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Abstract: Many unique chemical compounds and nanomaterials are being developed, and each one
requires a considerable range of in vitro and/or in vivo toxicity screening in order to evaluate their
safety. The current methodology of in vitro toxicological screening on cells is based on well-plate
assays that require time-consuming manual handling or expensive automation to gather enough
meaningful toxicology data. Cost reduction; access to faster, more comprehensive toxicity data; and
a robust platform capable of quantitative testing, will be essential in evaluating the safety of new
chemicals and nanomaterials, and, at the same time, in securing the confidence of regulators and
end-users. Microfluidic chips offer an alternative platform for toxicity screening that has the potential
to transform both the rates and efficiency of nanomaterial testing, as reviewed here. The inherent
advantages of microfluidic technologies offer high-throughput screening with small volumes of
analytes, parallel analyses, and low-cost fabrication.
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1. Introduction

Toxicity studies are important in biochemical and medical research, and essential prior to the
commercial use of newly developed chemicals and nanomaterials. The health and safety of researchers,
production workers, end-users, and bystanders who may come into contact with new or innovative
products, and any secondary products that may arise from the degradation of such products, is of great
concern to government regulatory bodies and society as a whole [1–3]. The benefits of the effective
toxicity screening of chemicals and nanomaterials prior to their commercialization include better
community health outlooks, reduced costs (healthcare and/or compensation payments), and faster
paths to the market for new non-toxic products. Currently, biochemical and medical products are
subjected to extensive testing before adoption or commercialization, but this is costly in terms of labour,
time, and money. Many companies are specifically set up to assist with performing the biocompatibility
(i.e., toxicology) screening for new formulations. Analysts predict that the in vitro toxicity testing
market value will reach approximately 10 billion dollars in 2017 [4]. Thus, new technologies for toxicity
screening are attractive for their perceived economic, social, and environmental benefits.

Micromachines 2017, 8, 124; doi:10.3390/mi8040124 www.mdpi.com/journal/micromachines

http://www.mdpi.com/journal/micromachines
http://www.mdpi.com
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/mi8040124
http://www.mdpi.com/journal/micromachines


Micromachines 2017, 8, 124 2 of 18

Cytotoxicity analysis at a cellular level is concerned with how a given toxic chemical affects a
given cell’s physical structure (e.g., membrane integrity) and its ability to viably replicate without
damage to the daughter cell’s genetic code or normal functionality [5]. Thorough cytotoxicity screening
of a chemical requires the studied toxicant to be tested against different cell types, and is generally
performed in static fluid in well plates. This approach requires laborious liquid handling, long hours of
incubation, and large reagent volumes. The idea of an all-encompassing cytotoxicity test is a daunting
task, as the adult human body contains trillions of eukaryotic cells with different phenotypes and
functionality [6] and, according to Vickaryous [7], the number of unique cell types is 411, including
145 types of neuronal cells. The many different cell types in the human body makes the effective
in vitro screening of potential toxic effects an enormous challenge, further complicated by the types of
analysis required (e.g., viability, cell metabolism, and biochemistry). The growing number of novel
chemicals and materials that are being suggested for various commercial applications multiplies the
size of the challenge and calls for much faster and cheaper methods.

Nanotoxicity is an important subgroup of toxicity which considers the damaging effect of
nanomaterials on cells. The first reports on the toxicity of nanomaterials on mammalian biology
were reported in the 1990’s by Jani et al. [8] and Penney et al. [9]. Now, an awareness of the potential
toxicity of those materials has reached beyond the scientific community to include regulators and
consumers, who, in many cases, are not equipped with enough information to guide their decisions.
All the while, more nanomaterials are being created and incorporated into consumer products, from
sunscreens [10,11] and cosmetics [2,12], to antibacterial and antifouling coatings [13–15]. A major
apprehension pertaining to the exposure of the human body to nanoparticles is their physical size
(typically 1–100 nm), which can allow them to enter cells via pathways that naturally transport
biological and chemical species [5]. Many nanoparticles can form free radicals and reactive oxygen
species (ROS) [16] from surrounding molecules, due to their increased reactivity and high surface area,
which have the ability to cause damage to cellular membranes and proteins within cells, leading to
inflammation and oxidative stress [17,18]. Nanomaterials can also disassociate into ionic species upon
reacting with biological tissue and fluids such as gastric juices, which can lead to the release of reactive
ions that can damage the cellular environment and cause toxic effects [19,20]. Genotoxicity can occur if
a nanoparticle interferes with the delicate process of DNA transcription and replication, potentially
knocking out one or more genes from the sequence and causing a range of negative effects, such as
apoptosis (in which case the cells die off) [21–23] or mutation, which can lead to the cells becoming
cancerous [24].

Meaningful nanotoxicity studies require high-throughput screening methods, as the toxic effects
of a nanomaterial can be dependent on the core composition, size, shape, and surface modification
that material possesses, suggesting that a high number of materials should be tested. The many
different cell and tissue types of the human body can react in different ways to any given nanomaterial,
meaning that an ideal toxicology screen should test every unique cell type. Thus, the desire to create a
fast, stable screening process for the maximum number of combinations of nanoparticles and human
cells possible is of great interest to the industry and health sectors. Where practical, these methods
will enable the determination of safety exposure levels and maintain the health of both workers in
the nanomaterial industries and the end-users of products containing nanomaterials. To this end,
microfluidic approaches to toxicity screening have been investigated and are the topic of this review.

