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Abstract
We report the development and characterization of digital microfluidic (DMF) immobilized enzyme reactors (IMERs) for studying
cytochrome P450 (CYP)-mediated drug metabolism on droplet scale. The on-chip IMERs consist of porous polymer (thiol-ene)
monolith plugs prepared in situ by photopolymerization and functionalized with recombinant CYP1A1 isoforms (an important
detoxification route for many drugs and other xenobiotics). The DMF devices also incorporate inexpensive, inkjet-printed
microheaters for on-demand regio-specific heating of the IMERs to physiological temperature, which is crucial for maintaining
the activity of the temperature-sensitive CYP reaction. For on-chipmonitoring of the CYP activity, the DMF devices were combined
with a commercial well-plate reader, and a custom fluorescence quantification method was developed for detection of the chosen
CYP1A1 model activity (ethoxyresorufin-O-deethylation). The reproducibility of the developed assay was examined with the help
of ten parallel CYP-IMERs. All CYP-IMERs provided statistically significant difference (in fluorescence response) compared to
any of the negative controls (including room-temperature reactions). The average (n = 10) turnover rate was 20.3 ± 9.0 fmol
resorufin per minute. Via parallelization, the concept of the droplet-based CYP-IMER developed in this study provides a viable
approach to rapid and low-cost prediction of the metabolic clearance of new chemical entities in vitro.
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Introduction

Cytochromes P450 (CYPs) are a superfamily of enzymes re-
sponsible for the elimination of the majority of drug com-
pounds in humans [1–3]. Understanding the CYP-mediated
biotransformation is therefore one of the most crucial steps
of drug discovery. Determination of the overall metabolic
clearance and identifying both the produced metabolites and
the isoenzymes responsible of the elimination should be ex-

amined to assess the safety and efficacy of the new drug can-
didate (i.e., whether it interferes with the elimination of other
clinically used drugs or with steroid and fatty acid metabo-
lism) [4]. Although computational methodologies are well
established for quantitative structure-activity relationship
analyses [4], the selectivity of the enzymatic reactions is chal-
lenging to both the computational tools and the non-enzymatic
experimental techniques, such as electrochemical oxidation or
TiO2 photocatalysis [5]. Therefore, rapid, enzymatic in vitro
screening methods are of vital importance in drug metabolism
research. An important goal in this field is to reduce the con-
sumption of expensive and limited biological resources, such
as the hepatic enzyme preparations of human origin, via min-
iaturization [6–8]. Enzyme immobilization onto a solid sup-
port material often improves the enzyme activity and stability
and facilitates more straightforward separation (and thus iden-
tification) of the unknown reaction products from the incuba-
tion matrix [8, 9]. A variety of capillary-based immobilized
enzyme reactors (IMERs) have been implemented in the past,
including covalent and non-covalent binding to a solid support
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material and entrapment inside a crosslinked polymer network
[10]. Even lateral flow CYP assays [11] and nanoliter-scale
microarrays with CYPs encapsulated in as many as 1134 par-
allel gel compartments patterned on a functionalized glass
slide [8] have been reported. Implementation of microfluidic
actuation and integration of other sample preparation and sep-
aration units with the IMER technology [12] would facilitate
adaptation of even more mature lab(oratory)-on-a-chip tech-
nology concepts to drug metabolism research.

Digital microfluidics (DMFs) based on electrowetting-on-
dielectric is a versatile lab-on-a-chip technology in droplet scale
(typically a few hundreds of nL to a few μL droplets) [13].
Automated actuation (e.g., with the open-source DropBot
[14]) facilitates rapid dispensing, mixing, and splitting of indi-
vidual droplets of reagents in parallel, and often in a more
straightforward manner than feasible for in-channel
microfluidics and sequential operations thereof [15].
Compared with well-plate-compatible technologies, DMF is
capable of increasing the levels of assay complexity and cus-
tomization, e.g., droplet-scale synthesis [16] with CYP screen-
ing. DMF devices, typically consisting of a bottom plate (actu-
ation electrodes) and a cover plate (counter electrode), can also
be interfaced with all common sensing methods such as optical,
electrochemical, and mass spectrometry detection [17]. These
features have made DMF a potential tool for performing versa-
tile enzymatic and cell-based assays in a droplet scale in paral-
lel, but with significantly low consumption of (bio)chemicals
[13, 18, 19]. Although the feasibility of the DMF technology
for a variety of bioanalytical applications is well established
[19, 20], the possibilities of performing drugmetabolism assays
on a DMF platform have not been comprehensively studied.
This is likely because of the complexity of the CYP system
[21], which comprises of several electron-supplying cofactors
(e.g., cytochrome P450 reductase) that contribute to the redox
reactions. Also, the facts that all cofactors must be embedded in
the lipid environment and kept at physiological temperature
have significantly hindered the implementation of microfluidic
CYP-IMERs. In this study, we examined the feasibility of DMF
for studying drug metabolism in droplet scale by emphasizing
the common challenges related to implementation of
microfluidic CYP assays. First, miniaturization of CYP reactors
down to droplet scale is challenged by the relatively low yield
of the CYP reactions, which requires sufficiently high amounts
of (immobilized) enzymes to be able to produce detectable
amounts of metabolites. To maximize the surface area of
droplet-based IMERs, we introduced thiol-rich porous polymer
monoliths, cured in situ on the DMF bottom plate, for
functionalization with recombinant CYP1A1 (rCYP1A1, an
important route for many xenobiotic detoxification and steroid
and fatty acid metabolism) via avidin-biotin chemistry. Second,
inspired by the printed intelligence [22, 23], we also developed
inkjet-printed microheaters for regio-specific heating of the
IMERs to physiological temperature, which allowed us to

reversibly attach the heaters to the DMF bottom plate and cus-
tomize the heater capacity and the assay design on demand.
Third, we developed a custom protocol for interfacing the
DMF-based rCYP assays with well-plate-based fluorescence
detection to accommodate with parallel detection of all droplet
assays simultaneously. Finally, the method was qualified in
terms of detection sensitivity, linearity, repeatability, and spec-
ificity using ethoxyresorufin-O-deethylation via rCYP1A1 as
the model reaction.

