
The Global Substance Test Dilemma at
the Beginning of the 21st Century

There has quite clearly been an embarrassing gap
in the provision of adequate measures to predict
the interactions of consumer-relevant natural or
synthetic substances with the human body, prior
to human exposure, while also taking into account
typical environments and individual genotypic
specificities. The human population has more than
doubled over the last 50 years, whilst the registra-
tion of chemicals at the Chemical Abstract Service
has increased by two orders of magnitude, from
about 212,000 in 1965 to about 88.7 million in 2006
(1), as illustrated in Figure 1. 

The variety and potential dosage of chemicals to
which each human individual is exposed, have
both increased exponentially. The US Environ -
mental Protection Agency (EPA) estimated, based
on registrations, a total of 8 million different chem-
ical entities, with a total manufacturing yield of
about 12.2 trillion kilogrammes in 2006 (2).
Pharmaceuticals, with several thousand approved

drugs, represent a small, but, due to direct internal
human exposure, very sensitive fraction of these
chemicals. In contrast to all other chemicals, they
are specifically designed to effectively combat a
disease with an acceptable risk-to-benefit balance
in patients. According to the United Nations (UN)
reporting system (3, 4), more than 624 pharmaceu-
tical products have been banned, withdrawn,
severely restricted, or not approved by govern-
ments since the thalidomide disaster in the late-
1950s. The regulatory bodies have significantly
increased their legal frameworks in response to the
most devastating misjudgements of the last 50
years (which are summarised in Table 1), and for
animal welfare reasons.

The first powerful motivation for revisiting con-
ventional substance testing approaches, i.e. in vivo
testing, was the scientific concept of the Three Rs
(Replacement, Reduction and Refinement), out-
lined by Russell and Burch (5), which was imple-
mented in the European Council Directive 86/609/
EEC of 24 November 1986 (6) on the use of experi-
mental animals, and more firmly in the new
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Directive 2010/63/EU on the protection of animals
used for scientific purposes (7). This animal wel-
fare initiative, based on scientific progress in the
field, instigated a marketing ban on cosmetics for
which safety testing is still conducted in animals.
The 7th amendment to the EU Cosmetics Directive
2003/ 15/EC (8), adopted on 27 February 2003,
resulted in a marketing ban on cosmetics with ani-
mal-tested ingredients in March 2009 (9, 10). The
exceptions to this rule were tests for repeated dose
toxicity (including skin sensitisation and carcino-
genicity), reproductive toxicity and toxicokinetics.
A final ban on testing for the remaining endpoints
was envisioned for March 2013.

The European regulation on the Registration,
Evaluation, Authorisation and Restriction of
Chemicals (REACH), adopted on 1 June 2007, will
lead to the reassessment of the hazard potential
for up to 101,000 chemicals (11). The US FDA’s
Critical Path Initiative, launched in March 2004,
became a driving force for the pharmaceutical
industry worldwide, in the search for alternative
testing strategies. 

Driven by regulatory pressure, an impressive
number of scientific initiatives have been funded

in the last decade. These are aimed at the transi-
tion to a toxicity pathway-based paradigm for
chemical safety assessment, with a main focus on
the integration of existing in vivo data with in sil-
ico and in vitro approaches (12–15). Specific sec-
tions of the EU’s 6th and 7th Research Framework
Programmes aimed to advance the development
and validation of Three Rs methods and testing
strategies for regulatory purposes. Prime projects
in the in silico arena have been PREDICT,
ChemScreen, Virtual Liver, and eTOX, whilst the
improvement of in vitro tissue culture tests has
been targeted by SEURAT, Sens-it-iv, ACuteTox,
ESNATS, carcinoGENOMICS, INVITROHEART,
and LIINTOP, among other projects. 

Only two human cell culture-based tests have
achieved Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD) Guideline status so far:
the EpiSkin® and EpiDerm® tests. In these, a val-
idated three-dimensional (3-D) reconstructed
human primary epidermis layer is exposed to the
test substances in a static transwell system for up
to 72 hours. In addition, the industry has adopted
the eye irritation test EpiOcular® for qualified 
in-house safety assessments (http://axlr8.eu/work-
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Table 1: An overview of relevant adverse outcome effects in the last 50 years

Date/case Adverse outcome effects / Mode of action Reference

1957–1961 It was administered as a sleeping pill and an antidote to morning Fabro et al., 1965 (175) 
Thalidomide sickness in pregnant women. Thalidomide (or the metabolic Woollam et al., 1965 (176)

breakdown products) inhibits transcription of genes that interfere Bauer et al., 1998 (177)
with normal angiogenesis, resulting in truncation of the limbs. Stephens et al., 2000 (178) 

Since 1950s Organochlorine compounds affect the endocrine system by Solomon & Schettler, 2000 (179) 
DDT, PCB, multiple mechanisms. Some act as weak oestrogen agonists, Bassein, 2004 (180)
Dioxin, etc. sterilising birds, feminising male embryos, influencing Harding et al., 2006 (181)

reproductive behaviour, tumours, IQ deficiency and cancer. Patisaul & Adewale, 2009 (182)

1999 Ornithine transcarbamylase (OTC) deficiency is a genetic disease Somia & Verma, 2000 (183)
Jesse that prevents the body from breaking down ammonia, which is a Edwards, 2004 (184)
Gelsinger metabolic waste product. Eighteen-year-old Jesse Gelsinger 

volunteered for a gene therapy experiment designed to test 
possible treatments for OTC. He died four days after injection 
of the adenovirus — the vector being used to deliver the OTC gene.

2004 Specific genetic predisposition is one of the key reasons for the now Dieppe et al., 2004 (185)
VIOXX common and highly publicised drug withdrawal. At the present Arbor, 2004 (186)

time, this human genetic diversity is rarely addressed in preclinical
and clinical safety studies. A sound hypothesis on the correlation 
of the morbidity with polymorphic genotypes for 5-LOX and 5-LOX- 
activating proteins is one of many examples.