2. Nanomaterial Exposure Pathways in Biology

Nanomaterials can be taken up into a living body via the natural internalization pathways of
ingestion, inhalation, or dermal uptake [25], or through direct injection if used in nanomedicine [26],
and can pose a substantial risk to the viability of a cell, depending on the nature of their interaction
with living cells. Once inside the body, nanomaterials can transmit from one tissue to another via the
bloodstream and the surrounding tissues, potentially migrating into other organs such as the kidney
or spleen. Once they enter the body, they come into contact with the body’s cellular structure and
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potentially gain entrance into the cells themselves [27]. A diagram of nanoparticles and the bodily areas
that they are able to access after uptake via inhalation is shown in Figure 1. The uptake of nanoparticles
to the body and different organs is particle size dependent. As an example of size-dependency on
the uptake of nanoparticles, it was shown by Jani et al. [8] that when a range of polystyrene particles
ranging from 50 nm to 3 µm was introduced to a rat model via ingestion pathways, no particles above
100 nm reached the bone marrow and none larger than 300 nm were present in the bloodstream,
whereas the 50 nm and 100 nm particles were absorbed at rates of 34% and 26%, respectively, into the
liver, spleen, blood, and bone marrow tissues.
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Figure 1. Schematic diagram of nanoparticle pathways through the human body after inhalation,
Reprinted by permission from Macmillan Publishers Ltd: NATURE BIOTECHNOLOGY Kreyling,
Hirn [28], copyright 2010.

Nanoparticles can pass through the cellular membrane via the passive transport mechanics of
diffusion and osmosis, requiring no activation energy [29,30]. Alternatively, nanoparticles can be
taken into the cell via active transport mechanisms, in which carrier proteins or ionic pumps within
the cell membrane attach to the particle and use energy to move them across the cell membrane into
the cytoplasm [27]. Inorganic nanoparticles that require this mechanism to cross the membrane are
often blocked from entering cells, unless they are coated with a biomolecule (such as transferrin)
that facilitates their uptake by the carrier proteins, as was shown in Yang et al. [31] in the case of
transferrin-conjugated gold nanoparticles.

Nanoparticles that do not enter the cell via membrane diffusion or through membrane pores can
still be transported into the cell via endocytosis [32]—that is, the cytoplasm of the cell extends around
a particle and engulfs it, forming an endocytic vesicle that retains them in the inner cytoplasm of the
cell. From here, the particles can either: escape the vesicle and remain in the cytoplasm; persist in
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the vesicle and be consumed by a lysosome (an organelle full of enzymes that serve to digest foreign
bodies that exist in the cytoplasm); or combine with other vesicles to form a multi-vesicle endosome
contained in a secondary membrane, which stabilizes and contains the individual vesicles [30].

Certain nanoparticles possess the ability to alter or bypass the membrane permeability, depending
on their ionic potential or their shape. Nanoparticles that are shaped with sharp points or edges
can mechanically damage the cell membrane, creating temporary nanochannels through which they
can enter the cytoplasm [33]. This can be exploited to create drug delivery mechanisms by coating
nanoparticles such as carbon nanotubes with biocompatible molecules which attach and enter cells, or
manufacturing nanoneedles from materials such as silicon or polymers that can mechanically puncture
cells to deliver drugs directly into the cytoplasm [34,35]; however, toxic nanomaterials could very
easily enter cells by the same mechanism and induce cytotoxic effects.

The above pathways and cellular interactions are complex and very sensitive to the size, shape,
chemistry, and surface charge of the nanomaterials, meaning that the importance of a high-throughput
evaluation of nanotoxicity is growing commensurate with the rapid development of nanotechnology.
In recent years, microfluidics technology has resulted in large impacts on the cytotoxicity screening
of nanoparticles. This will be discussed in the following section, to underpin the later discussion of
nanotoxicity screening using microfluidic chips.

3. Microfluidics in Cytotoxicity Screening

Microfluidics has garnered a great deal of interest in the field of in vitro cytotoxicity screening.
Combining biological engineering with microfluidics is termed cell-laden microfluidics, in which
living cells are affixed within a microfluidic channel, exposed to various chemical species in a flowing
medium, and assayed to determine their post-exposure viability using viability assay dyes. Viability
assay dyes are chemical compounds that are taken up into either living or dead cells, or bind to
cell-death markers that are released outside of dead cells. They contain a fluorescent or coloured
moiety that can be detected and quantified using optical detection methods [25,36]. These fluorescent
methods only require a very small amount of dye per cell, and are therefore reasonable candidates for
miniaturization into a microfluidic platform.

The use of microfluidic platforms in cytotoxicity screening is desirable due to a number of factors,
i.e., small sample volumes [37], reduced costs [38,39], a controlled and reproducible laminar flow, and
the ability to functionalize (e.g., antibodies) (36) or structure (e.g., compartments) [37] microchannels
to produce a varied microarray of multiple cells. It also seeks to address the current paradigm of static
well-plate testing that, as Cunha-Matos et al. stated, “these procedures provide averaged results, do
not guarantee precise control over the delivery of nanoparticles to cells and cannot easily generate
information about the dynamics of nanoparticle-cell interactions and/or nanoparticle-mediated
compound delivery” [40]. There are multiple variations on cell-laden microfluidic methods and
protocols, some of which are detailed in the following sections.