Experimental

Materials and reagents

Pentaerythritol tetrakis(3-mercaptopropionate), > 95% (tetra-
thiol); 1,3,5-triallyl-1,3,5-triazine-2,4,6(1H,3H,5H)-trione
(tri-ene), 98%; β-nicotinamide adenine dinucleotide 2′-phos-
phate reduced tetrasodium salt hydrate (NADPH); biotin-
PEG4-alkyne; rhodamine B; magnesium chloride; resorufin;
acetone; methanol; ethylene glycol; and chloroform were
purchased from Sigma-Aldrich (Steinheim, Germany).
Potassium dihydrogen phosphate was purchased from
Riedel-de Haën (Seelze, Germany) and dipotassium hydro-
gen phosphate was purchased from Amresco (Solon, OH).
Irgacure® TPO-L (photoinitiator) was donated by BASF
(Ludwigshafen, Germany). Streptavidin, Alexa Fluor® 488
conjugate (Alexa-SA), was purchased from Thermo Fisher
Scientific (Waltham, MA) and 7-ethoxyresorufin from
Toronto research chemicals (Toronto, ON, Canada). The
lipids 1,2-dioleoyl-sn-glycero-3-phosphoethanolamine, 1,2-
dioleoyl-3-trimethylammonium-propane (chloride salt), 1,2-
dioleoyl-sn-glycero-3-phosphoethanolamine-N-(Cap
biotinyl) (sodium salt), and 1,2-dioleoyl-sn-glycero-3-
phosphoethanolamine-N-(lissamine rhodamine B sulfonyl)
(ammonium salt) were purchased from Avanti Polar Lipids,
Inc. (Alabaster, AL). Recombinant cytochrome P450 1A1
(rCYP1A1) (1000 pmol mL−1) was purchased from
Corning (Wiesbaden, Germany). Water was purified with a
Milli-Q water purification system (Merck Millipore,
Molsheim, France). All solvents were of analytical or
HPLC grade.

SU-8 5 was purchased from Microchem Corp.,
(Westborough, MA). Cytonix FluoroPel PFC 1604V and
PFC 110 fluoro-solvent were purchased from Cytonix LLC
(Beltsville, MD). AZ 351B resist developer was purchased
from MicroChemicals GmbH (Ulm, Germany).

Fabrication and operation of the digital microfluidic
chips

The DMF chip design consists of a bottom plate (50 mm×
75 mm) and a cover plate (25 mm × 75 mm), which are
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assembled on top of each other with double-sided tape (two
layers) to leave a 180-μm-thick gap between the plates
(Fig. 1a). The bottom plate features an array of 15 × 6 actua-
tion electrodes (each 2 mm× 2 mm) for sample manipulation,
eight reservoir electrodes (each 11 mm× 4 mm), and 16 dis-
pensing electrodes (each 2 mm × 2 mm) for dispensing

samples from reservoirs to the actuation electrodes (Fig. 1b).
In addition, all active electrodes were connected to their indi-
vidual contact electrodes (1 mm × 1 mm) (via 30-μm-wide
connecting wires), which were arrayed on both sides of the
bottom plate (Fig. 1b). The bottom plate was fabricated by
photolithography and wet etching under non-cleanroom
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Fig. 1 a Schematic view of the DMF chip-microheater assembly (not in
scale). b Photograph of the DMF bottom plate. c Photograph of the
microheater design used including the contact pads and CAD layout of
the meandering heater part (magnified). d Schematic illustration of the

cross-section of heated CYP-IMER region of the DMF chip. e Schematic
view of the droplet actuation protocol during the on-chip CYP incubation
on the DMF device
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conditions using commercial glass substrates with chromium
(100 nm) and AZ 1500 photoresist (530 nm) coatings (Telic
Company, Valencia, CA). First, the electrodes were patterned
by exposing the AZ resist to UV, through a high-resolution
plastic photomask (Micro Lithography Services Ltd.,
Chelmsford, UK), for 5 s using a Dymax 5000-EC Series
UV flood exposure lamp (Dymax Corporation, Torrington,
CT) with nominal power of 225 mWcm−2. After exposure,
the photoresist was developed with AZ 351 B developer
(20% in water, v/v) for 20 s followed by chromium etching
in chrome-etchant 3144 Puranal (Honeywell International,
Morris Plains, NJ) for ca. 45 s. The resist was released with
acetone in an ultrasound bath (5 min). The arrays of contact
electrodes on both sides of the substrate were covered with
tape and a 8-μm-thick SU-8 layer was spin coated (1600 rpm,
30 s) onto the substrate and cured under UV for 15 s (flood
exposure). The SU-8 layer was baked on a hot plate at 65 °C
for 2 min and at 95 °C for an additional 2 min before and after
the UV exposure. Finally, a 1-μm-thick fluoropolymer layer
was spin coated (1% FluoroPel, 1000 rpm, 30 s) onto the SU-8
surface and hard-baked on the hot plate at 150 °C for 30 min.
Hydrophilic spots for later integration of the porous polymer
monolith plugs were implemented by masking the SU-8 sur-
face during fluoropolymer coating with circular pieces of tape
(i.d. 2 mm), which were cut using a biopsy puncher and re-
moved after the hard bake. The cover plate was an indium tin
oxide (ITO)-coated glass plate (Structure Probe, Inc., West
Chester, PA), which was further coated with the
fluoropolymer layer in house like the bottom plate. All DMF
operations were performed by applying a driving voltage of
100 to 140 Vrms (at 10 kHz) to the electrodes (bottom plate)
using a DropBot open-source DMF automation system [14]
and grounding the ITO layer (top plate).

Fabrication and characterization of the microheaters

The microheater design consisted of a meandering, 200-μm-
wide line, which covered an area of 4 mm× 4 mm (equal to
four actuation electrodes of the DMF chip) and square contact
pads at the ends for connecting to the power supply (Fig. 1c).
The design was drawn with AutoCAD 2015 (Autodesk Inc.,
Mill Valley, CA) and printed on a transparent polyethylene
terephthalate film (AGIC-CP01A4 Special Coated Paper,
AgIC Inc., Tokyo, Japan) using a Brother MFC-J5910DW
inkjet printer and AGIC-AN01 Silver Nano Ink (AgIC Inc.).
After printing, the heater film was sintered on the hot plate at
100 °C for 2 min. For local heating of the DMF chip, the
microheater was assembled on a glass support plate (25 mm×
50 mm) and attached to the bottom plate under the monolith
plug (i.e., the CYP-IMER) using double-sided tape.