2006 Super-agonist antibody TGN1412 was developed to direct the Clair, 2008 (187)
TGN1412, immune system to fight cancer cells or reduce arthritis pain. It Stebbings et al., 2012 (188)
‘elephant triggered multiple organ failure in six healthy volunteers who 
man’ participated in phase I clinical testing. The antibody, by binding to 

the CD28 receptor, overrides the basic control mechanisms of the 
whole immune system.



shops/2012-landsiedel-endocrine.pdf). Finally, in
the area of reproductive toxicology, static embry-
onic stem cell culture tests are being used to screen
substances for embryotoxicity (16).

In the USA, the National Research Council has
put forward their Toxicity Testing in the 21st
Century vision (17), which has been backed by all the
relevant governmental institutes (18), to transform
environmental health protection (19). The US EPA’s
ToxCast research programme, with a commitment
to transparency and public release of all data, was
launched in 2007 (20) with the aim of comprehen-
sively applying batteries of in vitro tests to chemicals
with known toxicological phenotypes derived from
traditional guideline studies on cancer, reproductive
impairment and developmental disorders. This pro-
gramme is currently the most strategic and coordi-
nated public sector effort aimed at transforming
toxicology. As of 1 September 2012, 320 chemicals
had been analysed in 1057 endpoint assays, of which
312 assays used human static cell cultures. Human
cell lines, primarily HepG2 and HEK293, were used
in 40% (a total of 125) of the assays, while 60% (187
assays) involved primary human cells. Of the pri-
mary human cell assays, 54% (a total of 101)
employed single cell types, specifically hepatocytes,
HUVEC, dermal fibroblasts, and primary bronchial
epithelial cells. The remaining 46% (86 assays)
involved combinations of cell types, such as HUVEC
+ peripheral blood mononuclear cells, HUVEC + vas-
cular smooth muscle, and keratinocytes + dermal
fibroblasts. Details are publicly available at http://
www.epa.gov/actor. A comprehensive summary on
the progress of the aforementioned European and
US programmes and projects is publicly available in
the annual AXLR8 progress reports for the years
2011 and 2012 (http://axlr8.eu/publications). 

In only a few rare cases have static co-culture
tests been maintained under industrial conditions.
These involve human embryonic or other stem
cells (21) that do not require large amounts of oxy-
gen for survival in vivo. Therefore, a range of high-
quality automation solutions and respective
software, such as the Hoffmann la Roche’s HDCP
plate, have been introduced for high-throughput
screening (HTS). The lack of continuous tissue cul-
ture homeostasis is the reason why some of these
assays have a short testing time.

To summarise, almost all of the regulatory and
industry-accepted human cell culture assays rely
on static 2-D or 3-D cell culture regimens that pro-
vide a short substance exposure time of between a
few hours to a few days. The use of primary human
cells in testing is increasing, due to their unique
human features (22–24), but their use is limited to
single exposure hazard assessments. In addition,
the assays are limited to the assessment of pertur-
bations in toxicity pathways at the molecular,
organelle and cellular levels. Studies on the mode-
of-action (MoA) at the organ level, and adverse out-

come pathways (AOPs; 25) at the systemic organ-
ismal level, cannot yet be implemented. Further -
more, due to the lack of human-like fluid to tissue
ratios, it is a challenge to integrate data on artifi-
cial in vitro substance exposure with dosimetry
and human exposure information. Reference dose
(RfD), or other exposure guidance values (26–29),
in the consumer industry, and quantitative in
vitro–in vivo extrapolations (QIVIVE) modelling
approaches (30–35) in the pharmaceutical indus-
try, offer a growing and promising interpretation
of in vitro toxicity HTS data. Any move of in vitro
assays toward a higher degree of biology — organ
or even organism level — would eventually permit
the transition from hazard-based prioritisation to
risk assessment for acute short-term exposure
testing. 

The Advent of Dynamic Culture
Systems

Technical drawbacks of any static cell culture-
based HTS assay include the limitation of oxygen
and nutrients to a given 3-D tissue size, or mono-
layer metabolism, and the lack of dynamic protein
gradients. Oxygen restriction in cultures of pri-
mary human hepatocytes in static culture flasks
with a volume of medium higher than 1.2ml, was
described in 1968 (36). An initial attempt to solve
both problems came about with the invention of
hollow-fibre bioreactors in 1972 (37). By optimising
the culture conditions, the first functional long-
term in vitro organ equivalents were developed
and introduced into medical practice as extracor-
poreal bioartificial liver (EBAL) devices (38, 39).
These devices were based on a re-assembly of large
numbers of primary liver cells in the extra-capil-
lary space of a well-defined hollow-fibre capillary
network, which allowed active patient plasma per-
fusion and supported dynamic protein gradients.
In addition, efficient oxygenation was provided to
separate capillaries. Death, the AOP for patients
with complete liver failure, could be prevented for
an extended period until a successful liver trans-
plant was carried out. The same concept — effi-
cient local oxygenation and dynamic protein
gradients in the respective microenvironments —
was embraced by industry in the development of a
human dynamic artificial lymph node model,
which aims to predict the human immunogenicity
of biopharmaceuticals. This in vitro system, in
addition to having a physiological oxygen gradient,
flushes immune-competent T-lymphocytes and B-
lymphocytes through a network of immobilised
autologous dendritic cells (40–42). The aforemen-
tioned macro-scale systems supported the first
medium-term (two to six weeks) organotypic cul-
ture systems that were suitable for medical and
industrial use. Comprehensive overviews of the
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impressive range of macro-scale organ models that
exist at research level, but have not yet made it as
validated medical and industrial processes, and of
all related aspects concerning scientific and ethical
constraints with tissue supply, are provided else-
where (43, 44). The use of such macro-scale sys-
tems in the hazard assessment and efficacy testing
of substances is compromised by their size and the
demand for primary tissue. A feasible option could
be the miniaturisation of organ equivalents to the
smallest biologically-possible scale.