3.1. Cell Capture and Immobilisation

The concept of cell-laden microfluidics requires cells to be immobilized inside the channel in
such a way that they can be analysed under precisely controlled (on-chip) conditions. A device
that marries the concept of well plates and microfluidic flow for single-cell capture was designed by
Hosokawa et al. [37]. The microfluidic device was assembled on top of a laser-perforated polymer
microcavity array, which was created with conical cavities measuring 2 µm at the surface. This was
assembled on top of a vacuum line which applied negative pressure to pull a cell suspension through
the channel and produced a microarray of single cells as they settled in the perforations. Further, an
on-chip chemical gradient generator was used to treat six channels with unique concentrations of a
potential toxicant (potassium cyanide), which were subsequently stained with cell viability assay dyes
(EthD-1, which stained exclusively the DNA of lysed cells), allowing the high-throughput screening
of these different concentrations. The results of their experiments can be seen in Figure 2, where
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they showed increases in red fluorescence corresponding to greater numbers of lysed cells as the
concentration of the toxicant increases.Micromachines 2017, 8, 124  5 of 18 
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A device that utilized a larger-scale microwell environment was produced by the group of
Weibull et al. [41]. In order to investigate the behaviour of cells to a concentration gradient without
interference from intercellular paracrine signalling from neighbouring cells, they developed a system
in which single cells could be analysed. They fabricated a microscope-slide-sized microwell plate with
672 (14 × 48) 500 nL wells, in which only single cells would fit by attaching a grid of etched silicon to a
glass slide, allowing for high-resolution imaging. They then layered three PDMS channel designs over
the top of this microwell plate, which produced a concentration gradient generator in which a reagent
from the top layer mixes with a diluent from the middle layer, and flows down to the reaction chamber
in the bottom layer, before exposing the mixture to the cells beneath. Their device was able to culture
bovine aortic endothelial cells in the silicon microwells and expose the cells to differing concentrations
of saponin to induce cell death. Live/dead staining could be performed by exposing dyes through the
same ports.

Cell traps are useful for their ability to analyse non-adherent single cells, but often adherent cells
are used in experiments that are usually found in large contiguous layers. To achieve larger areas
of cell attachment, cellular microarrays have been produced by printing antibodies onto a substrate,
before assembling the microfluidic device and exposing the printed area to a culture of cells. These
methodologies are suitable for the robotic “spotting” of antibodies or proteins, and the subsequent
binding of the target cells to these scaffolds [42]. By printing antibody spots that are selective for
unique cell types, the cells bind to the surface and form a microarray, allowing non-selected cells to
continue flowing and either bind to another spot, or flow out as waste. A two-dimensional array
that binds a flat patch of cells can be produced on a substrate with a modified inkjet printer [43] or
micro-contact printer [44].
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Our group has investigated the potential of microfluidics for a high-throughput screening
methodology. In a recent paper by Tong et al. [42], a device incorporating five parallel laminar
streams crossed with five perpendicular streams was investigated, in order to bind different cell types
in a single device, and subsequently delivered different chemical treatments to the cells to create
an orthogonal microarray. Antibody-antigen binding or extracellular matrix (ECM) protein binding
was utilized in a 5 × 5 array with a microcontact printer to anchor cells to a glass substrate under
microfluidic flow. A model cytotoxicity assay was performed using various levels of osmotic stress
in different laminar streams, and fluorescein diacetate/propidium iodide viability assay dyes were
applied to achieve a fluorometric readout of cell viability.

In a reversal of the concept of micropatterning to create a binding surface for cells flowing in
media, the group of Leclerc et al. [45] used a PDMS microfluidic channel with the microstamps on
the top channel wall to press down and crush any bound cells within the area of the stamp. By first
culturing a layer of cells on the bottom channel surface, when the crushed cells were washed away
by perfusion, they allowed new cells to grow in the affected area. This technique could allow for the
long-term culturing of the same cell sample, thus enabling many concurrent tests to be carried out on
the same chip.

In microfluidic systems where larger cell binding areas are required for analysis, it is possible to
flow a bio-functional binding agent through a microfluidic device and coat the entire channel surface.
Pasirayi et al. [39] utilized a multilayer device that sandwiched a 10 µm PDMS membrane between
two PDMS channels, held together by two rigid polymethylmethacrylate (PMMA) cover plates.
One of the PDMS channel sides contained a concentration gradient generator, while the opposite side
contained cell culture chambers separated by valve arrays to prevent cross-contamination. The valves
could be opened and closed by the application of a mild vacuum, allowing for fine control over the
exposure and conditions in the cell culture chambers. They coated the chambers with an extracellular
matrix (ECM) protein, fibronectin, and attached model breast cancer and liver cells. The cells were
kept viable by perfusing fresh media. Finally, the cell culture chambers were exposed to an antibiotic,
pyocyanine, via the concentration gradient generator to achieve a range of 0–100 µM, and a fluorescent
live-cell assay was performed with Calcein AM. A combination of drugs, paclitaxel and aspirin,
was also tested to identify potential synergistic toxic effects, and assayed in the same manner as
the pyocyanine.

