile segments excised 
from seedlings treated with the PMF was stimulated by 52% and 30%, respectively, as compared to 
control (segments untreated with the PMF). Values of medium pH, measured simultaneously with 
growth, indicated that PMF-treated coleoptile segments extruded much more protons than untreated 
segments. In contrast, coleoptile segments treated with the PMF and subsequently incubated in the 
presence of IAA extruded 2.5-fold less protons as compared to segments treated with IAA only. The 
data presented here have been discussed with consideration of mechanisms by which auxin (IAA) 
regulates plant cell growth.
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Introduction

It is well established that plant growth and development are 
tightly regulated by plant hormones, among which indole-
3-acetic acid (IAA) plays a  key role, and abiotic factors, 
including the magnetic field (MF) (reviewed in Belyavskaya 
2004; Galland and Pazur 2005; Minorsky 2007; Dhawi 2014; 
Maffei 2014; Occhipinti et al. 2014; Teixeira da Silva and Do-
bránszki 2015, 2016). Literature data included in the above 
mentioned papers clearly indicate that the magnetic field 

may affect plant growth and development both positively and 
negatively. The biological effects of magnetic field depend on 
its properties, such as flux density or frequency, as well as 
on the pretreatment of biological material and duration of 
treatment. In spite of the large number of papers published 
on the effect of magnetic field on plants, little is known about 
the molecular mechanism of its effect on the auxin (IAA)-
induced elongation growth in plant cells.

The effect of auxin on plant cell elongation and proton 
extrusion is a well-studied aspect of auxin action. Correlation 
between the IAA-induced proton efflux and acceleration of 
elongation growth proves the so called “acid growth theory”, 
which explains the mechanism of auxin-induced growth (for 
review see Hager 2003). In agreement with this theory, auxin 
increases either the activity or the amount of plasma mem-
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brane H+-ATPase that pumps protons into the cell wall and 
therefore lowers its pH (Rayle and Cleland 1970, 1992; Hager 
et al. 1971, 1991). In turn, lower pH directly decreases the 
yield threshold of the wall and optimizes the activity of cell 
wall-localized proteins that loosen the wall (for review see 
Hager 2003). Both processes provide favourable conditions 
for cell elongation. Activation of the proton pump by auxin 
also causes hyperpolarization of the membrane potential and 
activation of K+ uptake channels, activity of which contrib-
utes to water uptake necessary for cell expansion (Cleland et 
al. 1977; Keller and Van Volkenburgh 1996; Philippar et al. 
1999; Becker and Hedrich 2002; Karcz and Burdach 2002, 
2007; Burdach et al. 2014). It is currently well established that 
auxin-induced growth in maize coleoptile segments involves 
K+ uptake through voltage-dependent, inwardly rectifying 
K+ channels (Zea mays K+ channel 1, ZMK1) and that apart 
from posttranslational, auxin-dependent up-regulation of 
the K+ uptake channels, auxin also regulates the expression 
of the maize K+ uptake gene ZMK1 (Philippar et al. 1999). 
Auxin also plays a primary role in the gravitropic response 
of monocot coleoptiles. Gravistimulation of maize seedlings 
(displacement of seedlings into a horizontal position) causes 
redistribution of IAA synthesized at coleoptile tip towards 
the lower coleoptile half. Due to increased auxin concentra-
tion, cells on the lower side of maize seedlings show growth 
enhanced in comparison to cells of the upper side, what 
results in upward bending of coleoptiles, against the force 
of gravity (negative gravitropic response) (Philippar et al. 
1999). Interestingly, Philippar et al. (1999) have also shown 
that the differential expression of ZMK1 between the upper 
and lower halves of gravistimulated coleoptiles is in line with 
the spatial and temporal pattern of auxin redistribution.

The main objective of the present study was to determine 
the effect of pulsed magnetic field (PMF) on plant growth. 
This objective was realized by: (1) studying the effects of PMF 
on the length of maize seedling organs (root, mesocotyl and 
coleoptile); (2) determining the effect of PMF on the gravit-
ropic response of maize seedlings; (3) studying the effects of 
PMF on both growth of coleoptile segments incubated with 
or without IAA and simultaneously with growth measured 
medium pH. It should be added that segments excised from 
coleoptiles of grasses represent a classical model system for 
studies on the elongation growth of plant cells. In this system 
the number of cells is constant and organ grows by elongation 
only. Moreover, most of crucial evidence on the mechanisms 
of auxin action was obtained from maize coleoptile segments 
(Hager 2003). To the best of our knowledge, no research 
has been reported on the effect of pulsed magnetic field on 
gravitropic response and cell elongation in coleoptiles of 
maize seedlings.