To characterize the microheater performance, voltage (typ-
ically 1.26–2.20 V corresponding to 0.05–0.15 W) was ap-
plied to the contact pads and the temperature of the sample

droplet was measured by inserting a miniature thermocouple
(wire diameter 50 μm, CHAL-002, OMEGA Engineering,
Manchester, UK) in the droplet between the DMF top and
bottom plates. The temperature was recorded with a Fluke
289 multimeter (Fluke Corp., Everett, WA). In addition, infra-
red (IR) thermography was used for measuring the tempera-
ture distribution on the chip surface. IR thermography was
performed with a FLIR A325sc IR camera (FLIR Systems,
Inc., Wilsonwille, OR) equipped with a lens with 45° field of
view and 10-mm focal length (emissivity of 1.00 was assumed
for the glass surfaces). The accuracy of the IR camera with
respect to absolute temperature (without calibration) was ±
2 °C. However, since only temperature changes (ΔT) relative
to initial room temperature in the beginning of the measure-
ment (as the calibration point) were monitored, the precision
(resolution) of the IR-based temperature measurement was
solely determined by its noise equivalent differential temper-
ature (NEDT), which was as good as 0.05 °C. The volume
loss due to evaporation upon heating was determined by mon-
itoring the size of the fluorescent dyed droplet (0.1 mM rho-
damine B in water) under a Zeiss Axioscope A1 upright
epifluorescence microscope (Zeiss Finland Oy, Espoo,
Finland). A 100-W halogen lamp (HAL 100, Zeiss) was used
as the excitation source with bandpass excitation (546 ± 6 nm)
and emission (575–640 nm) filters. Fluorescent images were
taken every 10 s with a Retiga 4000R digital microscope cam-
era (QImaging, Surrey, BC, Canada) using × 2.5 magnifica-
tion and were processed with ImageJ software. The volume
loss during evaporation was calculated based on the area of
the droplet at each time point (the gap between the top and
bottom plates was constant).

Fabrication and functionalization of porous polymer
monoliths

The porous polymer monoliths were prepared from a thiol-
rich, off-stoichiometric thiol-ene mixture similar to in-channel
monoliths in an earlier work [24] by mixing tetra-thiol and tri-
ene in a ratio that yielded a 50 mol% excess of thiol functional
groups. A total of 5 μL of 10% Irgacure TPO-L in methanol
and 2 g of methanol were added to 0.5 g of the thiol-ene
mixture. Methanol served as the porogen and, while stirring
at 1000 rpm, formed a homogeneous emulsion with the thiol-
ene mixture. After stirring (ca. 1 min), 2 μL of the emulsion
was pipetted on top of each hydrophilic spot of the DMF
bottom plate, after which the plate was immediately covered
with a glass plate and cured under UV (through the glass plate)
for 1.5 min. After curing, the glass plate was removed and the
monoliths were washed thoroughly by flushing with a few
milliliters of Milli-Q water.

Next, the monoliths were functionalized sequentially with
fluorescent-derivatized (Alexa Fluor) streptavidin and
fluorescent-labeled (lissamine rhodamine B) biotinylated
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recombinant cytochrome P450 (CYP) 1A1 supersomes similar
to the previously described protocols by Feidenhans’l et al.
(2014) [25] and Kiiski et al. (2016) [26], respectively (Fig.
1d). First, the monoliths were biotinylated by pipetting 2 μL
of 1 mM biotin-PEG4-alkyne in poly(ethylene glycol) contain-
ing 1% (v/v) Irgacure TPO-L on top of each monolith followed
by cross-linking under UV for 1 min. After curing, the mono-
liths were washed thoroughly with a fewmilliliters of methanol
and then with phosphate-buffered saline (PBS). The excess
solvent was allowed to dry after which 2 μL of 0.5 mg mL−1

Alexa-Streptavidin (Alexa-SA) in PBS was pipetted on each
monolith and incubated at room temperature for 15 min to yield
a streptavidin-coated monolith. Small volumes of PBS were
added intermittently to avoid complete evaporation of the sol-
vent. After incubation, the monoliths were washed with PBS as
described above and functionalized with biotinylated rCYP1A1
supersomes comprising a Lissamine rhodamine B tag. A total
of 5 μL of the rCYP1A1 mixture was applied over each mono-
lith and incubated at room temperature for 15min. Again, small
volumes of PBS were added intermittently to prevent drying.
After incubation, the monoliths were washed with PBS and
care was taken to prevent drying before use to preserve the
rCYP1A1 activity. The streptavidin and rCYP1A1
functionalization processes were monitored with fluorescence
originating from the Alexa-SA (λex = 495 nm, λem = 519 nm)
and the rhodamine-tagged rCYPs (λex = 546 nm, λem =
590 nm), respectively.

Cytochrome P450 assays on chip

The rCYP1A1 activity of the monolith-based IMERs (Fig. 1d)
was determined with an ethoxyresorufin-O-deethylase (EROD)
assay [27–29]. The EROD assay was performed with 2 μM
ethoxyresorufin as the substrate and 0.5 mM NADPH as the
co-substrate, both dissolved in 0.1 M potassium phosphate
buffer (pH 7.4) containing 5 mM MgCl2. A droplet equal to
the size of four actuation electrodes (volume ca. 3 μL) of the
substrate solution was dispensed on each monolith and incubat-
ed at 37 °C for 30min (Fig. 1e). The incubation was initiated by
applying a voltage corresponding to a heating power of 0.1 W
to the printed microheater and terminated by bringing the sam-
ple droplet away from the monolith and the heated region. To
compensate for volume loss due to evaporation, droplets equal
to the size of one (ca. 0.8 μL) or two (ca. 1.6 μL) actuation
electrodes of potassium phosphate buffer were added to the
reaction solution during incubation at room temperature and
under heating (37 °C), respectively. The volume loss due to
evaporation was determined as described in section
BEvaporation effects^ and was shown to be linear over time,
which facilitated precise calculation of the required compensa-
tion volume. After incubation, the CYP1A1 activity was deter-
mined by quantifying the resorufin concentration by fluores-
cence (λex = 570 nm, λem = 590 nm) on the well-plate reader.

The specificity of the method was examined with the help of
four different kinds of negative control incubations, by omitting
the substrate, the co-substrate, or the immobilized enzyme, or
by carrying out the enzyme incubation at room temperature.

Fluorescence measurements

The fluorescence originating from Alexa-SA (λex = 495 nm,
λem = 519 nm) and the lissamine rhodamine B-labeled rCYPs
(λex = 546 nm, λem = 590 nm) was monitored by using the
Zeiss AxioScope A1 upright epifluorescence microscope with
HAL100 halogen lamp as the fluorescence excitation source
(Zeiss Finland Oy, Espoo, Finland). The enzymatic reaction
product, resorufin (λex = 570 nm, λem = 590 nm), was quanti-
tated by using the Varioskan LUX well-plate reader (Thermo
Fisher Scientific, Vantaa, Finland). For this purpose, the DMF
chips were fixed on top of the 96-well-plate lid as described in
the Electronic Supplementary Material (ESM) Fig. S1 and
multipoint fluorescence analysis was performed through the
transparent DMF cover plate. The method was qualified ac-
cording to the ICH guidelines [30] by determining the lower
limits of resorufin detection (DL) and quantitation (QL) based
on the standard deviation of the response and the slope of a
specific calibration curve in the range of DL. The linearity was
established between 0.15 and 15 pmol resorufin and the pre-
cision (repeatability) of the assay was determined from three
replicates at three different concentration levels (0.15, 1.5, and
15 pmol). All resorufin standards were dissolved in the incu-
bation matrix containing 0.1 M potassium buffer (pH 7.4)
containing 5 mM MgCl2, 2 μM ethoxyresorufin (substrate),
and 0.5 mM NADPH (co-substrate).

Results and discussion

Characterization of the inkjet-printed microheaters

In this work, we developed a concept for interfacing inkjet-
printed microheaters with any common DMF chip design to
facilitate rapid, regio-specific heating of the DMF chip on
demand. CYPs are particularly sensitive to temperature
changes and maintain their maximum activity only in a very
narrow temperature range [31]. Performing CYP assays on a
DMF chip thus requires rapid and precise heating of the reac-
tion solution to ca. 37 °C. Although biological temperatures
can be reached by placing the entire DMF chip inside an
incubator [18], integration of regio-specific microheaters pro-
vides more efficient heat transfer, and thus more precise con-
trol over heating time, which is crucial in enzyme kinetic
determinations. The possibility for local heating also allows
greater flexibility in terms of using heat-inactivated reagents,
such as the co-substrate NADPH [32] required in CYP assays.
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To address the limited durability, often associated with
inkjet-printed metal patterns, and to evaluate whether the
inkjet-printed heaters meet the robustness required in biolog-
ical experiments (at 37 °C), we characterized the performance
of the microheaters by IR thermography and resistivity mea-
surements. Although IR imaging provides a fast, high-
resolution approach for measuring temperature differences
on surfaces [33], it has been minimally used for temperature
mapping of microfluidic devices. Here, IR imaging provided a
convenient approach to design optimization on the basis of
heat distribution plots (Fig. 2). For example, to prevent resis-
tive heating elsewhere but the reaction zone, the resistivity of
the connecting wires will need to be reduced to minimum, as
illustrated in Fig. 2a, b. Thus, in our design, we used 2-mm-
wide connecting wires, while the heated part featured a
meandering, 200-μm-wide line corresponding to the area of
ca. four DMF actuation electrodes (4 mm× 4 mm). As illus-
trated in Fig. 2b, the temperature reaches ca. 36 °C only lo-
cally on top of the printed microheater, while other areas re-
main close to room temperature. This significantly increases
the efficiency of heating and also eliminates the risk of pre-
mature degradation of the co-substrate, NADPH.

Next, to characterize the durability of the inkjet-printed
microheaters upon heating, the effect of sintering on the resis-
tance was determined by heating the microheaters (n = 5) on a
hot plate by gradually increasing the temperature at 5-min in-
tervals (Fig. 2c). Both the printed silver ink and the support
plastic sheet material remained undamaged and intact upon
heating up to 100 °C. The resistance of the microheater slightly

increased with increasing temperature. As expected, after
sintering (cooling back to room temperature), the average resis-
tance was slightly decreased (30.8 ± 0.4 Ω, n = 5) compared to
that before sintering (33.0 ± 0.5 Ω, n = 5) due to compacting.

Finally, to determine the heating and cooling times required
to reach plateau level at constant applied heating power, the
temperature difference (ΔT) versus time was measured at
constant heating power of 0.05, 0.1, and 0.15 W (Fig. 2d).
At these applied power values, temperature differences of
about 6, 10, and 15 °C were reached, respectively. In all cases,
the temperature increased rapidly within the first couple of
minutes and reached a plateau level in ca. 10 min (n = 3
heaters). While the heating power mainly determined the pla-
teau level (ΔT), the characteristic stabilization time was found
to be independent of the heating power (Fig. 2d). For the setup
and conditions (RT) used in this study, a heating power of
0.1 W was required to reach physiological temperatures (ca.
37 °C) inside the droplet. However, the rapid prototyping by
inkjet printing facilitates flexible redesigning of the heater
geometry for larger and smaller thermal masses (i.e.,
different-sized sample droplets), while meeting the required
robustness in the range of physiologically relevant tempera-
tures. Compared with previously reported approaches making
use of Peltier element [34] or fully integrated, lithographically
defined microheaters [35, 36], our setup benefits from sim-
plicity in terms of fabrication (rapid non-cleanroom method)
and customization of the assay design (incl. the heated area
and the heating power) by simply redesigning and printing
new geometry on demand.
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Fig. 2 a, b Infrared (IR) thermographs illustrating the temperature
distributions on the DMF chip surface when ca. 3 μL water droplet
(circled, area ca. 4 × 4 mm2) was heated with the corresponding heater
design featuring either 200-μm-wide (a) or 2-mm-wide (b) connecting
wire. c Effect of temperature on the resistance of inkjet-printed

microheaters. d Thermal stabilization curves for the heating and cooling
cycles obtained at different heating powers for a sample droplet equal to
size of four actuation electrodes (volume ca. 3 μL). The error bars
represent the deviation between n = 5 parallel microheaters (c) and n = 3
repeated experiments (d)
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Evaporation effects

Although the cover plate generally protects the DMF chips
from significant evaporation at room temperature, the sample
(volume) loss upon heating to 37 °C was visible in about 10–
20 min even by eye (Fig. 3a). Therefore, we determined the
percentage volume loss over time from fluorographs as illus-
trated in Fig. 3a. The sample volume (containing fluorescent
dye) was calculated at each time point at room temperature
(ca. 25 °C) and upon heating (0.1W, ca. 37 °C) on the basis of
the droplet area, the droplet height being constantly ca.
180 μm. At room temperature, the volume loss was about
5% within 10 min, whereas about 12.5% volume loss was
observed during the same period of time when a heating pow-
er of 0.1 W was applied (Fig. 3b). During the cooling phase
(from 37 °C to room temperature), the evaporation followed a
similar linear trend as that at room temperature (i.e., 5%within
10 min). Conveniently, with constant applied power, the vol-
ume loss was linear with time, which facilitated precise calcu-
lation of the needed compensation volume for the later en-
zyme reactions. By DMF actuation, an appropriate buffer vol-
ume could be precisely dispensed to the reaction solution dur-
ing the reaction and before fluorescence detection. In this
manner, the fluctuation in the substrate and co-substrate con-
centrations during the reaction could be reduced to the mini-
mum in order to keep the reaction conditions somewhat con-
stant over time.

Porous thiol-ene polymers as solid supports
to enzyme immobilization

The yield (maximum rate) of the CYP assays is generally slow
which requires sufficiently high amount of enzymes in order to
produce detectable amounts of metabolites in small reaction
volumes. In this study, we explored the possibility to use in situ
fabricated porous, thiol-ene-based monoliths as solid supports
for CYP immobilization via biotin-avidin chemistry. Thiol-ene
Bclick^ chemistry conveniently permits UV curing at relatively

high wavelengths (upon addition of a photoinitiator) through a
standard microscope glass and the use of methanol as the
porogen [24], which obviates the need for harsh and toxic
chemicals. As a result, uniform porosity with a very large
surface-to-volume ratio was obtained (Fig. 4(a)) with uniformly
packed beads (diameter ca. 0.5–1.0 μm), similar to those pre-
viously reported for thiol-ene-based in-channel monoliths [24].
Compared with microchannel packing, implementation of po-
rous thiol-ene monoliths on an open-to-air DMF bottom plate
was significantly more straightforward and did not suffer from,
for example, clogging problems typically associated with in-
channel monoliths unless the fabrication process is carefully
optimized. The microscale porosity between parallel monolith
plugs was also shown to be relatively uniform as illustrated in
Fig. 4(a). With the bottom plate design used in this study, up to
four to five parallel monolith plugs (reactors) could be prepared
on a single DMF chip, though less parallel reactors allowed
easier sample dispensing protocols. Typically, three parallel re-
actors per chip were implemented for CYP assays in this study.

As a result of the off-stoichiometric monomer ratio, the
porous thiol-ene monolith bears free thiols on the surface after
curing [22] which allowed us to functionalize the monolith
sequentially with alkyne-biotin and Alexa-SA, and eventually
with rhodamine-tagged, biotinylated rCYP1A1. To ensure the
success and quality of the functionalization process, the fluo-
rescent intensities of Alexa-SA (Fig. 4(c)) and rCYP1A1s
(Fig. 4(d)) were qualitatively monitored by fluorescence mi-
croscopy. Unless used immediately, the chips could be stored
overnight in the fridge inside a petri dish with dampened
wipes (humidity chamber), while the monoliths were covered
with PBS dispensed between the top and bottom plates until
further experiments. Alternatively, to allow dry storing, the
functionalization of the monolith can be ceased after biotinyl-
ation and continued from Alexa-SA on the day of use.

Due to the opaqueness of the porous monolith, quantitation
of the immobilized rCYP1A1 based on the rhodamine tag was
not feasible, but had to be performed indirectly via determina-
tion of the rCYP1A1model EROD activity (ethoxyresorufin-O-
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deethylation), as described in the next section BDetermination of
the on-chip cytochrome P450 activity.^ On the basis of the
EROD activity, the average amount of immobilized P450 was
ca. 0.88 ± 0.39 fmol (n = 10 CYP-IMERs), assuming that the
enzyme activity of the immobilized rCYP1A1 is similar to that
of the soluble rCYP1A1 (23 pmol/min/pmol P450, Corning).
The relatively large variation (ca. 44%) in the amount of
immobilized rCYP1A1 between parallel (n = 10) CYP-IMERs
is likely resulting from the fact that the total surface area of the
porous monolith plug could not be precisely controlled (a com-
mon drawback of all monolith systems). Therefore, the devel-
oped assay is not readily feasible for parallel quantitative analy-
ses, such as enzyme kinetic determinations or inhibition (e.g.,
IC50) screening. Instead, the developed assay fits very well with
droplet-based synthesis of new chemical entities, such as the
work by Jebrail et al. [16], by providing a platform for immedi-
ate analysis of the main metabolism routes (responsible isoen-
zymes) in compatible, small volumes.

Determination of the on-chip cytochrome P450
activity

The CYP1A1 activities of the monolith-based IMERs were
determined with an EROD assay (Fig. 5a) using 2 μM
ethoxyresorufin as the substrate and 0.5 mM NADPH as the

co-substrate, which yielded 0.61 ± 0.27 pmol (n = 10 reac-
tions) resorufin as the metabolite. Despite the relatively small
size and volume of the droplets, the multipoint fluorescent
measurement protocol developed for the commercial well-
plate reader (ESM Fig. S1) allowed us to perform rapid anal-
ysis of resorufin in the parallel reaction solutions with suffi-
ciently good sensitivity (DL = 36 fmol and QL = 109 fmol).
The linearity (y = 1.92x + 0.50, R2 = 0.9989, range 0.15–
15 pmol resorufin) of the method was also good with high
precision over the entire range (Fig. 5a). The repeatabilities
of 0.15, 1.5, and 15 pmol resorufin (in the incubation matrix)
were 2.6, 3.0, and 4.8% RSD (n = 3 measurements each),
respectively. The background interference arising from dum-
my areas (around the sample droplet) could be completely
avoided by defining the measurement area with the help of
the well-plate reader software. The CYP reaction time, on the
other hand, could be precisely determined by dispensing the
substrate solution into the monolith (initiation) and bringing it
away from the monolith and the heated region (termination).
Finally, the specificity of the method was assessed by
performing the EROD reaction in ten parallel CYP-IMERs
and comparing their resorufin responses (λex = 570 nm,
λem = 590 nm) with those of the negative control incubations
carried out without the substrate, the co-substrate, the
immobilized enzyme, or heating (room temperature reaction).
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Fig. 4 (a) Photograph of monolith on the DMF chip and scanning
electron microscope (SEM) images of the fine structure of the porous
thiol-ene network of the monolith plugs (n = 4 monoliths). Schematic

illustration of the CYP immobilization process with (b) SEM image of
a thiol-ene monolith and fluorescent images of the monolith functional-
ized with (c) Alexa-SA and (d) rCYP
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As a result, the specificity of the method was shown to be
good with statistically significant (p = 0.001) difference be-
tween the average fluorescence response of the CYP assays
(n = 10) and the negative control incubations (n = 4) (Fig. 5b).
The metabolite production rate was calculated on the basis of
the resorufin concentration in the sample droplet and was on
average 20.3 ± 9.0 fmol min−1 (n = 10 CYP-IMERs). Via
redesigning and arraying (multiple CYP-IMERs on a single
chip), the developed protocol is most feasible for rapid, qual-
itative in vitro identification of the responsible CYP isoen-
zymes that contribute to a drug candidate’s elimination in
vivo. Namely, with the aim of identifying the metabolic path-
ways of a new chemical entity, each of the individual IMERs
can also be functionalized with a different, clinically relevant
CYP isoform so that all main isoenzyme(s) can be simulta-
neously screened in order to identify the ones primarily re-
sponsible for the compound’s elimination in the body prior to
more detailed characterization of the compound’s metabolic
profile. However, implementation of quantitative enzyme ki-
netic or inhibition assays would require further optimization
of the enzyme immobilization protocol toward better repeat-
ability, whereas identification of the produced metabolites
would necessitate coupling of the DMF assay to a mass spec-
trometer, as demonstrated in [37, 38].

Conclusions

We implemented droplet-based CYP-IMERs on DMF devices
to permit rapid, on-chip metabolic profiling of drugs and other
alike xenobiotics in vitro. All critical aspects related to CYP
assays (including the narrow temperature range and slow

kinetics) were carefully addressed in the assay design. To ad-
dress the low yield (slow kinetics) of the CYP reactions, thiol-
ene-based porous polymer monoliths were implemented on
DMF assays to facilitate significant increase in surface area
for CYP immobilization via biotin-avidin chemistry. Here, ca.
0.88 fmol rCYP1A1 was immobilized per IMER producing
ca. 0.61 pmol resorufin per reaction, on the average. For regio-
specific control of the reaction temperature, we used inkjet-
printed microheaters, which allowed customization of the
heater capacity and the assay geometry on demand, while
maintaining performance similar to integrated, lithographical-
ly patterned microheaters. Compared with heated incubator
(used in cell assays, for example), the inkjet-printed
microheaters provide much shorter thermal stabilization time,
which is crucial in order to control the enzymatic reaction time
(typically minutes to tens of minutes) with sufficient preci-
sion. In addition to significantly reduced reagent consumption
(e.g., over conventional well-plate assays), the DMF-based
assay benefits from automated handling of reagents and reac-
tion solutions which facilitates arraying of multiple parallel
reactions. Most importantly, however, DMF technology en-
ables high level of systems integration and customization of
the CYP assays, including possibilities for on-chip synthesis
of new chemical entities [16] prior to their CYP interaction
screening and for online separation [39] and identification of
unknown metabolites by mass spectrometry [37].
Furthermore, all subunits of the developed concept, such as
the DMF device (for sample manipulation), the porous poly-
mer monoliths (for enzyme immobilization), and the
microheaters (for locally maintaining physiological tempera-
ture), could be fabricated and integrated in non-cleanroom
conditions and the enzymatic products analyzed with a
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commercial well-plate reader, which not only significantly
reduces the cost but also makes the technology feasible for
use in common laboratory conditions.

Acknowledgements The authors acknowledge Prof. Aaron Wheeler, Dr.
Ryan Fobel, and Mr. Christopher Dixon, University of Toronto, for the
support in setting up the digital microfluidic control system, and the
Electron Microscopy Unit of the Institute of Biotechnology, University
of Helsinki, for access to the SEM, and Prof. Jörg Kutter, Dr. Josiane
LaFleur, and Mr. Alexander Jönsson, University of Copenhagen, for
sharing the fabrication protocols of thiol-ene-based monoliths.

Funding information The work was financially supported by the
European Research Council (ERC/FP7, grant number 311705/
CUMTAS), the Academy of Finland (grant numbers 304400 and
309608), the University of Helsinki (UH) Research Funds and Research
Foundation, the Centre for International Mobility, and the Doctoral pro-
gram in drug research (DPDR), UH.

Compliance with ethical standards

Conflict of interest The authors declare that they have no conflict of
interest.

Open Access This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative
Commons At t r ibut ion 4 .0 In te rna t ional License (h t tp : / /
creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use,
distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided you give
appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link
to the Creative Commons license, and indicate if changes were made.

References

1. Guengerich FP. Cytochrome P450 and chemical toxicology. Chem
Res Toxicol. 2008;21:70–83. https://doi.org/10.1021/tx700079z.

2. Zanger UM, Turpeinen M, Klein K, Schwab M. Functional
pharmacogenetics/genomics of human cytochromes P450 involved
in drug biotransformation. Anal Bioanal Chem. 2008;392:1093–
108. https://doi.org/10.1007/s00216-008-2291-6.

3. Zanger UM, Schwab M. Cytochrome P450 enzymes in drug me-
tabolism: regulation of gene expression, enzyme activities, and im-
pact of genetic variation. Pharmacol Ther. 2013;138:103–41.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pharmthera.2012.12.007.