In recent years, advances in lithographic techniques and cellular gels have enabled the production
of cell arrays in microfluidic channels post-assembly. The production of natural hydrogels based on
in vivo ECM proteins, i.e., collagen, or very similar synthetic products like Matrigel® (Corning, NY,
USA) and alginate, has allowed for 3D scaffolds and structures that very closely mimic an in vivo
cellular microenvironment [46]. Groups such as Toh et al. [47] have produced multiplexed 3D
microfluidic cell culture systems in which primary hepatocytes could be cultured. Their chips utilized
separating micropillars to divide the cell culture channels into a central cell culture area surrounded
by two perfusion channels, and a linear concentration gradient generator delivered culture medium
and drug solutions to the cells via the perfusion channels. They prepared a hydrogel of methylated
collagen and terpolymer combined with hepatocytes that could be flowed through the microfluidic
channels to settle in the cell culture area, which maintained function and produced albumin proteins.
They tested five model hepatotoxic drugs using the concentration gradient generator and produced
toxicity data by fluorescently staining the cells post-treatment.

Microfluidic chips can be used to study the ecotoxicity and cytotoxicity of prokaryotic cells.
Yoo et al. [48] utilized a water-soluble photosensitive polymer to create patterns of bioluminescent
bacteria inside a microfluidic chip. By flowing a mixture of the monomers of the photosensitive
polymer and strains of genetically modified oxidative stress-induced bioluminescent E. coli through
the channel and selectively exposing it to UV to cause gelling, they were able to bind the bacterial
cells on the exposed areas and measure their luminescence intensities. A UV exposure of 10 mins
was found to be short enough for bacterial cells to recover from the binding process, after which they
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could be used as a toxicity testing platform. Upon exposure to both hydrogen peroxide and phenol
via the microfluidic flow, the bacterial cells underwent oxidative stress and presented a more intense
luminescence in a dose-dependent manner, meaning that they could be utilized for chemical screening.

The emerging technology of organ-on-a-chip seeks to enable testing on human biomimetic
environments, by producing three-dimensional cultures of human cells that possess a similar structure
and shape as those in in vivo conditions. The group of Wagner et al. [49] utilized this beneficial
technology by producing a microfluidic environment with multiple culture locations, connected by
the flow pathway; in which they cultured both biopsied skin tissue and pre-grown liver microtissue
aggregates. The chips were infused with just 300 µL of cell culture medium and sealed, with perfusion
being provided by an on-chip micropump. The medium required only a 40% replacement at 12 h
intervals for the first week of culture. To prove the usefulness of the devices in toxicity testing, they
exposed the system to troglitazone, a drug with a known hepatotoxicity. A dose-dependent toxic
response was detected by assaying the culture medium for glucose consumption and lactate production.
There was a visible increase in the cytochrome concentration in the drug-exposed samples when the
cells were immunostained after the device was disassembled. They also showed the potential of using
the skin layer as an air-liquid interface for more realistic methods of applying topical drugs in future
devices. Overall, this device shows the promise of multi-organ microfluidic devices for investigating
specific uptake profiles and the run-on effects between different bodily organs.

Very few standardized microfluidic platforms are available for toxicology testing. One company
called SynVivo [50] provides a standardized toxicity assay chip in which a ring of endothelial cells can
be cultured around a choice of other tissue cells, i.e., cardiomyocytes and hepatocytes. Their platform
enables optical and fluorescent imaging, as well as chemical assays such as an ROS assay, and has been
shown to culture liver cells such that they successfully produce urea and responded to the toxicity of
acetaminophen and doxorubicin. Platforms like these must become much more commonly produced
if microfluidic cytotoxicity assays are to be accepted as standardized testing.

3.2. Channel Arrays and Laminar Flow

Microfluidics presents the ability to separate fluid streams from each other using physical barriers
or the properties of laminar flow. One of the earlier examples of microfluidics’ use in cytotoxicity
experiments came from the group of Ma et al. in 2008 [51], who fabricated channels in a quartz chip
and two additional channel-containing PDMS layers attached to opposite sides. The chip was designed
to test both the cytotoxicity and cellular metabolism of drugs in human liver microsomes (HLMs),
which catalyze drug metabolism. HLMs were applied to the devices’ microwells in a homogenous
sol-gel suspension, held in place by reversibly bonded PDMS. Liver carcinoma cells (hepG2) were
cultured in chambers that were exposed to the metabolic products from the HLMs. The mixtures
of liver-active drugs, acetaminophen, and phenytoin, in addition to the viability assay dyes, were
introduced across the sol-gel columns via microfluidic flow. Viability was determined via fluorescence
imaging, while drug metabolism was determined by UV absorbance spectroscopy, performed on the
flowing media before it exited the device.

In order to show the reproducibility of microfluidic cytotoxicity experiments, multiple repeat
experiments of a 64-chamber microfluidic chip were performed by Cooksey et al. [52]. Their cell
culture chambers were arranged in an 8 × 8 pattern, and multiple different cell densities were seeded
on fibronectin for an analysis of the expression of transfected destabilized green fluorescent protein
(GFP) to show protein synthesis in healthy cells. Fluorescence data and time-constants could be
analysed across each chamber to produce an 8 × 8 dataset for each individual chip, to compare
different conditions. A toxic agent, cycloheximide, was applied across the device and the reduction in
GFP activity could be quantitatively measured across an experimental duration of 60 h. Sub-lethal
concentrations of cycloheximide would cause the GFP to decay, but could be recovered when perfused
with fresh media. Different tubing was used across various tests to determine whether the leaching of
gases through the plastic or pH changes would affect the results. When compared to tests that were
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run in static 96-well plates on tissue culture grade polystyrene and PDMS substrates, the datasets
were found to be very similar in their decay time constants, but statistically superior in terms of their
standard deviations and number of regions that could be analysed.