Materials and Methods

Plant material and magnetic treatment

Caryopsis of maize (Zea mays L. cv. KOKA) were soaked 
in tap water for 2  h, sown on wet lignin in plastic boxes 
(19×24  m), and placed in a magnetic applicator, which in 
turn was kept in a growth chamber (Type MIR-533, Sanyo 
Electric Co., Japan) at 27 ± 1°C. Control caryopsis were kept 
under the same experimental conditions but in the absence 
of pulsed magnetic field (but with geomagnetic field of 
50–54 µT). The experiments were performed with 96 h old 
etiolated seedlings (25–30 mm) and 10-mm-long coleoptile 
segments excised from them. Coleoptile segments, with the 
first leaves removed, were excised 3 mm below the tip and 
collected in an intensively aerated medium of the following 
composition: 1 mM KCl, 0.1 mM NaCl, 0.1 mM CaCl2, initial 
pH 5.7–6.0, as previously described by Karcz and Burdach 
(2002) and Burdach et al. (2014).

PMF exposure was performed using the Viofor JPS 
device (Med & Life, Komorow, Poland; www.medandlife.
com), including a ring-shaped applicator (30 cm in diam-
eter and 20 cm high) and control panel. Electromagnetic 
waves were generated as complex sequences of pulses with 
a frequency of basic impulse of 180–195 Hz. The PMF was 
generated using application mode M2, in which intensity 
of magnetic field increases from 30 to 360 µT (in 30 µT 
steps) for 12 s (Fig. 1). PMF was applied over a period of 
96 hours, covering both germination of seeds and growth 
of seedlings. It should be added that the homogeneity of 
the PMF (estimated with the accuracy of 5%) in the geo-
metric centre of the applicator was kept in about 70% of 
its volume. The magnetic lines of force of PMF generated 

Figure 1. Stimulus protocol used for treatment of maize coleoptile 
cells with pulsed magnetic field (PMF). tc, one cycle duration; te, 
duration of treatment with PMF (96 h). For detail see Materials 
and Methods. 
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in the applicator were perpendicular to the long axis of 
the germinated seedlings, whereas ones for geomagnetic 
field were parallel. The geomagnetic field in the laboratory, 
where the experiments were performed, was in the range of 
41–49 µT (50–54 µT in applicator off). This indicates that 
the PMF used in our experiments is a  resultant force of 
both PMF and geomagnetic field. Our control experiments 
sense probably geomagnetic field only.

Gravitropic response

The curvature angle from the initial horizontal position 
of coleoptiles was recorded in 30 min intervals for 6  h. 
Coleoptile bending was measured by means of the shadow-
graph method at 18-fold magnification (Fig. 2). To generate 
“shadow” the halogen lamp (50 W) with green filter was used 
(light at about 510 nm with intensity of 0.25 W/m2). Dur-
ing gravitropic response, maize seedlings were incubated in 
an intensively aerated medium of the same composition as 
described above. Temperature of incubation medium in the 
gravitropic response-measuring system was thermostatically 
controlled at a  level of 25 ± 0.5°C. All manipulations and 
growth measurements were carried out under dim green 
light (0.04 W/m2), which impinges omnilaterally on the 
coleoptiles.

Growth and pH measurements

Growth experiments were carried out with 4-day-old 
maize seedlings and 10-mm-long coleoptile segments 
excised from them. In seedlings, the length of roots, 
mesocotyls and coleoptiles was measured with a  ruler 
to the nearest 1  mm. Coleoptile segments were placed 
in apparatus for simultaneous measurements of segment 
elongation and pH of the incubation medium, as previ-
ously described (Karcz et al. 1990; Karcz and Burdach 
2002). Optical system used in this apparatus for growth 
measurements by shadow-graph method permitted 
recording of the longitudinal extension of a stack of 21 
segments. Volume of the incubation medium in the elon-
gation and pH-measuring system amounted to 6.3 ml (0.3 
ml/segment). Coleoptile segments were incubated in an 
intensively aerated medium. The incubation medium also 
flowed through the lumen of coleoptile cylinders. This 
feature permitted experimental solution to be in direct 
contact with the interior of segments, what significantly 
enhanced both elongation growth of coleoptile segments 
and proton extrusion (Karcz et al. 1995). Medium circula-
tion was driven by a peristaltic pump (1B-05A; Zalimp, 
Poland). Measurements of pH were performed with a pH 
electrode (OSH 10-10; Metron, Poland). Temperature of 
all solutions in the elongation and pH-measuring system 
was thermostatically controlled at a level of 25 ± 0.5°C. 