A Miniaturised ‘Organ-on-a-chip’ —
First Attempt at a Solution  

A chance emerged at the beginning of this century,
with the use of micro-electro mechanical systems
(MEMS), for the development of dynamic micro-
scale tissue culture devices, to miniaturise in vitro
organs to the smallest possible scale. These sys-
tems are based on microchannels (usually less
than 1mm, and not covered by endothelial cells) for
the flow of media, and miniaturised cell culture
compartments. Such systems support the replica-
tion of shear stresses at physiological intracapil-
lary or interstitial rates, which is mandatory in
order to maintain stable protein- and oxygen gra-
dient-based microenvironments. Glass-based and
silicone-based devices can be complemented with
polymers, textiles, ceramics, or biological matrix
entities, and are individually designed to match
the well-known requirements of a particular organ
microenvironment with regard to shape, surface
pattern, stiffness, and micro-architecture (45–47).
With the implementation of miniaturised relevant
actuators and sensors, MEMS were the first
providers in the history of cell culture of all the
necessary features for in vivo-like tissue-specific
electro-mechanico-biochemical signalling. MEMS
support expansion and compression forces (espe-
cially relevant for lung, bone and cartilage), and
microelectrodes for the electrical coupling of mus-
cle tissue (48, 49), or the stimulation of cardiac
cells or neurons (50–53). Detailed information on
these subjects can be found elsewhere (54–59).

What is the smallest possible degree of organ
miniaturisation on such chips? It is important to
recognise that a paradigm of stringent correlation
between architecture and functionality applies to all
levels of biological existence on Earth. These levels
of increasing biological complexity have appeared
progressively within the multi-million-year process
of evolution. These developments were most likely
triggered by slight changes in the external environ-
ment, which created the conditions for self-assem-
bly to the next level of complexity. Molecules,
intracellular organelles, cells, organ oids, organs
and, finally, the individual organisms themselves,
were thought to represent these levels for humans.

The role and function of the organoid structures in
humans were underestimated for a long time.
Today, it is evident that almost all organs are
assembled from multiple, identical and functionally
self-reliant structural units, which perform the
most prominent functions of the particular organ.
The multiplication of these structures within a
given organ is nature’s risk management tool to pre-
vent a total loss of functionality during partial
organ damage. With regard to evolution, this con-
cept has allowed organ size and shape to be easily
adjusted to the needs of a given species — for exam-
ple, the liver in mice and men — while following
nearly the same arrangement to build up single
functional organoids. It is important that these
organoids are of very small dimensions, from sev-
eral cell layers up to a few millimetres. A selection
of organoid histologies, all with a prominent func-
tionality and highly variable conglomerate geome-
try, for the toxicologically most relevant human
organs, is shown in Figure 2. 

The reactivity of organoids to drugs and biolog-
ics is supposed to be representative of the whole
organ, because of their independent functionality
and a high degree of self-reliance within the
respective organ. Therefore, the scale of a single
organoid (less than 2μl) is the smallest possible to
be engineered on chips. It was recognised that the
available micro-shaping technologies were ideally
suited to the construction of organoids on minute
chips. Therefore, a wave of ‘organ-on-a-chip’ con-
cepts, covering a wide range of tissues, were pro-
posed during the last decade, although only a
small number of devices were actually introduced
into research. The chips began with single cell
type cultures of various organs, such as endo -
thelial cells (60), myoblasts (61), hepatocytes
(62–70), neurons (71), mammary epithelial cells
(72), adipose cells (73), and human embryonic
cells (74–77). Con sequently, in the next phase,
heterotypic co-culture systems combining crucial
cell types of a specific organoid into artificial func-
tional units were able to more realistically mimic
aspects of the lung alveolus (78), the liver lobulus
(79–81), the small artery (82), the intestinal villus
(83–87), the central nervous system columns (88),
and the bone-marrow unit (89). In addition, pre-
liminary studies with combinations of two tissue
types were carried out in non-human in vitro
models — for example, microfluidic devices com-
bining rodent intestine and liver explants (90),
and chicken embryonal liver and kidney slices for
research, were tested (91). Finally, crosstalk
between murine hepatocytes and human umbili-
cal vein endothelial cells was studied in Quasi-
Vivo™ modules (92, 93). 

A new concept, to build on-chip biological cardio-
micropumps, was recently reviewed (94). After the
successful engineering of particular tissues in
these individually-designed, research level ‘organ-
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on-a-chip’ systems, some of them were successfully
applied to substance testing over a span of several
days. These either provided longer test duration
(95) or novel toxicity pathway endpoints. A prime
example of this was the increased nanoparticle
trafficking through the alveolar barrier due to
mechanical forces (78) in a chip-based lung equiv-
alent. To our knowledge, none of the current
human ‘organ-on-a-chip’ systems have been used
for qualified industrial substance test assays.
These might be introduced into industry in the
near future, adding significant value to acute toxi-
city testing for short-term exposures of up to a
week at the single organ level. Such single ‘organ-
on-a-chip’ systems lack two major prerequisites to
permit systemic safety testing, disease modelling
and efficacy evaluation of substances, namely: a)
The systemic interconnection of organoids into a
human ‘body-on-a-chip’, which enables physiologi-
cal interactions; and b) unlimited organismal
homeostasis, which ensures tissue renewal and
repair or regeneration in the event of pathological
damage.

‘Human-on-a-chip’ Systems — A
Feasible Answer  

Nowadays, systemic single and repeated dose
safety assessments, disease modelling, systemic
testing, and efficacy evaluation of substances are
carried out on laboratory animals and in humans,
due to the lack of predictive alternatives. Relevant
international guidelines for chemical testing —
OECD Test Guidelines (TGs) 407, 408, 410–413,
419, and 453 — demand a 28-day, 90-day and 12-
month test duration, and oral, dermal and inhala-
tion exposure routes in groups of 25–50 animals
per substance for safety assessment. The toxicity
testing of pharmaceuticals often adheres to
approximately the same number and species of
animal per candidate drug, and lasts from weeks
to months, whilst for safety testing in humans,
usually 60–100 healthy volunteers are exposed to a
single substance over days or weeks. Notably, the
use of animal disease models for the efficacy eval-
uation of drug candidates has grown rapidly over
the last decade. Once an animal model is accepted
as a suitable representation of a specific human
disease, substance testing is commonly carried out
over weeks or months in groups of several hundred
animals, similar to human patients in clinical
phase 2 trials. A translational alternative to these
tests and trials should ideally narrow down the
phylogenetic distance between laboratory animals
and human beings, and close the biosimilarity gap
between the current human ‘organs-on-a-chip’ and
human beings. The definition of spatio-temporal
biological levels is of outstanding importance for
‘human-on-a-chip’ concepts, due to the biological

fidelity of an individual during its lifespan. It is
evident in the substance testing and disease mod-
elling arenas that prenatal development, childhood
and adulthood, at the gender level, are discrete
phases of human biology in an individual’s lifes-
pan. Considering the ever-increasing human lifes-
pan, senescence is envisaged as a new category. In
addition, the period of pregnancy is also a category
to be considered (96). The majority of on-chip
developments focus on the imitation of non-preg-
nant adulthood, as this time span has the largest
numeric relevance for the safety and efficacy test-
ing of substances. Exceptions to this are the field of
reproductive toxicity (16) and the human ‘embryo-
on-a-chip’ developments. A concept called ‘body-on-
a-chip’ (if non-human cells are involved) or
‘human-on-a-chip’, albeit at a very rudimentary
level, could be the answer to the dilemma of sys-
temic testing. With the introduction of such a con-
ceptual target, another two consecutive levels of
biology — the systemic arrangement of organs by
using technical channels for organ interconnec-
tions, and the long-term homeostasis by using
endothelial cell-based vasculature for organ inter-
connection — have become the real challenges for
tissue engineers. 

The first level represents the short-term mainte-
nance of different human cells, or tissues,
arranged systemically on a chip. The systemic
arrangement depends on the development and
application of feasible microfluidic multi-tissue
devices, which need to support heterotypic tissue
survival for days or even weeks. The second level
constitutes the self-reliant long-term homeostasis
of groups of organoids at a miniaturised organis-
mal level. These groups need to rely on an evolu-
tionarily optimised specialisation of each organ
toward its primary function at a minute organoid
level, against the background of strict interde-
pendence of all organs within an individual for sur-
vival. Important physiological parameters for the
maintenance of such homeostasis are shown in
Figure 3. A typical 35-year-old, 73kg male is used
to qualify the design criteria for any ‘human-on-a-
chip’ concepts.

Any systemic in vitro model needs to ultimately
emulate human organ and system functions as
closely as possible within their self-reliant interplay.
Macro-scale bioreactor systems, providing systemic
arrangements of in vitro organ models for tissue cul-
ture, were proposed by Marx and co-workers from
the department of Clinical Immun ology of the
Charité Medical School, Berlin, back in the 1990s,
and were based on a systemic arrangement of hol-
low-fibre cartridges (EP0584170B1: Process and
device for cultivating different mammal cells at the
same time). At the same time, Sweeney and co-work-
ers from the Department of Pharmacology at Cornell
University, Ithaca, New York (97), created an analo-
gous system that was based on an arrangement of
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kg = organ weight; ml/min = organ blood flow; litreslitres = daily fluid secretion rate.
= venous flow;               = nervous system;                  = lymphatic flow;                    = hepatic system.

A 35-year-old, 73kg man, at rest, needs 430 litres of oxygen and 1800kcal energy per day — 2.5 litres of nutrition are
needed to supply this energy. This amount is associated with exactly the same volume of fluid that is excreted via
urine, lung, skin and faeces. It is important to note that the brain and muscle (cardiac, skeletal and smooth) rely on
electrical coupling. Mechanical forces are present in each organ, ranging between high for the skeleton, to low for the
bone-marrow (blood flow shear stress only). The man is 60% liquid (43.8 litres); one third of this is extracellular (14.6
litres). The latter is processed and recycled daily through and between the organs. A 5L/min blood flow is pumped
through this organism to ensure fluid dynamics, and provide oxygen and immune defence. The pattern of shear stress
transmitted by this blood flow is quite different on the organoid level, and depends on the capillary type
(discontinuous, fenestrated, closed) and on the micro-architecture of the organoid. Organs which have a secretion, or
excretion are marked    .

Figure 3: Human organismal homeostasis at rest
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glass culture vessels. Only the appearance of MEMS
technologies brought these historical approaches
into a recent tangible reality. A miniaturised and
newly designed version of the latter system was pro-
posed in 2002 by the same group (US7288405B2:
Devices and methods for pharmacokinetic-based cell
culture system). This system was called a micro cell
culture analogue (μCCA), and was brought into play
for pharmacokinetic and pharmacodynamic (PKPD)
modelling by Shuler’s group in 2004 (98). The layout
of the μCCA has progressed over the last few years
(99). To our knowledge, it represents the first and,
until recently, the only dynamic micro-scale system
supporting physiologically-based pharmacokinetic,
quantitative structure–activity relationship (QSAR)
and QIVIVE modelling (recently reviewed; 100). It
combines cultures of different human tissues into a
common media flow for the prediction of the time-
dependent concentration of a parental compound
and its metabolites. The principal design of the sys-
tem is schematically illustrated in Figure 4. It relies
on the recirculation of a common culture medium,
with around 10,000 cells per culture compartment,
and permits substance exposure times of up to four
days. 

The proof-of-concept was provided in studies
with naphthalene as a model toxicant (101).
Furthermore, two combination therapies for
improved Doxorubicin (102) and Tegafur treat-
ment (103) have been tested in human cancer cell
lines in μCCA layouts, which were specifically
modified for those applications. The system, at its
selected scale, provides in vivo-like tissue mass
ratios inside the culture compartments, a culture
medium inflow split that is equivalent to the
respective blood flow split in humans, and rele-
vant residence times in the tissue compartments.
Furthermore, the microfluidic chip design is
claimed to support physiological shear stress and
liquid–cell ratios comparable to those of the
respective organs, and it can be operated over
periods of up to four days. However, in order to
advance the μCCA technology into a routine test
assay platform, the following issues remain (100): 
— the avoidance of pump systems by designing a

‘pumpless’ chip with a gravity-based culture
medium flow;

— improvement of the monitoring and control of
the periphery (in-process controls for viability
and metabolic activity, e.g. pO2 sensors);

— the maintenance of mechanical forces, or elec-
trical coupling, where relevant;

— the optimisation of the standard culture
medium into a more realistic blood surrogate;
and

— the upgrade of the organotypic characteristics
of cell culture compartments from 3-D human
cell line constructs toward primary human
organoids, addressing their specific extra -

cellular matrix architecture, epithelial barriers,
stromal tissue impact, physiological absorption,
and secretion or evaporation kinetics of water,
where relevant.