A three-dimensional flow cell microarray was produced by Eddings et al. [53], in which
48 individual flow cells were stacked in four rows of twelve, with individual inlets and outlets
feeding each flow cell. Each individual microchannel was capable of being injected with a fluid, which
could be spotted onto a sensor surface flush with the array head and electrochemically measured for
the presence of certain analytes in solution, or used for the sequential patterning of ligands on the
surface. The high-throughput nature of the three-dimensional flow cell array leads to the potential to
use it in either “one on many” or “many on one” approaches with many different cell types, or with
many different nanoparticles on a few cell types.

Wada et al. [54] demonstrated a cytotoxicity screening method using cells that were pre-transfected
with a green fluorescent protein plasmid fused with a gene encoding for a heat-shock protein (HSP70B’),
creating sensor cells that would express fluorescent protein biomarkers as the heat shock protein is
expressed in the presence of cytotoxic compounds. They showed that these sensor cells could be
bound and propagated inside a microfluidic channel to produce a near 100% coverage. Using laminar
flow methods, the cells were exposed to an ionic cytotoxic compound (CdCl2) for 1 h in multiple
concentrations with an in-line negative control area of 0% concentration, and could be assayed for a
relative fluorescent signal compared to the negative control. They were able to produce a gradient-flow
chip that used in-line mixing of CdCl2 and buffer solution to form eight unique concentrations in
laminar streams that produced a fluorescence profile showing an increase in fluorescence with an
increasing concentration of the cytotoxic compound. This technique shows that a pre-transfected cell
line maybe very useful for high-throughput screening methods inside microchannels.

Cytotoxicity in anatomically relevant scenarios has been investigated by producing
organ-on-a-chip devices where human cells are bound in a microfluidic channel or chamber. These
are designed to mimic single or multiple human organs, and seek to provide information on specific
diseases or cases of poor health. Gori et al. [55] produced a liver-on-a-chip device in which they
were able to expose a 3D culture of healthy hepatic cells to solutions of free fatty acids, and observe
the oxidative stress and resulting cytotoxicity from the overload of oils/fats. They proved that the
liver cells could diffuse the nutrients and eliminate waste products due to being in the 3D culture
environment, which leads to longer viability times and more accurate depictions of a true hepatic
system compared to 2D analogous systems.

Some microfluidic devices do not rely on binding the cells to a specific area inside a microchannel,
instead focusing on analyzing cells in suspension as they flow through the channel. The detection
of biomarkers produced by ionizing radiation is often performed on expensive and complex flow
cytometers, which reduces the amount of diagnoses available in remote or poorer areas. Also, in areas
where radiation is particularly prevalent, such as power plants or space missions, tests should be
performed to diagnose and prevent radiation sickness. In order to improve these issues, Wang et al. [56]
produced a microfluidic device with a disposable chip that could perform the same fluorescence
intensity readings for the most common radiation biomarker (γ-H2AX) in a hand-held format, shown in
Figure 3, as well as provide information on the number of cells passing through the analysis area using
a resistive pulse sensor (RPS) and thus obtain the ratio of damaged-to-undamaged cells. From this,
they were able to analyze the extent of radiation damage from UV light on human lymphocytes, and
obtained comparable results to a conventional flow cytometer. By designing the microfluidic channels
with a detection spot or “sensing gate” of 15 µm and a channel height of only 30 µm, they were able to
direct the cells to individually flow through the system under laminar flow for analysis. The device
contained an on-board light emitting diode for exciting the fluorescent marker, and the software was
able to acquire the data and produce readouts of the amount of radiation damage present in samples
of lymphocyte cells sourced from anti-coagulant samples of human blood.
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miniaturized optical detectors, a disposable microfluidic analysis chip, and electronic display readouts.
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Recent advances in 3D printing technology have attempted to reduce the complexity of
microfluidic fabrication and assembly. Devices with simple finger-tight joints have been created
by groups such as Morgan et al. [57], who investigated not only the suitability of seeding encapsulated
dental stem cells inside the printed microfluidics, but also optimized the transparency of the poly-lactic
acid (PLA) polymer surface by controlling the printing parameters (layer thickness, print speed and fill
patterning). This has been a major point of contention as to the usefulness of 3D printed structures for
microfluidic devices, which require optically transparent flat surfaces for ideal imaging and analysis.
Given that they were able to achieve this transparency, their testing was able to fluorescently visualize
labelled cell aggregates and differentiate between live and dead cells. Thus, they are moving towards
simplifying and standardizing the assembly of suitable microfluidics for toxicity testing, which will
hopefully improve the speed at which they are considered, for more widespread use.