All manipulations and growth measurements were carried 
out under dim green light.

Statistical analysis

Data were analysed with Statistica software for Windows 
(version 8.0). Differences between individual treatments and 
the control were analysed using one-way ANOVA and the 
least significant difference (LSD) test. Statistical significance 
was defined at p < 0.05.

Results

Data in Figure 3 indicate that in seedlings treated with the 
PMF only coleoptile growth was inhibited by about 16% as 
compared to the control, while growth of roots and mesoco-
tyls did not depend on PMF (not significantly different from 
the control using LSD test at p < 0.05). Taking into account 
the above, we subjected coleoptiles of maize seedlings to 
further experiments, carried out in two variants. In the first 
one, gravitropic reaction was measured in seedlings grown 
in the presence of PMF, while in the second PMF was applied 
only during gravistimulation. Figure 4, showing the effect of 
PMF on the gravitropic response of seedlings, indicates that 
the response was inhibited by 36% in seedlings grown in the 
presence of PMF. However, when magnetic field was applied 
during gravistimulation (within 6 h), only slight inhibition 
(of about 8% at 6 h, statistically significant at p < 0.05, LSD 
test) was observed. As mentioned in the Introduction, cole-
optile segments excised from maize seedlings serve as a clas-

Figure 2. Front view of the apparatus used for measurements of 
coleoptile bending in response to a 90° gravistimulation of maize 
seedlings. The coleoptile bending was measured by means of 
a shadow-graph method at 18× magnification. During gravitropic 
responses maize seedlings were incubated in an intensively aerated 
medium of the following composition: 1 mM KCl, 0.1 mM, NaCl 
0.1, mM CaCl2, initial pH 5.7–6.0. MS, maize seedling; OS, optical 
system; S, source of light; P, picture of the coleoptile bending; α, 
angle of bending.
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sical model system for studies on the elongation growth of 
plant cells. Considering the above mentioned, we performed 
other experiments with coleoptile segments, investigating 
the effect of PMF on endogenous growth (growth in control 
medium), growth in the presence of IAA and on medium 
pH changes measured simultaneously with growth. The used 
coleoptile segments were excised from seedlings grown in the 
presence of PMF. Data in Figure 5 evidence that endogenous 
growth of maize coleoptile segments excised from seedlings 
treated with the PMF was stimulated by 52% as compared to 
control (834.6 ± 196.9 µm/cm, mean ± SD, n = 10). As can be 
seen in Figure 5, addition (after 2 h of segment preincuba-
tion) of auxin to the medium containing coleoptile segments 
untreated with the PMF induced their strong elongation 
growth, about two-fold greater than in the control (auxin-
free medium). However, when IAA was added (after 2 h of 
segment preincubation) to the medium containing coleoptile 
segments excised from PMF-treated seedlings, stimulation 
of elongation growth was about 30% greater as compared to 
growth of segments incubated in the presence of IAA only. 
Results collected in Figure 5 (inset) also provided basis for 
the analysis of growth rate kinetics. Auxin appeared to induce 
strong growth, kinetics of which can be divided into two 
phases (biphasic reaction). The first phase, very rapid, was 
followed by a long-lasting one, which began about 30 min 
after auxin addition. In coleoptile segments treated with the 
PMF, amplitude of the first phase of IAA-induced growth rate 
was significantly higher than that induced by IAA in PMF 
untreated coleoptile segments. Data obtained for medium 
pH, measured simultaneously with growth (Fig. 6), indicated 
that coleoptile segments incubated in the auxin-free medium 
changed its pH in a specific manner. Generally, within the 

first 2–3 h an increase of pH was observed, followed by a slow 
decrease to pH of approximately 5.4–5.5, after 7 h. Addition 
of IAA (after 2 h of segment preincubation) to the auxin-free 
medium caused a stronger decrease in pH, to 5.0. In order to 
present pH changes in the medium much more suggestively, 
they have been shown as changes of H+ concentration per 
coleoptile segment ([H+]/cm) (Fig. 6, inset). As indicated in 
Figure 6 (inset), IAA-induced proton extrusion, expressed as 
difference between H+ concentration at 7 and 2 h (Δ[H+]), 
was 5.5-fold greater than in the control medium (auxin-free 
medium). The characteristic pattern of pH changes observed 
in external medium without auxin was only partly disturbed 
in coleoptile segments excised from seedlings treated with 
the PMF (Fig. 6). In turn, when IAA was added to a medium 
containing coleoptile segments treated with the PMF, the rate 
of acidification was lower than in untreated segments (Fig. 6). 
In this last case, the addition of IAA to a medium containing 
PMF-treated coleoptile segments produced 2.5-fold lower 
proton extrusion (expressed as Δ[H+]/cm) than in untreated 
segments (2.5 nmol/segment) (Fig. 6, inset).