Research into various aspects of these chall-
enges has recently generated some progress
(104–107).

Three other microfluidic systems, targeting sys-
temic arrangements of different human tissues on
a chip, have recently emerged. Zhang and co-work-
ers from the Institute of Bioengineering and
Nanotechnology, Singapore, have developed a
multi-channel 3-D microfluidic cell culture
system (μFCCS) with four separate channel-based
cell culture spaces that can each be loaded with
tens of thousands of cells. Cell line-derived human
liver, lung and kidney cells, and primary human
adipose cells, are shielded from direct shear stress
in the respective channels. The main means of
transport of nutrients and test substances between
cell and perfusion compartments is through diffu-
sion. Recirculation at flow rates of 0.2ml/min, and
a two-day exposure to tumour growth factor β1, led
to a discrete biological response in the human lung

Figure 4: A scheme of the flow diagram of
a μCCA 

The chip is 25mm by 25mm and the flow channels are
20–100μm wide. The flow is laminar and, typically,
more than 10,000 cells populate each tissue culture
compartment. The design is based on the Hagen-
Poiseuille Law, which allows human-like fluid velocity
to be matched in each channel, and liquid residence
time in each compartment to be equivalent to that in
the respective PKPD model in silico.
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cells, whilst the other compartments remained
uncompromised (108). 

Another integrated systemic model for the emu-
lation of intestinal absorption and hepatic metabo-
lism, and for the assessment of the responsiveness
of human breast carcinoma cells to four commonly
used drugs, has been reported by Imura and co-
workers from the Department of Applied Biological
Chemistry, School of Agricultural and Life
Sciences of the University of Tokyo. Their system
provides a unidirectional flow in a chip format, the
area of a microscope slide. It supports the constant
perfusion of tens of thousands of human HepG2
cell line-based hepatocytes and human MCF-7 cell
line-based human breast carcinoma cells, consecu-
tively arranged in a single microchannel. Drugs
are provided through a tightly closed monolayer of
human CaCo2 cell line-based intestinal epithelial
cells into the culture medium flow through the
channel before the liver compartment, which
reproduces the absorptive properties of the human

intestines. Exposure was achieved for two days at
a flow rate of 0.4μl/min, and led to discrete biolog-
ical effects on the human breast carcinoma cells
(109). 

Finally, a pumpless system has been designed in
the same standardised chip format (76mm ×
26mm) that was prototyped by Marx and co-work-
ers at the Institute of Biotechnology at the
Technische Universität Berlin. This design should
support the simultaneous maintenance of explant
cultures from human liver, bone-marrow and brain
tissue, and a stem cell niche in a unidirectional
gravity-based liquid flow (110). It has recently
been redesigned and equipped with a robust peri-
staltic on-chip micropump, modified from Wu et al.
(111). The resulting platform, called a multi-organ-
chip (MOC), supports either unidirectional flow
perfusion or the recirculation of culture medium
through one or more tissue culture compartments
(Figure 5). The tissue culture compartments sup-
port the integration of matrices for organ model-

Figure 5: A multi-organ-chip platform 

a) A PDMS-chip (yellow), 3mm thick, bonded onto a microscopic slide (26mm × 76mm), hosts two independent micro-
circuits with a circulation channel of 100μm × 500μm. Each channel connects two tissue culture compartments
(6mm). The tissue culture compartments support the integration of matrices for organ modelling, e.g. the liver, and
the integration of standard 96-well inserts (green) with 10μm-thick microporous polyester membranes for biological
barrier modelling, e.g. the intestine or skin (93, 94). The micropump (in black) consists of three consecutive elastic
membranes over the channel, actuated at a specific sequence for pulsatile unidirectional flow and an adjustable
frequency for the flow volume, flow rates and residence time in organoids. b) Represents a worm’s-eye view of two
blood-perfused circuits. 

a) b)
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skin
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ling, such as the liver, and the integration of
standard 96-well inserts with 10μm-thick micro -
porous polyester membranes for biological barrier
modelling, e.g. the intestine or skin (112, 113).
Rapid prototyping tools allow microchips to be eas-
ily adjusted to any desired format, in the area
available, within very short time-frames. Prelim -
inary tissue culture experience has been gained
with this platform by culturing human liver and
skin equivalents in a consecutive cyclic arrange-
ment over 28 days (http://axlr8.eu/workshops/
2012-marx.pdf). 

An industrially-validated high-throughput test
assay platform for systemic single dose testing and
short-term exposure safety assessment might
evolve from any of the ongoing ‘human-on-a-chip’
engineering approaches. The application of
reversed dosimetrics with QSAR-estimated parti-
tioning coefficients and metabolism parameters
(114, 115), will allow human-relevant data to be
derived from test assays based on such ‘human-on-
a-chip’ systems. This will reduce, or even replace,
acute systemic toxicity testing in animals.
Optimisation toward standardised cost-effective
automated handling is the prime focus in order to
finally complete this first level of systemic human
biology in vitro. However, the existing ‘human-on-
a-chip’ or single ‘organ-on-a-chip’ solutions differ
significantly from human biology in two pivotal
aspects: the inability to provide unlimited organoid
homeostasis, and the lack of physiological regener-
ative capabilities of cellular repair. Therefore, for
long-term exposure testing, it will be necessary to
climb to the next level of systemic biology — long-
term homeostasis of primary organoids at a minia-
turised organismal level in vitro. We hypothesise
that the lack of a dynamic interplay between
organ-specific cell types, with their vascular and
stromal tissue bed, and the absence of adult stem
cell and progenitor niches for local regeneration,
are responsible for the crucial missing capabilities
of current ‘human-on-a-chip’ systems.

Vasculature, Stroma and Adult Stem
Cell Niches — a Paradigm Shift in the
Puzzle

The imitation of the four systemic components of a
human body — the vasculature, stromal tissue
(also termed mesenchyme) and nervous and
immune systems — on a chip is a unique and out-
standing chance of improving the existing ‘body-
on-a-chip’ systems. The cardiovascular and
nervous systems are the nutrition supplier and
regulator, respectively, in the harmonised concert
of organs in our body (see Figure 3). Consequently,
their lack of function almost immediately leads to
death, and is represented in medicine by a flat line
in an ECG and EEG. The morphogenesis of the two

systems is heavily linked (116, 117), and continu-
ous neurovascular crosstalk is an important factor
of the physiological behaviour of the nervous sys-
tem (118). The importance of the blood vasculature
extends far beyond the nervous system, as it sup-
plies nutrients and hormones (plasma), oxygen
(erythrocytes), immune defence (leukocytes), and
coagulation capability (thrombocytes) to each and
every organoid in the body. 

The plasticity of approximately 60 trillion
endothelial cells (ECs) creates an unmatched
structural heterogeneity in response to the local
environments of the different organoids in the
body, under various shear stress conditions, and
with diverse morphological and molecular signa-
tures. Continuous types of capillaries (for example,
in the heart, lung, kidney and brain) significantly
differ in pore size and sieve functionality from fen-
estrated ones, which are found in the endocrine
organs and in the glomeruli of the kidney, and dis-
continuous types of capillaries present in the liver,
bone-marrow and spleen. This phenotypic hetero-
geneity of ECs is likely to provide at least two fit-
ness advantages: a) It allows the endothelium to
conform to the diverse needs of the underlying tis-
sues throughout the body; and b) it provides the
endothelium with the capability to adapt to differ-
ent microenvironments, e.g. the profoundly
hypoxic and hyperosmotic environment of the
inner medulla of the kidney versus the well-oxy-
genated environment of the pulmonary alveoli (for
comprehensive reviews, see 119–123). Another
advantage is the fact that the venous endothelium
builds a blind-ended network that is connected to
lymphatic vessels for returning about 1.9 litres of
lymph fluid per day into the blood circulation
(124), as shown in Figure 3. This particularity
makes human primary microcapillary ECs the best
target for connecting multi-organ arrange ments in
vitro. 

An equally important aspect of human vascula-
ture is the capability of generating and repairing
tissues through angiogenesis (125–131). These fac-
tors have encouraged experiments on the estab-
lishment of in vitro vasculature, both for research
at a microfluidic scale (60, 82, 132) and to engineer
whole organs for transplants. The latter research
has revealed that EC crosstalk with the respective
cell types within the organoids and with the stro-
mal bed, regulates local and global cell-specific and
organ-specific branching patterns during develop-
mental and remodelling processes. The stroma also
regulates epithelial differentiation and branching
itself, and plays an essential role in the formation
and maintenance of adult stem cell niches crucial
for organ homeostasis and regeneration in humans
(for comprehensive reviews, see 133–140). 

There have been tremendous efforts to develop
macro-scale bioreactors for the creation of vascu-
larised human organ equivalents for transplants,
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but their success has been limited (for reviews, see
140, 141). The high remodelling capacity of the
stromal and vascular components of an autologous
vascularised tracheal implant manufactured in a
dynamic macro-scale bioreactor has been demon-
strated by Walles and co-workers, from the
Department of Cell and Tissue Engineering of the
Fraunhofer Institute for Interfacial Engineering
and Biotechnology, Stuttgart (142, 143). To
achieve this, de-cellularised vertebrate jejunum
(144) was stably re-populated with a human
endothelial vascular network in a pulsatile flow,
and human stromal fibroblasts and smooth muscle
cells were seeded into the collagen matrix of that
scaffold. A similar in vitro pre-vascularisation
approach supports the de novo formation of human
bone tissue after damage (145).

The question that arises is whether such a bio-
logically-inspired approach would work in
humans, should the technology be able to provide a
macro-scale solution for the long-term homeostasis
of human organ equivalents in vitro. This might
ultimately overcome the reported short-term func-
tionality of all existing in vitro test systems,
including microfluidic ones. Indeed, as shown in
Figure 6, the group has successfully adapted the
macro-scale bioreactor technology and the
BioVaSc® system to in vitro testing demands (146),
and has shown the unlimited metabolic functional-
ity of human liver equivalents. The experiments
were stopped after three months, at stable func-
tionality, in order to perform immuno-histological
investigations. The extent to which the system
supports long-term substance exposure studies
remains to be discovered. These early discoveries
underpin the principal tool for the creation of
unlimited organ homeostasis in macro-scale single
liver equivalents in vitro, by providing a vascular
and stromal bed within a dynamic shear stress
environment. The limitations of macro-scale sys-
tems for substance testing were discussed earlier
in this review. Therefore, a transfer of these prin-
cipal solutions for in vitro vascularisation into
microfluidic ‘human-on-a-chip’ platforms is essen-
tial. Preliminary data recently derived at the
Technische Universität Berlin revealed that the
establishment of a microcirculatory vasculature in
chips of the MOC platform, over at least 14 days, is
feasible at a continuous pulsatile flow of medium
(see Figure 7).

The branching of the vasculature into smaller
vessels and capillaries remains a prime challenge
to the optimisation of the organoid culture com-
partments of the MOC platform. An elegant solu-
tion to branch arteriola-sized vessels into smaller
ones has been recently provided by printing rigid
3-D filament networks of carbohydrate glass as
sacrificial templates (147). This technology might
be instrumental to overcoming this challenge. In
addition, the vast know-how gained from artificial

artery implant engineering might be useful to
increase chip-based arterial vessel size (for a
review, see 148). 