Micromachines 2017, 8, 124 10 of 18

3.3. Droplet Microfluidics

Microfluidic droplet generation is a technology whereby immiscible phases are combined to
produce droplets that are stabilized by a carrier medium. The group of Brouzes et al. [58] demonstrated
that single mammalian cells could be encapsulated in aqueous droplets, stabilized by an oil medium.
When placed in an incubator, the encapsulated cells were found to stay viable for up to four days
inside the droplet. They then flowed these cell-containing droplets in sequence with droplets of
viability assay dyes, which were then mixed inside a well affected by an AC electrical field, causing
electrically-controlled droplet fusion. This fused droplet was held for 15 min incubation on-chip, and
could then be driven towards an in-line laser excitation and detection area that would determine
the cell viability from the assay dye’s transmission wavelength. In this method, they were able
to measure single-cell viabilities on a single human cell type after combining it with a library of
optically labelled drug molecules. A histogram could then be produced, where each single-cell droplet
showed a fluorescence signal corresponding to whether the encapsulated cell was alive or dead. These
results show that this method could be used for the high-throughput screening of a large number of
potential cytotoxic compounds, and could be scaled up to run many cell types in parallel. Figure 4
shows a schematic of their system, along with the microscope images of their on-chip procedure, and
microscope image D shows that a large number of droplets can be produced in a single microfluidic
environment, enabling a high-throughput of assay screening.
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Figure 4. Schematic diagram and microscope images of viability assay by droplet generation reprinted
with permission from Brouzes et al. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. USA., 106(34) (2009) Brouzes, Medkova [58],
showing droplet fusion and reagent mixing, as well as high-throughput generation of cell-containing
droplets. (a-A) Combination of cells and dyes, (a-B) in-line electrochemical sensor, (a-C) droplet fusion
channels, (a-D) serpentine mixing channels (a-E) fluorescence assay. (b-A) micrograph of droplets
entering channel, (b-B) droplet fusion, (b-C) droplet mixing, (b-D) high-throughput droplet generation
in channel, (b-E) location of fluorescent excitation. Scale bars = 50 µm.

The group of Konry et al. [59] utilized droplet microfluidics to determine the cytotoxic effects
of human immune system cells on cancer cells at the single cell level. By using the encapsulation
method of flowing immiscible phases against each other, they were able to produce droplets with
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“distinct heterotypic cell pairs” and investigated the interactions of dendritic cells and T-lymphocytes.
By introducing a cancer cell into the droplets, namely a multiple myeloma cell line, they were able
to measure the speed at which CD8+ T-lymphocytes could achieve cytolysis of the foreign body and
what effect different levels of antigen activation had on the time taken for cell death. They determined
that the presence of interferon gamma, secreted by the myeloma cells, reduced the reactivity of the
T-lymphocytes, and subsequently showed that the addition of a “neutralizing antibody” could prevent
this loss of reactivity and improve the immune cells’ ability to kill off the cancer cells. As this technique
is highly scalable, it could be used to test large variances in antigen concentration or different cell types
in single runs.

4. Microfluidics for Nanotoxicity Screening

Microfluidic devices offer many advantages when it comes to cellular analysis with small sample
volumes, reduced costs, controllability, and reproducibility. In addition, microfluidics offers the
ability to introduce multiple biological conditions in a single device, and replicate in vivo conditions
and dimensions. Thus, its usefulness in producing a high-throughput platform for toxicological
experiments with nanomaterials is promising for screening applications. Small sample volumes can
be very important when dealing with nanomaterial testing. Given that particulate matter may be
produced from nanomaterials in extremely low concentrations, and that some nanomaterials are very
expensive and produced in low quantities, there may be very limited amounts or diluted analytes to
perform testing on. The behaviour of nanoparticles under flow is more difficult to quantify compared
with that of macroscale particles. Therefore, the reproducible flow profiles and concentration gradients
achieved in microfluidic nanotoxicity testing presents a distinct advantage.

Similar to cytotoxicity tests with other chemicals, the toxicity testing of nanomaterials is generally
performed in bulk by seeding cells suspended in growth media into well plates using pipettes [17].
The cells are then exposed to nanomaterials in static conditions, which may cause the nanomaterials
to adsorb or sediment onto the exposed surface of the cells under gravity [60]. Once these cells have
been exposed to the nanomaterials for a certain time period, the cells can be assayed for their viability
in a number of ways. Particular cell types may exhibit changed membrane permeability values and
nanomaterial uptake properties when their morphology changes under flow, as compared to their
sedentary morphologies, and thus, a static nanotoxicity test may provide inaccurate data.

A review by Mahto et al. [61] goes into exceptional detail on the subject of nanomaterials in
microfluidic environments, and brings up a number of important details regarding nanotoxicity. First,
it refers to a number of studies that show that nanoparticles, depending on their size and shape, are
passively taken up into nearly all cell types via endocytotic pathways [27,62,63]. Secondly, it refers
to the potential pitfalls of current in vitro nanotoxicity testing methods. Notably, nanoparticles often
react with the organic dyes commonly used in cell-based assays, meaning that they cannot be properly
assayed [64]. Cell exposure to nanomaterials is often improperly controlled, with aggregation and
sedimentation leading to very different exposure profiles (as seen in Figure 5). Current nanotoxicity
testing also utilizes immortalized cell lines which differ significantly from primary human tissue [65].
The review article mentions platforms that look to circumvent the current issues with nanotoxicity
testing, such as the device produced by Richter et al. [66], which used non-invasive electrodes to
electrochemically measure the amount of collagen production as a label-free marker of cell viability.
This device could detect the nanotoxicity of silver nanoparticles after 2 h of exposure, as compared to
the lack of nanotoxicity seen for gold nanoparticles over a period of 24 h. It could also detect reductions
in collagen production, given a sub-lethal concentration of silver nanoparticles. For further discussion,
the authors recommend Mahto’s review paper to the reader.
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The well-plate methodology for nanotoxicity screening has been debated for its suitability in
replicating in vivo conditions [27,67–70]. This is investigated in detail in a paper by Mahto et al. [60],
where nanoparticles influenced by gravity in a static system formed a concentration gradient within a
cell culture plate. The static conditions involved in well-plate analysis, i.e., pipetting nanomaterial
solutions on top of a cell culture and allowing them to sediment on top of the cellular layer, are thought
to have limitations in providing accurate nanotoxicology data for cells that are under shear stress from
flowing biological fluids such as arterial, lymphatic, and renal cells in vivo. To compare the differences
between static and flowing nanoparticles, they tested a sample of core/shell CdSe/ZnSe quantum
dots in static tissue culture plates for 12 h at 8–80 pM to discover the optimal cytotoxic range, and
then exposed the same quantum dots through a microfluidic concentration gradient generator in cell
culture medium to murine embryonic fibroblast cells. When exposed to the quantum dots under flow,
the cells exhibited apoptosis effects, namely detachment and dose-dependent morphological changes.
However, the difference between the two exposure conditions at 40 pM was significant, in that the
static conditions showed higher percentages of cell death and increased cell deformities, suggested to
be due to the physicochemical stress of the sedimentation of quantum dots onto the cell membranes.