Discussion

The main aim of the present study was to establish a link 
between signal transduction pathways in response to auxin 
(IAA) and abiotic factors such as magnetic field. It should 
be emphasized that in spite of abundant literature on the 
mechanism by which auxin controls growth of grass cole-
optiles, little is known about its action in the presence of 
magnetic field other than the geomagnetic field. To the best 

Figure 3. Effect of pulsed magnetic field (PMF) on the length 
(mm) of organs in maize (Zea mays L.) seedlings. Length of roots, 
mesocotyls and coleoptiles of 100 seedlings was measured with 
a ruler to the nearest 1 mm. Values are means ± SD (n = 10). Only 
length of the coleoptiles treated with PMF differ significantly as 
compared to the control (LSD test p < 0.05).

Figure 4. Bending of maize coleoptiles (measured in 30 min 
intervals for 6 h; 0–360 min) in response to 90° gravistimulation. 
A. Bending of coleoptiles untreated with the PMF. B. Bending of 
coleoptiles grown in the presence of PMF. C. Bending of coleoptiles 
treated with the MF during gravistimulation (within 6 h). Values 
are means ± SD (n = 10).
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of our knowledge, the effect of magnetic field on gravitropic 
response and cell elongation in coleoptiles of maize seed-
lings has not been previously examined. As can be seen in 
Figure 3, maize seedlings grown in the presence of pulsed 
magnetic field had significantly shorter coleoptiles than con-
trol seedlings (untreated with PMF). Numerous studies have 
shown that in maize auxin is biosynthesized at coleoptile 
tip, from which it is transported basipetally to lower tissues 
(Mori et al. 2005; Nishimura et al. 2006, 2011; Matsuda et 
al. 2011). Constant supply of auxin from the coleoptile tip 
is required for growth stimulation of cells in the elongation 
region of coleoptiles (Iino 1982; Mori et al. 2005; Matsuda et 
al. 2011). Regulation of IAA biosynthesis and/or transport 
is controlled by environmental stimuli (Iino 1982; Fuchs et 
al. 2003; Mori et al. 2005; Nishimura et al. 2006; Matsuda 
et al. 2011). Only recently it has been shown that magnetic 
field causes accumulation of auxin in the root tip of Arabi-
dopsis seedlings (Manzano et al. 2013; Herranz et al. 2014). 
The authors also suggested that inhibition of polar auxin 
transport by the magnetic field produces the same pattern of 
auxin distribution as after drug-induced transport inhibition 
with naphthylphtalamic acid (NPA). It should be pointed out 
that application of NPA, an IAA transport inhibitor (auxin 
efflux inhibitor; Sussman and Goldsmith 1981), at the very 
tip region of the coleoptiles nearly completely prevented 

IAA movement from the tip and severely suppressed their 
gravitropic bending (Mori et al. 2005; Nishimura et al. 2009, 
2011). From the above observations, it could be concluded 
that inhibition of coleoptile elongation in seedlings grown 
in the presence of PMF is caused by blockage of polar 
auxin transport. This suggestion is also supported by results 
obtained in our experiments with gravistimulated maize 
seedlings. Our data show clearly that PMF, independently on 
the variant of experiment, suppresses gravitropic response 
of coleoptiles (Fig.  4), probably due to lower differential 
downward stream of auxin synthesized at coleoptile tip, re-
sulting from PMF-driven blocking of polar auxin transport. 
At present, there is no doubt, at least for maize, that the dif-
ferential downward stream of auxin synthesized at the tip of 
coleoptiles plays a key role in their gravitropic response (Iino 
1995; Philippar et al. 1999; Mori et al. 2005; Nishimura, et al. 
2009, 2011; Matsuda et al. 2011). Suppression of gravitropic 
response was also observed in flax (Linum bienne L.) apical 
shoot segments, with leaves removed, by Belova and Lednev 
(2001), at magnetic field with a flux density of 100 µT. The 
authors proposed that this inhibition might be initiated by 
the effect of magnetic field on Ca2+-dependent reactions. 
Data in Figure 5 indicate that endogenous growth of maize 
coleoptile segments excised from seedlings treated with PMF 

Figure 5. Effect of pulsed magnetic field (PMF) on the elongation 
growth of maize coleoptile segments incubated in the presence 
or absence of 10 µM indole-3-acetic acid (IAA). The elongation 
growth of a stack of 21 segments was measured as described in 
Materials and Methods. IAA was added to the incubation medium 
at 2 h. Inset shows the growth rate of maize coleoptile segments. 
All curves represent means of ten independent experiments. Bars 
indicate ± SD.

