
Lab on a Chip

PAPER

Cite this: Lab Chip, 2023, 23, 2057

Received 4th January 2023,
Accepted 3rd March 2023

DOI: 10.1039/d3lc00007a

rsc.li/loc

Compressive molding of engineered tissues via
thermoresponsive hydrogel devices†

Camille Cassel de Camps, ‡a Stephanie Mok, ‡b Emily Ashby,b Chen Li, b

Paula Lépine,c Thomas M. Durcanc and Christopher Moraes *abde

Biofabrication of tissues requires sourcing appropriate combinations of cells, and then arranging those cells

into a functionally-useful construct. Recently, organoids with diverse cell populations have shown great

promise as building blocks from which to assemble more complex structures. However, organoids typically

adopt spherical or uncontrolled morphologies, which intrinsically limit the tissue structures that can be

produced using this bioassembly technique. Here, we develop microfabricated smart hydrogel platforms in

thermoresponsive poly(N-isopropylacrylamide) to compressively mold microtissues such as spheroids or

organoids into customized forms, on demand. These Compressive Hydrogel Molders (CHyMs) compact at

cell culture temperatures to force loaded tissues into a new shape, and then expand to release the tissues

for downstream applications. As a first demonstration, breast cancer spheroids were biaxially compacted in

cylindrical cavities, and uniaxially compacted in rectangular ones. Spheroid shape changes persisted after

the tissues were released from the CHyMs. We then demonstrate long-term molding of spherical brain

organoids in ring-shaped CHyMs over one week. Fused bridges formed only when brain organoids were

encased in Matrigel, and the resulting ring-shaped organoids expressed tissue markers that correspond

with expected differentiation profiles. These results demonstrate that tissues differentiate appropriately

even during long-term molding in a CHyM. This platform hence provides a new tool to shape pre-made

tissues as desired, via temporary compression and release, allowing an exploration of alternative organoid

geometries as building blocks for bioassembly applications.

Introduction

Biofabrication aims to create 3D tissue constructs with
living cells, for a variety of applications,1,2 and generally
requires microscale strategies to organize and position
multiple cell types with respect to each other, as well as
macroscale approaches to shape the overall tissue.
Traditional biofabrication techniques first form a
biomaterial scaffold, and then populate the scaffold by
seeding with cells.1,3 Bioprinting has recently gained

traction in constructing engineered tissues,1,3 in which
cells and matrix material are simultaneously positioned in
a layer-by-layer fashion to produce a complex 3D
structure.4,5 However, real tissues and organs are typically
much more dense, functionally-diverse, and finely-
organized at the microscale4,6,7 than can be achieved with
conventional bioprinting approaches.4,7 Furthermore,
appropriate sources for the wide variety of cells required
in most tissues remains a major limitation.

Organoid cultures, differentiated from pluripotent stem
cells in a 3D matrix, have emerged as a potential strategy to
obtain multiple finely-organized and functional cell types,
but differing culture protocols and media formulation
requirements often limit their ability to recreate an entire
organ system, particularly those with specialized and distinct
components. Assembling disparate organoids into a larger
tissue via bioprinting may resolve this issue,4,6 while
addressing the limitations of each technique: organoids offer
high cell density, realistic cell types and local
architectures,7–9 while bioprinting can integrate and
assemble functional tissue units to recreate organ function.6

This approach has recently been used to create a continuous
intestinal tube with various gut cells,10 perfusable tissue
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aggregates,7 and physiologically realistic mammary11 and
neural structures.12,13 These successes collectively
demonstrate that hybrid multi-scale engineering of organoids
and assembly via bioprinting or positioning is a promising
strategy to reconstruct and study developmental processes
in vitro, in more complex models than can be achieved with
single-type organoids.14

A potential limitation in this hybrid approach is that the
shape of the building block organoid is largely uncontrolled,
which in turn limits the tissue patterns that can be created.
While some techniques have been developed to influence
organoid shape,15–17 these strategies either leave embedded
structures within the tissues, or will require modification of
existing culture protocols which may unexpectedly affect
organoid function. Here, we envision a strategy in which an
organoid generated with current protocols can be
compressively molded into a desired shape on demand, before
being released for downstream processing in bioprinting
applications. However, molding an organoid into an arbitrary
shape presents significant challenges in mechanical design, as
the molding structure must reversibly actuate with multiple
spatially patterned degrees of freedom and movement.
Furthermore, the molding process must create sufficient force
to permanently deform the organoid, allow release of the soft
biological tissue from the mold, and maintain viability and cell
function during and after operation.