Another important factor in human organogene-
sis is the ability to spontaneously self-assemble tis-
sue compositions into minute tissue architectures
by, for example, mesenchymal condensation prior
to vascularisation and angiogenesis (149). Such
human morphogenic processes could eventually be
mirrored, even in static oxygen-limited cultures.
Prime examples of this are the human epidermis
equivalents, human hair microfollicles (150),
human neuronal tissues (151) and the intestinal
tissues described earlier (152, 153). The authors
hypothesise that, in vivo, the formation and
growth of such structures toward differentiated
agglomerate precursors is crucial to promote
angiogenic sprouting from the nearest blood ves-
sels. Subsequently, this also provokes the final for-
mation of, for example, a liver lobulus, a terminal
hair follicle or a lung alveolus through vasculari-
sation in vivo. These mechanisms in vivo always
need the presence of stem or precursor cells inter-
acting with a proper stromal environment.
Therefore, it is not surprising that almost all
human adult organs contain stem cell niches with
distinct organ-specific anatomy and function
(154–156), which are capable of regenerating
respective organoids. Examples of human stem cell
niches include: a hepatic oval stem cell niche in the
liver (157, 158), a follicular bulge stem cell niche in
the skin (159), a crypt base, columnar stem cell
niche in the small intestine (160), a broncho-alveo-
lar stem cell niche in the lung (161), a haematopo-
etic stem cell niche for blood reconstitution
(162–164), a sub-ventricular zone stem cell niche
for the regeneration of nerve tissue (165), a satel-
lite stem cell niche in skeletal muscle (166), and a
cardiac stem cell niche (167). Stable stem cell
niches in organotypic static skin cultures sup-
ported unchanged tissue functionality over three
to four weeks (167).

This interplay, as described, is particularly
prominent in vitro when culturing organoids
derived from rapidly proliferating and high
turnover organs with epithelial barriers, such as
the skin or intestine (Figure 2). Here, the remain-
ing crucial factor facilitating the flexibility of
human biology, called mesenchymal–epithelial
transition (MET) and epithelial–mesenchymal
transition (EMT), comes into play (for reviews, see
168–171). These types of transition between
fibroblasts and epithelia have been evolutionarily
conserved for two reasons: a) For a proper organo -
genesis in prenatal development; and b) for the
ultrafast repair of wounds, as it is essential that
vertebrate carnivores recover quickly for further
hunting. These evolutionary mechanisms point
toward a tremendous plasticity of mesenchymal
precursor cells, stromal (mesenchymal) fibroblasts
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Figure 6: Long-term homeostasis and functionality of vascularised macro-scale liver tissue
cultures

a) Viable human vasculature (stained blue) was restored in BioVaSc® matrices. b) Primary human liver tissue
cultures of 5–8cm3 in size were established on BioVaSc® matrices (in triplicate). Fluorescence staining of the
endothelial cells (stained green; scale bar = 100μm) shows the vessels surrounded by the unstained dark liver cell
clusters. Vessel sprouting into the tissue can be hypothesised for the microvessel on the image. Constant circulation of
culture medium from a 0.5-litre medium reservoir was used for nutrition. The medium was exchanged every five
days. The liver equivalents were exposed to dextomethorphan, a cough suppressant know to be metabolised in the
human liver through Phase II metabolism into dextrorphan-glucuronidide. c) The synthesis of albumin indicates
homeostasis and correlates to the stable metabolism during the entire experiment. 

= dextrorphan-glucuronidide; = dextomethorphan.
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or epithelial cells, that allows them to flexibly form
specific cellular microenvironments inside a spe-
cific organ. The authors finally hypothesise that
combining organoid-specific vascular and stromal
beds, with respective adult stem, or progenitor, cell
niches in microsystems that, where relevant, pro-
vide proper mechanico-electrical coupling (45), can
lead to unlimited homeostasis and natural regen-
erative capabilities in ‘human-on-a-chip’ systems.
In vivo-like colonisation and sanitisation of
organoids from physiologically occurring cell
debris or pathogens is envisioned, if whole blood
circulation is to be applied.

A Roadmap Toward the Ultimate
Level of Human Biology on a Chip  

In addition to the consequent transition of current
‘human-on-a-chip’ approaches into valid alterna-
tives for acute systemic toxicity testing, we propose
a paradigm shift for the establishment of unlim-
ited on-chip organismal homeostasis with natural
regenerative capabilities in vitro. 

Human endothelial cell-based vasculature should,
therefore, form and interconnect several micro-
vascular beds into a common blood circulation.

Each of the micro-vascular beds needs to be inte-
grated into an organ-specific stromal tissue bed,
which provides the respective extracellular cell
matrix (ECM)-based micro-architecture for proper
organoid assembly. Stem cell niches should be
implemented. At least three different options can
be explored to create organoids on such chips: 
— self-assembly by adding respectively differenti-

ated cell types followed by neo-angiogenesis;
— de novo formation from adult stem cell pools

along with neo-angiogenesis; and 
— connecting tissue explants containing groups of

organoids into the pre-established vasculature.
In all of these cases, finely orchestrated organ-spe-
cific groups of fully functional organoids should
maintain their specific functions in concert. Figure
8 shows an example of a ‘human-on-a-chip’ concept
developed to fit the MOC platform format. 

The radical paradigm shift proposed here is a
desperate challenge. Among others, it demands the
provision of actuators and sensors to the ‘human-
on-a-chip’ platforms that match the functions of
their in vivo counterparts. Actuators should couple
a broad range of mechanical stresses differentially
into relevant organs at natural degrees. Sensors
with exceptionally high sensitivity should be devel-

Figure 7: The endothelialisation of MOC microsystems for the provision of vascular beds

a) 1.2 × 105 GFP-transduced cells of the human microvascular endothelial cell line HMEC-1 were cultured over 14
days in each of 10μl microfluidic flow circuits of the MOC platform with a 100μm × 500μm (H × W) channel
geometry. The circuits were constantly perfused in a circulating mode at flow rates of 40μl/min. Endothelial cells
covered the entire surface of the channels and the tissue compartments, as verified by their vital green fluorescence
imaging in the circuit seen as lighter grey (bar = 5mm). b) Two-photon imaging microscopy confirmed the complete
and tight closure of the channels, including the side walls. An image of the upper, lower and left side walls of a
channel section demonstrates the full endothelial cell coverage (bar = 200μm).

a) b)

5mm

0.2mm
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Figure 8: ‘Man-on-a-chip’ at 0.00001 scale

Here is a possible design for maintaining eleven human organ equivalents in a common blood vasculature on a chip
of the MOC platform. The microfluidic device consists of three layers. Organ equivalents are arranged in a middle
PDMS layer. The liver equivalent is designed to hold ten liver lobuli. All the other organ compartments are designed
to hold a number of their organoids that is proportional to the ten liver lobuli. The upper PDMS layer holds the
antra for nutrition and bile provision to the intestine. It also supports urine and faeces removal, which are designed
with a two-week exchange capacity. The lower glass-based sensor layer comprises sensors for tissue ‘innervation’ and
the measurement of pO2, pH and temperature, and proper barrier functions. A separate holder on top of the chip fixes
17 air pressure-based actuators that mimic heartbeat (blue), intestinal peristaltic movement (blue), lung air-flow
(brown), bone compression (black), arteriolar constriction (red) and urine and bile well development (grey). 
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oped to cope with minute sample volumes for the
main parameters of human organismal homeosta-
sis, such as: organ viability, tissue temperature,
pH, daily fluid balance, intracapillary pressure,
blood flow volume, oxygen and nutrient consump-
tion, fluid absorption and intestinal juice secretion,
albumin and bile synthesis, urea excretion, ion bal-
ances, osmolarity, and electrical coupling. Min -
iature organ sizes and contact-free access to the
transparent bottom of the chips might allow the
use of strong in-process research tools, such as,
two-photon microscopy for tissue imaging, fluo-
rescence ratio imaging for local interstitial pH
measurement (172), phosphorescence quenching
microscopy for interstitial pO2, or infrared spec-
troscopy to detect physiological stresses (173).
Systems biology approaches for the identification
of physiological performance, or adverse outcome
pathways at stress overloads, might be applied on
samples daily (174).

The recently announced coordinated NIH/
NCATS initiative to develop translational ‘human-
on-a-chip’ platforms, backed by the FDA (http://
www.science20.com/news_articles/biomimetics_
human_body_chip-92403), has identified leading
research groups that are focusing on chip-based
disease model development within the USA. This
is an attractive opportunity to create new research
alliances among all the partners within the field,
to convert this roadmap into a reality. 

Realities and Fantasies Concerning
‘Human-on-a-chip’ Systems  

Nowadays, AOPs are the result of a largely retro-
spective analysis of data derived from animals or
humans, and informed by specific risk assessment
problems. Most of the work is still descriptive or
phenomenological science, followed by a certain
amount of reductionism to elucidate mechanisms
or develop relevant correlations which culminate
in the development of synthetic generalisations or
models.

Based on the developments of recent years on
‘organ-on-a-chip’ and short-term ‘human-on-a-
chip’ models, hopes to find ultimate systemic
replacements for the aforementioned animal
tests or humans through translational ‘human-
on-a-chip’ concepts have been raised to a histori-
cal high. Recent discoveries in human organ
development and repair, progress in adult stem
cell niche research, and novel insights into the
interplay of vascular, stromal and immune sys-
tems, have fed that enthusiasm. We have docu-
mented that ‘human-on-a-chip’ systems based on
technical microfluidic flow channels are already
providing valuable insights into acute systemic
tissue responses. Further optimisation of such
microsystems and the tissues used, as discussed

in this review, will make them a realistic alter-
native to systemic acute toxicity testing in
animals. 

A paradigm shift is mandatory to meet the
requirements of systemic repeated dose long-term
substance testing. Given an ethically acceptable
supply of the necessary human tissues, by care-
fully weighing ethical issues against medical
needs, ‘human-on-a-chip’ systems that provide
unlimited homeostasis and organoid repair capa-
bility on the basis of biological vascularisation,
physiological blood perfusion and the maintenance
of organ-specific stem cell niches, could turn from
fantasy to reality within this decade. A possible
roadmap toward such systems has been outlined.
The authors see this approach as the only biologi-
cally inspired and scientifically grounded pathway
toward the full replacement of any systemic,
repeated dose safety or efficacy evaluation in ani-
mals. It will remain a challenge to extend their
usage to the generation of clinical phase 1 trial
data. Such homeostatic ‘human-on-a-chip’ systems
could, furthermore, offer the chance of testing
properties related to a single individual tissue
donor in a personalised manner. Also, the use of
patient tissues may, in the future, allow for disease
modelling and, consequently, efficacy testing of
drug candidates in ‘patient-on-a-chip’ models. Such
systems would be a reasonable alternative to ani-
mal disease models, but whether they would gen-
erate relevant clinical phase 2 trial data, remains
pure speculation. 

Perhaps, at some time in the near future, the
term ‘dynamic’ will not only be used to describe the
ability of such systems to constantly perfuse fluids
and gases through homotopic or heterotopic cell
aggregates over days and weeks, but will also rep-
resent:
— long-term dynamic nutrition homeostasis among

groups of relevant human organoids, with
steady-state protein provision by the liver lobuli,
oxygen supply by lung alveoli, erythrocyte trans-
port, and blood capillary gas exchange;

— cell and tissue homeostasis of these organoids,
enabling organoid-specific cell turnover and
ECM remodelling at a physiological steady-
state; and 

— accelerated cellular repair mechanisms leading
toward the restoration of the healthy micro-
organismal steady-state, a diseased steady-state,
or death in response to relevant perturbations,
such as pathogen invasion, tumour transforma-
tion or toxic substance exposure.

If this happens, the replacement of laboratory ani-
mals used for the safety assessment of chemicals
and toxicity, and the efficacy evaluation of drug
candidates, could realistically be envisaged.

Finally, it remains wishful thinking to expect
such a ‘homunculus’ (small man) on-a-chip to
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develop, for example, impaired consciousness or
human-like myocardial infarction. One must
always keep in mind that the term ‘human’ in
‘human-on-a-chip’ has the meaning of an artificial
copy, effigy or image. The uniqueness of a human
being is inviolable.
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