4. Bajorath J. Integration of virtual and high-throughput screening.
Nat Rev Drug Discov. 2002;1:882–94. https://doi.org/10.1038/
nrd941.

5. Ruokolainen M, Gul T, Permentier H, Sikanen T, Kostiainen R,
Kotiaho T. Comparison of TiO2 photocatalysis, electrochemically
assisted Fenton reaction and direct electrochemistry for simulation
of phase I metabolism reactions of drugs. Eur J Pharm Sci. 2016;83:
36–44. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ejps.2015.12.012.

6. Sundberg SA. High-throughput and ultra-high-throughput screen-
ing: solution- and cell-based approaches. Curr Opin Biotechnol.
2000;11:47–53. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0958-1669(99)00051-8.

7. Ma H, Horiuchi KY. Chemical microarray: a new tool for drug
screening and discovery. Drug Discov Today. 2006;11:661–8.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.drudis.2006.05.002.

8. Sukumaran SM, Potsaid B, Lee M, Clark DS, Dordick JS.
Development of a fluorescence-based, ultra high-throughput
screening platform for nanoliter-scale cytochrome P450 microar-
rays. J Biomol Screen. 2009;14:668–78. https://doi.org/10.1177/
1087057109336592.

9. Mateo C, Palomo JM, Fernandez-Lorente G, Guisan JM,
Fernandez-Lafuente R. Improvement of enzyme activity, stability
and selectivity via immobilization techniques. Enzym Microb
Technol. 2007;40:1451–63. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.enzmictec.
2007.01.018.

10. Sheldon RA. Enzyme immobilization: the quest for optimum per-
formance. Adv Synth Catal. 2007;349:1289–307. https://doi.org/
10.1002/adsc.200700082.

11. Jutila E, Koivunen R, Kiiski I, Bollström R, Sikanen T, Gane P.
Microfluidic lateral flow cytochrome P450 assay on a novel printed
functionalized calcium carbonate-based platform for rapid screen-
ing of human xenobiotic metabolism. Adv Funct Mater. 0:1802793.
https://doi.org/10.1002/adfm.201802793.

12. Matosevic S, Szita N, Baganz F. Fundamentals and applications of
immobilized microfluidic enzymatic reactors. J Chem Technol
Biotechnol. 2011;86:325–34. https://doi.org/10.1002/jctb.2564.

13. Jebrail MJ, Bartsch MS, Patel KD. Digital microfluidics: a versatile
tool for applications in chemistry, biology and medicine. Lab Chip.
2012;12:2452–63. https://doi.org/10.1039/C2LC40318H.

14. Fobel R, Fobel C, Wheeler AR. DropBot: an open-source digital
microfluidic control system with precise control of electrostatic
driving force and instantaneous drop velocity measurement. Appl
Phys Lett. 2013;102:193513. https://doi.org/10.1063/1.4807118.

15. Fair RB. Digital microfluidics: is a true lab-on-a-chip possible?
Microfluid Nanofluid. 2007;3:245–81. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s10404-007-0161-8.

16. Jebrail MJ, Assem N, Mudrik JM, Dryden MDM, Lin K, Yudin
AK, et al. Combinatorial synthesis of peptidomimetics using digital
microfluidics. J Flow Chem. 2012;2:103–7. https://doi.org/10.
1556/JFC-D-12-00012.

17. Malic L, Brassard D, Veres T, Tabrizian M. Integration and detec-
tion of biochemical assays in digital microfluidic LOC devices. Lab
Chip. 2010;10:418–31. https://doi.org/10.1039/B917668C.

18. Srigunapalan S, Eydelnant IA, Simmons CA, Wheeler AR. A dig-
ital microfluidic platform for primary cell culture and analysis. Lab
Chip. 2011;12:369–75. https://doi.org/10.1039/C1LC20844F.

19. Jebrail MJ, Wheeler AR. Let’s get digital: digitizing chemical biol-
ogy with microfluidics. Curr Opin Chem Biol. 2010;14:574–81.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cbpa.2010.06.187.

20. Miller EM, Wheeler AR. Digital bioanalysis. Anal Bioanal Chem.
2009;393:419–26. https://doi.org/10.1007/s00216-008-2397-x.

21. Munro AW, Girvan HM, McLean KJ. Variations on a (t)heme—
novel mechanisms, redox partners and catalytic functions in the
cytochrome P450 superfamily. Nat Prod Rep. 2007;24:585–609.
https://doi.org/10.1039/B604190F.

22. Singh M, Haverinen HM, Dhagat P, Jabbour GE. Inkjet printing—
process and its applications. Adv Mater. 2010;22:673–85. https://
doi.org/10.1002/adma.200901141.

23. Gao M, Li L, Song Y. Inkjet printing wearable electronic devices. J
Mater Chem C. 2017;5:2971–93. https://doi.org/10.1039/
C7TC00038C.

24. Lafleur JP, Senkbeil S, Novotny J, Nys G, Bøgelund N, Rand KD,
et al. Rapid and simple preparation of thiol–ene emulsion-templated
monoliths and their application as enzymatic microreactors. Lab
Chip. 2015;15:2162–72. https://doi.org/10.1039/C5LC00224A.

25. Feidenhans’l NA, Lafleur JP, Jensen TG, Kutter JP. Surface func-
tionalized thiol-ene waveguides for fluorescence biosensing in
microfluidic devices. Electrophoresis. 2014;35:282–8. https://doi.
org/10.1002/elps.201300271.

26. Kiiski I (2016) Development of immobilized enzymemicroreactors for
studying cytochrome P450mediated drugmetabolism.Master’s thesis,
Aalto University School of Chemical Technology, Espoo, Finland

27. Androutsopoulos VP, Papakyriakou A, Vourloumis D, Spandidos
DA. Comparative CYP1A1 and CYP1B1 substrate and inhibitor
profile of dietary flavonoids. Bioorg Med Chem. 2011;19:2842–9.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bmc.2011.03.042.

6686 Sathyanarayanan G. et al.

https://doi.org/10.1021/tx700079z
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00216-008-2291-6
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pharmthera.2012.12.007
https://doi.org/10.1038/nrd941
https://doi.org/10.1038/nrd941
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ejps.2015.12.012
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0958-1669(99)00051-8
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.drudis.2006.05.002
https://doi.org/10.1177/1087057109336592
https://doi.org/10.1177/1087057109336592
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.enzmictec.2007.01.018
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.enzmictec.2007.01.018
https://doi.org/10.1002/adsc.200700082
https://doi.org/10.1002/adsc.200700082
https://doi.org/10.1002/adfm.201802793
https://doi.org/10.1002/jctb.2564
https://doi.org/10.1039/C2LC40318H
https://doi.org/10.1063/1.4807118
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10404-007-0161-8
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10404-007-0161-8
https://doi.org/10.1556/JFC-D-12-00012
https://doi.org/10.1556/JFC-D-12-00012
https://doi.org/10.1039/B917668C
https://doi.org/10.1039/C1LC20844F
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cbpa.2010.06.187
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00216-008-2397-x
https://doi.org/10.1039/B604190F
https://doi.org/10.1002/adma.200901141
https://doi.org/10.1002/adma.200901141
https://doi.org/10.1039/C7TC00038C
https://doi.org/10.1039/C7TC00038C
https://doi.org/10.1039/C5LC00224A
https://doi.org/10.1002/elps.201300271
https://doi.org/10.1002/elps.201300271
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bmc.2011.03.042


28. Mohammadi-Bardbori A, Mohammadi-Bardbori A. Assay for
quantitative determination of CYP1A1 enzyme activity using 7-
ethoxyresorufin as standard substrate (EROD assay). Protoc
Exch. 2014; https://doi.org/10.1038/protex.2014.043.

29. Schiwy A, Brinkmann M, Thiem I, Guder G, Winkens K,
EichbaumK, et al. Determination of the CYP1A-inducing potential
of single substances, mixtures and extracts of samples in the micro-
EROD assay with H4IIE cells. Nat Protoc. 2015;10:1728–41.
https://doi.org/10.1038/nprot.2015.108.

30. Validation of Analytical Procedures: Text and Methodology : ICH.
http://www.ich.org/products/guidelines/quality/quality-single/
article/validation-of-analytical-procedures-text-and-methodology.
html. Accessed 27 Jun 2018

31. Zhou J, Poloyac SM. The effect of therapeutic hypothermia on drug
metabolism and drug response: cellular mechanisms to organ func-
tion. Expert Opin Drug Metab Toxicol. 2011;7:803–16. https://doi.
org/10.1517/17425255.2011.574127.

32. Wu JT, Wu LH, Knight JA. Stability of NADPH: effect of various
factors on the kinetics of degradation. Clin Chem. 1986;32:314–9.

33. Sikanen T, Zwinger T, Tuomikoski S, Franssila S, Lehtiniemi R,
Fager C-M, et al. Temperature modeling and measurement of an
electrokinetic separation chip. Microfluid Nanofluid. 2008;5:479–
91. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10404-008-0260-1.

34. Shih SCC, Goyal G, Kim PW, Koutsoubelis N, Keasling JD,
Adams PD, et al. A versatile microfluidic device for automating
synthetic biology. ACS Synth Biol. 2015;4:1151–64. https://doi.
org/10.1021/acssynbio.5b00062.

35. Chen T, Jia Y, Dong C, Gao J, Mak P-I, Martins RP. Sub-7-second
genotyping of single-nucleotide polymorphism by high-resolution
melting curve analysis on a thermal digital microfluidic device. Lab
Chip. 2016;16:743–52. https://doi.org/10.1039/C5LC01533B.

36. Huang W-K, Chen H-L, Fan S-K (2015) Programmable fragrance
by digital microfluidics. In: 19th International Conference on
Miniaturized Systems for Chemistry and Life Sciences. pp 85–87.

37. Kirby AE, Lafrenière NM, Seale B, Hendricks PI, Cooks RG,
Wheeler AR. Analysis on the go: quantitation of drugs of abuse
in dried urine with digital microfluidics and miniature mass spec-
trometry. Anal Chem. 2014;86:6121–9. https://doi.org/10.1021/
ac5012969.

38. Liu C, Choi K, Kang Y, Kim J, Fobel C, Seale B, et al. Direct
interface between digital microfluidics and high performance liquid
chromatography–mass spectrometry. Anal Chem. 2015;87:11967–
72. https://doi.org/10.1021/acs.analchem.5b03616.

39. Watson MWL, Jebrail MJ, Wheeler AR. Multilayer hybrid
microfluidics: a digital-to-channel interface for sample processing
and separations. Anal Chem. 2010;82:6680–6. https://doi.org/10.
1021/ac101379g.

Digital microfluidic immobilized cytochrome P450 reactors with integrated inkjet-printed microheaters for... 6687

https://doi.org/10.1038/protex.2014.043
https://doi.org/10.1038/nprot.2015.108
http://www.ich.org/products/guidelines/quality/quality-single/article/validation-of-analytical-procedures-text-and-methodology.html
http://www.ich.org/products/guidelines/quality/quality-single/article/validation-of-analytical-procedures-text-and-methodology.html
http://www.ich.org/products/guidelines/quality/quality-single/article/validation-of-analytical-procedures-text-and-methodology.html
https://doi.org/10.1517/17425255.2011.574127
https://doi.org/10.1517/17425255.2011.574127
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10404-008-0260-1
https://doi.org/10.1021/acssynbio.5b00062
https://doi.org/10.1021/acssynbio.5b00062
https://doi.org/10.1039/C5LC01533B
https://doi.org/10.1021/ac5012969
https://doi.org/10.1021/ac5012969
https://doi.org/10.1021/acs.analchem.5b03616
https://doi.org/10.1021/ac101379g
https://doi.org/10.1021/ac101379g

	Digital...
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Experimental
	Materials and reagents
	Fabrication and operation of the digital microfluidic chips
	Fabrication and characterization of the microheaters
	Fabrication and functionalization of porous polymer monoliths
	Cytochrome P450 assays on chip
	Fluorescence measurements

	Results and discussion
	Characterization of the inkjet-printed microheaters
	Evaporation effects
	Porous thiol-ene polymers as solid supports to enzyme immobilization
	Determination of the on-chip cytochrome P450 activity

	Conclusions
	References