To address these challenges, we turned to smart hydrogels
that can be formed in specific geometries, and adopt distinct

morphologies18–21 in response to various environmental
triggers.20–24 Poly(N-isopropylacrylamide) (PNIPAM) is a well-
established material that contracts at temperatures above
∼32 °C,25 and can maintain a contracted shape at cell culture
temperatures. Here, we develop a strategy to fabricate
Compressive Hydrogel Molders (CHyMs; Fig. 1A) in PNIPAM
that can apply controlled strains to engineered tissues in
culture. Tissues can be released on demand by cooling the
cultures to room temperature. We demonstrate the utility of
this platform using breast cancer spheroids and brain
organoids, and show (1) that applied strains are sufficient to
compact spheroids and change their shape, and (2) that a
model organoid system can be formed into ring-like
structures while maintaining their expected differentiation
program in long-term CHyM culture.

Methods

Unless otherwise stated, all cell culture materials and
supplies were purchased from Fisher Scientific (Ottawa, ON),
and chemicals were from Sigma-Aldrich (Oakville, ON).

Device fabrication & characterization

Assembled mold chambers consisted of several pieces to
allow for complete disassembly after casting to easily
remove the hydrogel devices. Mold pieces for the CHyM
microcavities were designed in Fusion 360 and printed on
an AutoDesk Ember STL 3D printer using PR-57 K black

Fig. 1 Compressive hydrogel molder (CHyM) fabrication. A Schematic of microtissue compression in temperature-actuated PNIPAM hydrogel
devices. B Mold pieces are 3D printed in-house with microcavity geometries as desired, assembled for PNIPAM hydrogel casting, and disassembled
to release replica molded gel devices. C Mold design, D 3D printed microcavity molds glued to glass slide, and E replica molded CHyM with
circular microcavities.
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resin (Colorado Photopolymer Solutions) with 10 μm layer
thickness. Molds were washed in isopropanol, and cured
overnight in a UV chamber at 36 W. Mold walls were
designed in AutoCAD and printed in PLA filament on a
Monoprice Select Mini V2 printer. CHyM mold pieces were
glued onto glass slides using Gorilla Super Glue to form
the bottom of the mold, and mold walls were fastened to
the glass slide (Fig. 1A). Separate solutions of 1% (w/v)
ammonium persulfate (APS) in phosphate-buffered saline
(PBS) and PNIPAM pre-gel (consisting of 1215 μL 20%
PNIPAM in PBS, 810 μL 2% bis-acrylamide, 405 μL PBS,
and 4 μL TEMED per slide) were prepared in glass test
tubes and purged of oxygen by bubbling nitrogen gas
through the liquid for 20 minutes, as described
previously.26 The two solutions were mixed in a 1 : 9 ratio
(APS solution to PNIPAM pre-gel), poured into the
assembled mold, and a glass coverslip was placed on top
to limit oxygen diffusion into the polymerizing hydrogel
for 20 minutes. To facilitate casting of the small central
pillars in the ring-shaped CHyMs, 70% ethanol was
sprayed onto the mold before filling, and a syringe and
needle (25 gauge) were used to fill the pillars. The mold
was disassembled to release the PNIPAM CHyMs, which
were trimmed using a razor blade, rinsed in water, and
then washed 3 times in PBS. CHyMs were allowed to swell
overnight in 1% antibiotic–antimycotic in PBS, and stored
in this solution at 4 °C until use. To reduce cell adhesion
to contracted PNIPAM (which is hydrophobic), CHyMs
were incubated in a filtered solution of 1% BSA in PBS
for 2 hours at 37 °C the day before spheroid/organoid
loading. They were kept in this solution overnight at 4
°C, rinsed with PBS, and soaked in media for 2 hours at
room temperature immediately before use.

Spheroid & organoid generation

All cell cultures were maintained at 37 °C with 5% CO2. Human
breast cancer cell line T47D (ATCC HTB-133) was maintained
in Dulbecco's Modified Eagle Medium with 10% fetal bovine
serum and 1% antibiotic–antimycotic (complete media) with
media changes every 2–3 days, and passaged using 0.25%
trypsin–EDTA when 80% confluent. Spheroids were generated
as previously described,27 using a polyacrylamide (PAA)
micropocket platform to aggregate T47D cells. Briefly, cell
suspensions were prepared at 15 × 106 cells per mL, dispensed
into PAA devices, and incubated for 2 days to allow spheroid
formation before loading into CHyMs. Spheroids were also
generated in agarose micropockets, with the same method. The
agarose micropockets were fabricated using micropocket mold
pieces (3D printed as above) in PNIPAM mold assemblies. A
1% agarose solution was microwaved in 10 second intervals
until melted, used to fill the mold assemblies, and then
allowed to set for 40 minutes. Agarose devices were prepared
for cell culture in the same manner as CHyMs.

iPSCs were cultured in mTeSR (StemCell Technologies)
on Matrigel-coated plates with daily media changes, and

passaged using Gentle Cell Dissociation Reagent (StemCell
Technologies) when 70% confluent. Regions of spontaneous
differentiation were cleared manually. The use of iPSCs in
this research was approved by the McGill University Health
Centre Research Ethics Board (DURCAN_IPSC/2019-5374).
Cerebral organoids were generated according to the
Lancaster protocol8 using human control iPSC line AIW002-
02 (male), which was obtained through The Neuro's C-BIG
repository and had passed multistep quality control.28 Cells
that were at least 70% confluent were washed with DMEM
and incubated with Accutase (Gibco) for 3–5 minutes.
DMEM (equal volume to Accutase) was added, the liquid
pipetted across the surface of the culture vessel to assist
with detaching the cells, and collected; this was repeated
once more. Cells were centrifuged at 1200 rpm for 3
minutes. The pellet was resuspended in 1 mL of hES media
(low bFGF, with ROCK inhibitor; consisting of 400 mL
DMEM-F12 + Glutamax, 100 mL Knockout Serum
Replacement, 15 mL hESC-quality FBS (Gibco), 5 mL MEM-
non-essential amino acids, 3.5 μL 2-mercaptoethanol, bFGF
at 4 ng mL−1 final concentration, and ROCK inhibitor at 50
μM final concentration)8 using a P1000 tip plus a P200 tip
on top.29 An aliquot was stained with Trypan Blue, and cells
were counted using a LUNA-II™ Automated Cell Counter.
Cell suspensions were diluted in hES media to seed 10 000
live cells/well in 96-well round-bottom ultralow attachment
plates (Corning Costar), and centrifuged at 1200 rpm for 10
minutes. Media was changed on Day 2 to hES media (low
bFGF, no ROCK inhibitor), on Day 4 to hES media (no
bFGF, no ROCK inhibitor), and on Day 6 to neural
induction media (consisting of DMEM-F12 + Glutamax, 1%
N2 supplement, 1% MEM-non-essential amino acids, and
heparin at 1 μg mL−1 final concentration)8 using a
multichannel pipette. To remove media, the culture plate
was held vertically so organoids would fall to the sides of
the wells; pipette tips were inserted into the wells at an
upwards angle, away from the organoids, and media was
aspirated slowly. To add media, the culture plate was rested
on a surface horizontally, and pipette tips were inserted into
the wells at an angle so that they pressed against the sides
of the wells; media was ejected slowly. Organoids were
maintained until Day 10 in neural induction media before
loading into CHyMs.

Tissue compression in CHyMs & release

To remove spheroids from the PAA micropockets so they
could be loaded into CHyMs, media was pipetted rapidly at
the micropocket device to displace the spheroids. In a
separate plate, media was aspirated out of wells and CHyM
microcavities, and cut P200 pipette tips (tips were cut to
enlarge the opening) were used to transfer spheroids or early-
stage organoids into the devices. Tissues were allowed to
settle into the microcavities for several minutes before
adding media to each well (complete media for T47D
spheroids, neural induction media for cerebral organoids).
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Devices were incubated at 37 °C for up to 2 weeks with media
changes every 4 days. Matrigel was added to some organoids
the day after loading by pipetting a droplet onto the ring
microcavity. To release tissues from CHyMs after compressive
molding, media was removed from the wells and cold media
was added to quickly drop the temperature of the devices to
expand them and allow for tissue removal, after which tissues
were returned to 37 °C.

Live tissue analyses

Spheroids and organoids were imaged using an EVOS™ M700
Imaging System or an Olympus IX73 spinning disc confocal
microscope. Live/dead staining was performed using calcein
AM and ethidium homodimer-1 (Life Technologies) at 4 μM in
media for 40 minutes at 37 °C. Device and tissue measurements
were performed manually in Fiji software,30 using the Stitching
plugin31 where necessary to stitch image tiles together.

Immunostaining

Tissues were fixed with 4% (w/v) paraformaldehyde,
spheroids overnight at 4 °C, and organoids for 1 hour at
room temperature with CHyMs flipped upside down, and
then washed 3 times with PBS. Organoids were stained using
a whole-mount staining protocol. They were blocked for 4
hours at room temperature with 0.5% Triton X-100 + 5% goat
serum in PBS, and incubated with primary antibodies diluted
in blocking buffer overnight at 4 °C. Organoids were then
washed 3 times for 10 minutes in PBS, incubated with
secondary antibodies and Hoescht 33342 diluted in blocking
buffer overnight at 4 °C, and washed 3 times. Early-stage
brain organoids were mounted on glass slides with
Fluoromount Aqueous Mounting Media, coverslips were
sealed with clear nail polish, and images were collected on a
Zeiss laser scanning confocal microscope. Organoids
compressed in CHyMs were imaged with a Leica TCS SP8
confocal microscope using an imaging chamber created by a
stack of adhesive imaging spacers (Electron Microscopy
Sciences, 70327-8S) between a glass slide and coverslip.
Antibodies and stains were used as follows: anti-N-cadherin
at 1 : 25 (rat monoclonal, DSHB Hybridoma Product MNCD2;
MNCD2 was deposited to the DSHB by Takeichi, M./
Matsunami, H.), anti-E-cadherin at 1 : 200 (rabbit
monoclonal, Abcam ab40772), anti-E-cadherin at 1 : 50
(mouse monoclonal, Abcam ab1416), goat anti-rat IgG (H + L)
Alexa Fluor® 555 at 1 : 500 (polyclonal, Life Technologies
A21434), donkey anti-rabbit IgG H&L (DyLight® 650) at 1 : 500
(polyclonal, Abcam ab96894), goat anti-mouse IgG H&L (Alexa
Fluor® 488) at 1 : 1000 (polyclonal, Abcam ab150113),
phalloidin–tetramethylrhodamine B isothiocyanate at 1 : 50
(Sigma-Aldrich P1951), and Hoescht 33342 at 1 : 5000
(Invitrogen H3570).

Statistical analysis

Analyses were performed in R statistical software.32 If
data were normally distributed and variances were equal,

one-way ANOVA was performed with Tukey post hoc
comparisons; if variances were not equal, Welch's t-test
was performed for 2 groups, or Welch's ANOVA for
more groups with Games–Howell post hoc tests. If data
were non-normally distributed, the Wilcoxon signed-rank
test was performed for 2 groups, or the Kruskal–Wallis
test was performed for more groups. For paired data, as
the differences of the pairs were not normally
distributed, the Wilcoxon matched-pairs signed-rank test
was used. All analyses for significance were carried out
with α = 0.05.

Results & discussion
CHyM device fabrication

To produce the temperature-actuated CHyMs needed to
compress tissues (Fig. 1A), PNIPAM hydrogels were cast
against and released from stereolithographically-printed 3D
molds (Fig. 1B–D), which we have previously used to produce
complex shapes for tissue engineering in polyacrylamide
hydrogels.27 This approach allowed us to rapidly iterate and
design a wide variety of geometries, and to incorporate
sloped walls above the microcavity to funnel the cultured
tissue into the cavity. Replica molded PNIPAM gels released
easily from the disassembled polymerization chamber
(Fig. 1E), and were confirmed to contract at temperatures
above ∼32 °C. When placed in a 37 °C incubator, devices
rapidly contracted, but expansion of the contracted hydrogels
when returned to room temperature was slower and took up
to 2 hours to swell completely, depending on device
geometry. Fortunately, the initial expansion was generally
sufficient to release compressed tissues within minutes, and
expansion can be accelerated by adding chilled media,
provided the biological tissue can handle the cold shock
without long-term impact.

Directionally-defined compressive molding

To demonstrate the potential for this technology in
applying multidirectional strains to tissues of interest,
we developed two simple test cases in which tissues can
be biaxially compacted in a cylindrical microcavity, or
uniaxially compressed between platens in a rectangular
microcavity (Fig. 2A). With this formulation of PNIPAM,
hydrogels reproduced mold features with reasonable
fidelity, and cavity shapes were observed to shrink to
less than half their original size upon incubation
(Fig. 2B). Although some warping was observed at the
CHyM periphery (likely due to manual trimming of the
devices during fabrication), the tissue chamber features
themselves shrank evenly with no skew or stretch, and
shrinkage was highly consistent and predictable
(Fig. 2C and D). