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Abstract: Skin is one of the organs most tested for toxicity and safety evaluation during the process
of drug research and development and in the past has usually been performed in vivo using animals.
Over the last few years, non-animal alternatives have been developed and validated epidermis
models for human and rat skin are already available. Our goal was to develop a histotypical
canine skin analog, suitable for non-animal biocompatibility and biosafety assessment. Canine
keratinocytes were seeded in an air-lift culture using an adapted version of the CELLnTEC protocol.
Corrosion and irritation protocols were adapted from human EpiSkinTM. For histological analysis,
sample biopsies were fixed in neutral-buffered formalin, and paraffin slices were routinely processed
and stained with hematoxylin and eosin. A canine multilayer and stratified epidermal-like tissue
(cEpiderm), confirmed by histological analysis, was obtained. The cEpiderm tissue exhibited normal
morphological and functional characteristics of epidermis, namely impermeability and an adequate
response to stressors. The cEpiderm is a promising canine skin model for non-animal safety testing
of veterinary pharmaceuticals and/or cosmetics, significantly contributing to reducing undesirable
in vivo approaches. cEpiderm is therefore a valid canine skin model and may be made commercially
available either as a service or as a product.

Keywords: histotypical skin culture; skin analog; skin; epidermis; non-animal testing

1. Introduction

Skin analogs or skin equivalents are extensively used in research and the testing of
various products in different industries such as cosmetics, pharmaceuticals and skin care
companies [1]. These analogs can also have applications in the treatment of acute and
chronic wounds such as burns or diabetic wounds, additionally they aid in the research of
new ways of treatments for various diseases such as melanoma and psoriasis [2,3].

Skin analogs have become quite popular because they are a sustainable and practical
alternative compared to the use of live animals or mammalian skin explants, and they
can also reduce significant errors and inaccuracies principally with regard to differences
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between species since the biochemistry and physiology of the skin varies from species to
species [4].

Initially in vitro skin analogs consisted of a two-dimensional layer of cultured cells,
mainly keratinocytes to represent the epidermal and outer layer of the skin, or fibroblasts
that represented the dermal layer and were used mainly for toxicity assessment. However,
these skin models lack the ability to mimic the penetration and absorption of different
chemicals and materials of the live skin [5]. The development of new technologies and
research has increased, especially in the case of human epidermal models capable of
mimicking the in vivo skin, its morphology, its biomolecular and metabolic properties [6].
Skin analogs based on air-lift organotypic cultures have been developed, creating a three-
dimensional skin model capable of simulating the permeability and absorption capacity
of the in vivo skin. These 3D models may also incorporate components of a dermal
layer, such as fibroblasts, or other skin cells, introducing complexity and versatility to
these biosystems.

The skin barrier function is very complex and difficult to be artificially replicated
because of the lack of skin equivalents including appendages, vasculature and lipids, thus
the gold standard is still the use of in vivo testing. However, human skin equivalents
are already being used by pharmaceutical and cosmetic companies, mainly in the pre-
liminary phases for product development to screen the potential toxicity of unknown
materials [7]. Most of the reconstructed human epidermal models commercialized today
include EpiSkin®, SkinEthic®, and Epiderm®, while living skin equivalents are commer-
cialized by GraftSkin®, EpidermFT®, and Phenion®. These human skin analogs are the
standards used in the testing of irritation, corrosion and sensitization tests used in most
companies and they may serve as models for the development of new skin analogs, for
instance for animal skin analogs, since they are approved and regulated and follow the
OECD test guidelines for chemicals [2,8–10].

Indeed, animal skin models are needed for the development of pharmaceutical and
cosmetic products for veterinary use, yet there are no canine skin equivalents commer-
cially available. Although, some methodologies were described to maintain canine skin
biopsies in culture [11,12], to isolate dermal fibroblasts and keratinocytes and to obtain a
3D multilayer epidermis using natural canine skin explants [4,13,14], there is a lack of an
easily standardizable methodology using culture-developed canine epidermis to test the
efficacy and the biosafety of veterinary products. Thus, the aim of this study was to develop
a canine epidermis analog based on CPEK (canine progenitor epithelial keratinocytes)
expansion and differentiation in culture at the air–liquid surface. Tissue patches developed
by this strategy are highly reproduceable and useful as a skin surrogate for veterinary
product development.

2. Materials and Methods

For the development of the cEpiderm, epidermal keratinocyte progenitor cells supplied
by CELLnTEC (Bern, Switzerland) were used. The 3D keratinocyte Starter Protocol [15]
was followed with some adaptations. Briefly, 2 × 106 cells were seeded in uncoated in-
serts (VWR Internacional, Carnaxide, Portugal), in DMEM (Sigma-Aldrich, Darmstadt,
Germany) supplemented with 10% fetal bovine serum (FBS; Biowest, Nuaille, France),
5 ng/mL insulin (Sigma-Aldrich, Darmstadt, Germany) and 10 ng/mL epithelial growth
factor (EGF; Sino Biological, Eschborn, Germany). The culture medium inside and out-
side the inserts was changed every 2–3 days until confluence was reached, which typ-
ically occurred 7–10 days after seeding. After the confirmation of the confluence, the
culture media was changed, inside and outside the insert, for differentiation medium
(CnT-PR-3D, CELLnTEC). The following day, the inserts were air-lifted to promote differ-
entiation, and changing of the medium under the insert was carried out every 2–3 days
until an epidermis-like tissue was obtained (see Figure 1).



BioChem 2022, 2 217

BioChem 2022, 2, FOR PEER REVIEW 3 
 

 

and changing of the medium under the insert was carried out every 2–3 days until an 

epidermis-like tissue was obtained (see Figure 1). 

For histological analysis, tissue patches were collected and fixed in 10% neutral-buff-

ered formalin (VWR Internacional, Carnaxide, Portugal) and processed for examination 

by standard light microscopy techniques (Olympus Iberica, Llobregat, Spain). Paraffin 

(Panreac AppliChem, Darmstadt, Germany) sections were cut at 3 μm and stained with 

hematoxylin-eosin (Harries Hematoxylin modified solution for clinical diagnosis, Panreac 

AppliChem, Darmstadt, Germany; Eosin Y, Merk, Darmstadt, Germany) [16]. 

 

Figure 1. Schematic representation of the keratinocyte differentiation process. Microscopic photo-

graphs of the cell culture in the upper boxes showing the cell density (at seeding time and after 10-

day culture) and a histological image of the differentiated tissue in the side box (stained with eosin-

hematoxylin). 

To assess cell barrier impermeability, 1% Triton-X100 (Sigma-Aladrich, Darmstadt, 

Germany) was added on top of the epidermal tissue and incubated over 4 h at 37 °C [14], 

and subsequently cell viability was measured with CCK-8 (Sigma Aldrich, Darmstadt, 

Germany) [17]. 

Corrosion and irritation tests were performed using a validated methodology for hu-

man skin models [8,9]. Briefly, stimuli were performed using 5% SDS (Himedia, Ein-

hausen, Germany) and glacial acetic acid (Fisher Chemical, Porto Salvo, Portugal) for the 

irritation and the corrosion tests, respectively. PBS (phosphate buffer saline, in mM: 

Na2HPO4 10.0; KH2PO4 1.8; NaCl 137.0; KCl 2.7; pH 7.4) was used as control. Tissue 

patches were incubated with the stimuli for 42 min at room temperature for the irritation 

test, and 3 min and 60 min at 37 °C for the corrosion tests. After incubation, the inserts 

were washed with PBS to remove any traces of the stimuli, and CCK-8 was added to assess 

cell viability according to the supplier’s instructions [8–10,17]. 

3. Results and Discussion 

An air-lift keratinocyte’s histotypical culture was produced and morphological, his-

tological and functional assessments were performed to evaluate its canine epidermal-like 

(cEpiderm) properties. 

3.1. Morphological and Histological Characterization of the cEpiderm 

The tissue patches obtained were constituted by a multilayer of canine keratinocytes, 

3–4 cell layers thick, generating a stratified epidermal-like tissue, confirmed by histologi-

cal analysis (Figure 2). 

Figure 1. Schematic representation of the keratinocyte differentiation process. Microscopic pho-
tographs of the cell culture in the upper boxes showing the cell density (at seeding time and after
10-day culture) and a histological image of the differentiated tissue in the side box (stained with
eosin-hematoxylin).

For histological analysis, tissue patches were collected and fixed in 10% neutral-
buffered formalin (VWR Internacional, Carnaxide, Portugal) and processed for examination
by standard light microscopy techniques (Olympus Iberica, Llobregat, Spain). Paraffin
(Panreac AppliChem, Darmstadt, Germany) sections were cut at 3 µm and stained with
hematoxylin-eosin (Harries Hematoxylin modified solution for clinical diagnosis, Panreac
AppliChem, Darmstadt, Germany; Eosin Y, Merk, Darmstadt, Germany) [16].

To assess cell barrier impermeability, 1% Triton-X100 (Sigma-Aladrich, Darmstadt,
Germany) was added on top of the epidermal tissue and incubated over 4 h at 37 ◦C [14],
and subsequently cell viability was measured with CCK-8 (Sigma Aldrich, Darmstadt,
Germany) [17].

Corrosion and irritation tests were performed using a validated methodology for hu-
man skin models [8,9]. Briefly, stimuli were performed using 5% SDS (Himedia, Einhausen,
Germany) and glacial acetic acid (Fisher Chemical, Porto Salvo, Portugal) for the irritation
and the corrosion tests, respectively. PBS (phosphate buffer saline, in mM: Na2HPO4
10.0; KH2PO4 1.8; NaCl 137.0; KCl 2.7; pH 7.4) was used as control. Tissue patches were
incubated with the stimuli for 42 min at room temperature for the irritation test, and
3 min and 60 min at 37 ◦C for the corrosion tests. After incubation, the inserts were washed
with PBS to remove any traces of the stimuli, and CCK-8 was added to assess cell viability
according to the supplier’s instructions [8–10,17].

3. Results and Discussion

An air-lift keratinocyte’s histotypical culture was produced and morphological, histo-
logical and functional assessments were performed to evaluate its canine epidermal-like
(cEpiderm) properties.

3.1. Morphological and Histological Characterization of the cEpiderm

The tissue patches obtained were constituted by a multilayer of canine keratinocytes,
3–4 cell layers thick, generating a stratified epidermal-like tissue, confirmed by histological
analysis (Figure 2).

The epidermal-like tissue (Figure 2A) exhibited cohesive keratinocytes (single layer
of keratinized cells) comparable to those observed in the squamous epithelial cells of skin
epidermis (Figure 2B). The keratinocytes in the histotypical model are cuboidal or slightly
flattened cells that are attached to adjacent cells via desmosomes, which is also a feature of
canine epidermis.
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Figure 2. Micrographs of a section of the canine epidermis-like culture (A) and a canine skin
biopsy (B), both routinely processed and stained with hematoxylin and eosin (400× amplification).
Legend: (a) insert porous membrane; (b) keratinocyte layers of the histotypical culture; (c) cell
junctions; (d) keratinocyte nucleus; (e) stratum corneum-like layer; (f) stratum corneum; (g) epidermis;
(h) dermis.

Our results are in a good agreement with those observed by Yagihara and collaborators
(2011), whereby using inserts coated with type-I collagen allowed for the observation that
CPEK cells cultured at an air–liquid interface became stratified and formed characteristic
epidermis layers [18].

3.2. Functional Characterization of the cEpiderm

Exposing the cEpiderm apical side to 0.1% Triton X-100 evoked a 45% reduction in cell
viability (Figure 3A), revealing a good impermeability performance, an important feature
of a functional epidermal-like tissue [9].
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Figure 3. Cellular viability accessed in permeability (A), irritation (B), and corrosion (C) tests. PBS
was used as control; Triton: 0.1% Triton X-100; SDS: 5% SDS; AA: acetic acid (glacial).

For functional irritation response, the cEpiderm slices were exposed on the apical
side to 5% SDS. The negatively charged detergent induced a loss of cell viability of 95%
compared to controls (Figure 3B). Histological evaluation of the biopsies revealed that
SDS acted by disrupting the structure of cEpiderm patches, causing detachments of the
keratinocytes (Figure 4, upper panel).

For this test, a known irritant (SDS) was used and the cEpiderm response was similar
to the reference tables, corresponding to a loss of cell viability above 50% [8,10].

After a corrosion insult with acetic acid (glacial), the cell viability declined to 0% after
3 min of exposure, remaining at 0% after 60 min (Figure 3C). Histological evaluation has
shown that the cell patches remain attached but show a progressive disruption of the tissue,
characterized by a loss of integrity at the tissue surface (see arrows in Figure 4, lower panel).
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Figure 4. Micrographs of sections of the cEpiderm untreated (Control) and upon irritation (5% SDS)
or corrosion (acetic acid) insult. Arrows point to tissue disruption.

Acetic acid (glacial) is a known subcategory 1A corrosive chemical which causes
an acute massive loss of cell viability (>95%) [9,10], consistent with the response of the
cEpiderm model.

The cEpiderm responded as expected to corrosion, irritation and permeability assess-
ment tests, and in accordance with the observations in equivalent human in vitro tests [8].
These are good indicators of cEpiderm’s functional barrier and response to stressors [10],
suggesting that it is suitable to be used in biosafety and biocompatibility screening studies.
This canine epidermis model presents the properties to be used for other common tests in
drug and cosmetics development, but also for other stimuli assessment (e.g., phototoxic-
ity, response to UV-lights), permeability and/or skin sensitivity (evaluating the epithelial
immune activation). Considering the above, the canine epidermis model described in
this paper has the potential to greatly contribute to the reduction of animal testing in the
development of veterinary products. On the other hand, the cEpiderm skin model lacks a
circulation system, thus having limited applicability to evaluate angiogenesis, a process
involved in wound healing in vivo [5].

One limitation of this work was the absence of reference tables for the irritation and
corrosion in vitro tests for canine skin or epidermis, such as those already available for
human skin models [19]. In the future, guidelines for corrosion and irritation tests appliable
for in vitro canine epidermis should be defined, so the cEpiderm may be validated as a
canine skin surrogate.

4. Conclusions

A stratified epidermal-like tissue, cEpiderm, which responds to irritation and corro-
sion insults, according to the OECD guidelines for human skin models, was successfully
developed using commercially available keratinocytes (CPEK) grown in air-lift uncoated
inserts. The cEpiderm has a high repeatability potential and is suitable for large-scale use.

The use of species-specific histotypical models for epidermis may contribute to more
accurate safety results and to a significative reduction in animal testing in the development
of veterinary pharmaceuticals and cosmetic products. The high standardization potential
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of this epidermis model makes it suitable for the future development of guidelines for
animal-free canine skin testing.
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