The effect of the shear-stress effect of flowing media over cells has been investigated by groups
such as Kim et al. [71], utilizing bound endothelial cells in a single microchannel and exposing them
to mesoporous silica nanoparticles. The shear-stress forces were tuned to mimic those expected in
the arterial and capillary system of a healthy human (5–6 N/m2), in order to observe any differences
between these values and those of a static system. The nanoparticle concentration was also tuned to
eliminate the effect of higher dosages during periods of a higher flow rate/higher shear-stress, so that
the shear-stress forces were the primary variable. The unmodified silica nanoparticles used in this
paper were found to increase in toxicity as the shear-stress increased, indicating an increase of cell
membrane morphology and/or permeability under normal bodily shear-stress conditions, whereas the
same dosages showed a reduced toxicity when applied in a static environment. This result suggests
that static nanotoxicity tests may not be representative of the actual toxicity in a human body. If this is
indeed the case, future toxicity tests would benefit from reproducing human vascular conditions in
their flow and shear-stress properties.
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In order to improve the cellular seeding and viability of hepatocytes in a microchannel, the
group of Liu et al. [72] produced an electrospun biocompatible scaffold inside of a microfluidic
device. By creating a 3D micro-environment of fibres for the liver cells, they were able to form
a micro-perfusion environment which overcame the previous limitations of the lack of scaffold
stiffness and the permeability to large molecules/cells. Using this platform, they were able to culture
hepatocytes on the scaffold without microfluidic flow, then washed through and assayed for viability
by measuring the albumin/urea secretion of the cells. The viability was determined to be higher under
microfluidic perfusion than without perfusion flow or in static conditions. Upon the addition of silver
nanoparticles, they could measure the amount of cell membrane damage with a commercial lactate
dehydrogenase assay kit and found that the biomimetic 3D hepatocyte spheroids were more sensitive
to silver nanoparticle damage than on a 2D tissue culture plate.

The use of cytometric methods can be integrated into microfluidic platforms to provide rapid
and low cost nanotoxicity data, as was shown by Park et al. [73]. Their group cultured adherent
cells (HeLa) directly into channels in a PDMS-glass microfluidic device and incubated the entire chip
for 48 h to allow the cells to spread and grow over the analysis areas. They then introduced silver
nanoparticles using a syringe pump via a concentration gradient generator. The silver nanoparticles
induced both morphological changes in the cells and a colorimetric response to the MTT assay, which
was also investigated in its conventional use in well-plates to compare against the microfluidic response.
Optical brightfield images of the cell culture areas inside the channels were acquired post-exposure,
to determine cell viability from the morphology and absorbance data. Dose-dependency was clearly
observed for the toxicity of the silver nanoparticles and the half-lethal concentration (LC50) of the
nanoparticles could be calculated. The LC50 from the microfluidic experiments was comparable to
the estimated value from the conventional 96 well-plate method. The benefits of this technique using
microfluidic approaches may include lower costs and the ease of use.

When single-cell responses to nanoparticle solutions are studied, using cell traps allows for
very specific analyses to be performed on individual cells. Cunha-Matos et al. [67] formed cell traps
designed to accept single cells inside a microfluidic channel using soft lithographic techniques, and
then seeded the traps with functionalized gold nanorods, followed by Raman-active molecules and a
coating of polyelectrolytes and proteins, that allowed them to bind primary bone marrow dendritic
cells. The nanorods were then visible under surface-enhanced Raman spectroscopy (SERS), which
allowed for the real-time visualization of nanoparticle concentration gradients as they were applied
to the cells under flow. They used a live-cell incubator on a microscope stage to keep the cells in a
biologically compatible environment for a duration of 24 h, over which they were able to assess each
individual trapped cell for its response to nanoparticles. They were also able to add viability dyes to
detect apoptosis and necrosis responses to the nanoparticles.

Adding electrodes to cell-trapping microwells via metallic deposition followed by chemical
etching allows for electrophoretic measurements of cell viability. A thesis by Pratikkumar [74] detailed a
microfluidic device that incorporates a combination of dielectrophoresis (DEP) and microwell methods
of trapping single cells in wells aligned with gold microelectrodes, which allowed for the analysis
of cells using electrochemical methods. The DEP forces could be switched on and off during the cell
capture step, allowing the targeted capture of specific cells on the individual electrode/well features.
Once the cells were captured, copper oxide nanoparticles were introduced into the microfluidic
channel and flowed over the cell membranes to study the morphological response in each microwell.
The author states that the impedance-based cell analysis was rapid, simple, label-free, and non-invasive.
Measuring impedance vs. time revealed a significant drop in impedance after exposure to CuO
nanoparticles. This correlated to a reduction in cell size and detachment from the electrode surface,
which indicated a loss of viability due to toxic effects.

Similarly, a device containing impedance electrodes was also produced by the group of
Rothbauer et al. [70], but with larger cell culture chambers instead of microwells. Human lung
adenocarcinoma cells were cultured by on-chip perfusion in serum-containing media, until a confluent
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layer was formed across the electrode surface. Silica nanoparticles were administered under flow in
serum-free media (in order to prevent contamination and a change in bioactivity of the nanoparticles).
Serum-containing media was perfused again, in order to regenerate the tumour cells from their
previous treatment. A metabolic assay was performed in parallel to the electrical impedance assay,
and found that the AmSil30 silica nanoparticles caused a reduction in tumour regeneration and
re-attachment to the electrode surface. Additionally, the presence of microfluidic flow in the device
caused a reduction in regenerative capacity dependant on the flow velocity, indicating that the shear
stress exerted on the cells played an important role in increasing the extent of nanoparticle uptake and
thus the toxicity.

Organ-on-a-chip devices have only recently been used in nanotoxicity, and most often they utilize
a single organ type. As their suitability for multi-organ toxicity assays becomes more fully realized,
they will likely become more widely used. The group of Huh et al. [75] produced a lung-on-a-chip by
seeding human alveolar epithelial cells and microvascular endothelial cells onto opposite sides of a
porous PDMS membrane coated with an extracellular matrix protein. This membrane was sandwiched
in between PDMS layers with large adjacent side channels, which were deformed by the application of
a vacuum. This meant that the membrane could be subjected to mechanical stretching to simulate the
action of breathing. The epithelial cells were exposed to air after their initial seeding was successful,
while the endothelial cells remained exposed to culture medium with added blood-borne immune
cells, providing an air-liquid interface to mimic the natural lung environment. In order to determine
the device’s response to nanomaterials, a solution of 12 nm silica nanoparticles in fluid was injected
over the epithelial layer and aspirated to leave a thin layer, mimicking an aerosol uptake of the solution.
The silica nanoparticles were found to promote the inflammation of the underlying endothelial layer,
seen by an increase in the expression of Intercellular Adhesion Molecule 1 (ICAM-1) and the increased
capture of neutrophils, a type of white blood cell. This device was considered to have increased the
efficacy due to the mechanical breathing motions, as the motion only promoted ICAM-1 production
upon exposure to the silica nanoparticles. This finding suggests that a lung-on-a-chip device with a
breathing motion may give more accurate results on nanotoxicity than a static culture.

5. Outlook

Microfluidics nanotoxicity screening offers a range of potential advantages over traditional
screening methods. The ability to integrate parallel streams on the same chip allows for
high-throughput screening in a small form factor, as well as the reduced use of reagents/analytes and
a reduction in the overall testing time. However, microfluidic screening is not yet widely employed in
nanotoxicity testing. This may be due to the many parameters that require optimization if an agreed
standard operating procedure is to be broadly accepted.

Indeed, the standardization of testing is the most critical roadblock against the adoption of
microfluidic nanotoxicity screening. In order to achieve this task, many fundamental studies on the
interactions between nanomaterials and channel-bound cells must be performed. Parameters that
must be defined include: the effects of channel dimension and flow rate on the amount of nanomaterial
exposure; differences in exposure along the length of the channel; and potential run-on effects of
affected cells upon downstream cells. The viability assay methods must also be normalized, whereas
groups are currently researching multiple variations on dye assays, microscopy, and flow cytometry.

Currently, microfluidics for nanotoxicity screening faces a significant challenge, in that the
adoption of a standard device design is perhaps the first necessary step to produce an accepted
industry method. However, most research groups involved in the study of this field have their own
unique ideas and designs for their devices. It is rare for a research group to precisely follow the
designs of another in their own experiments, and therefore, most fundamental studies are performed
on different platforms. It would require a concerted effort between multiple groups to agree on a
design and perform the required standardization testing to make it suitable for commercialization,
which has not yet occurred.
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The fact that many different methodologies are still being researched indicates that each method
may have its own merits. While droplet microfluidic methods do offer a substantial increase in the
number of tests able to be performed in a single device, they tend to be more suited to single-cell
or single-cluster analyses. The latter is of interest to fundamental studies of particle or drug uptake
in cells that are often found alone or in small clusters. However, the segregation of cellular analysis
is less favourable for toxicity screening. Adherent cells, for example, will not adopt the same layer
configuration found in normal biology and would therefore give less meaningful data. To address this,
researchers are turning to multi-organ labs-on-a-chip platforms. These 3D cellular environments are
likely to achieve more biologically relevant discoveries, including any run-on effects of toxic species
between cell types. Coupling these 3D cellular environments with microfluidic flow will facilitate the
collection of uptake profiles of toxicants under conditions that mimic arterial shear stresses on cell
types, i.e., better models of toxicity in the complex environment of the human body.

To summarize, it is likely that microfluidic technologies that are taken-up by the nanotoxicity
screening industry will provide data that is extremely difficult to obtain through current well-plate
methods. The most likely candidate for this is the organ-on-a-chip style of device, due to the close
mimicry of the human body, as discussed above. If these platforms prove to be successful (biologically
relevant), fast, accurate, and inexpensive, microfluidics-enabled nanotoxicity screening may become a
widely accepted testing platform for industry and regulators alike.
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