Figure 6. Effect of pulsed magnetic field (PMF) on the medium pH 
of maize coleoptile segments incubated in the presence or absence 
of 10 µM indole-3-acetic acid (IAA). Values for pH are means of ten 
independent experiments performed simultaneously with growth 
(Fig. 4). Inset shows medium pH expressed as Δ[H+], where Δ[H+] 
means difference between H+ concentration ([H+]) at 420 min and 
120 min. Columns represent means that are significantly different 
according to LSD test (p < 0.05).
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is higher by 52% as compared to control (segments untreated 
with the PMF). It was previously speculated that endogenous 
growth of auxin-depleted coleoptile segments (the so called 
“spontaneous growth response”) was caused by stimulation 
of IAA synthesis in coleoptile segments (Evans and Schmitt 
1975; Weiler et al. 1981) or by a change in tissue sensitiv-
ity to low concentrations of endogenous auxin, remaining 
after segment excision (Vesper and Evans 1978). Thus, it is 
possible that in segments excised from maize seedlings PMF 
increased either their sensitivity to endogenous IAA or the 
IAA synthesis. These two phenomena may account for the 
stimulatory effect of PMF on the endogenous growth of 
coleoptile segments. Another possibility is that by inhibit-
ing polar auxin transport, resulting in the same pattern 
of auxin distribution as observed in the presence of NPA, 
PMF may enhance accumulation of IAA in coleoptile cells, 
causing concomitant increase in growth. There is evidence 
in literature that after blocking the efflux of IAA from cells 
with NPA, the growth of maize coleoptile segments was 
sustained, even when extracellular auxin was removed from 
the incubation medium (Vesper and Kuss 1990). Results 
obtained for medium pH, measured simultaneously with 
growth, indicated that coleoptile segments treated with 
the PMF are much more effective in proton extrusion than 
control segments. This observation is in line with the so 
called “acid growth theory” of auxin action. Data presented 
in Figure 5 and 6, showing that IAA accelerates elongation 
growth and enhances proton extrusion in coleoptile seg-
ments, as compared to control medium (IAA-free medium), 
are in good agreement with findings of various authors 
(Kutschera and Schopfer 1985; Karcz et al. 1990; Lüthen et 
al. 1990; Karcz and Burdach 2002; Hager 2003; Kurtyka et al. 
2011; Burdach et al. 2014). Similarly to endogenous growth 
(growth induced by endogenous auxin), IAA-induced 
growth of PMF-treated coleoptile segments was greater 
than in untreated seedlings (by 30%). In IAA-free medium, 
PMF-treated segments extruded much more protons than 
untreated segments. However, when treated with PMF and 
subsequently incubated in the presence of IAA, coleoptile 
segments extruded 2.5-fold less protons as compared to seg-
ments treated with IAA only. This may indicate that PMF, at 
least partly, inhibits IAA-induced plasma membrane H+-AT-
Pase activity. Although this observation seems to contradict 
the “acid growth theory” of auxin action, the question about 
the extent to which endogenous and IAA-induced growth 
depend on cell wall acidification remains open. Inhibition 
of IAA-induced plasma membrane H+-ATPase activity by 
the PMF is likely to result from PMF-induced increase in 
cytosolic Ca2+ concentration (Belyavskaya 2001; Pazur and 
Rassadina 2009), since increase in [Ca2+]cyt impairs plasma 
membrane H+-ATPase activity (Kinoshita et al. 1995; Brault 
et al. 2004). Another possibility is that either in the pres-
ence or absence of IAA magnetic field enhances elongation 

growth of plant cells by inducing uptake of osmotically active 
ions, particularly K+. This suggestion is supported by experi-
ments in which the magnetic field increased accumulation of 
various macroelements, including potassium (Belyavskaya 
2001; Stange et al. 2002; Dhawi et al. 2009; Radhakrishnan 
and Kumari 2012).

To conclude, results presented in this paper demonstrate 
that the mechanism by which pulsed magnetic field alters 
the gravitropic response and cell elongation in coleoptiles of 
maize seedlings involves regulation of both auxin transport 
proteins and plasma membrane H+-ATPase activity.
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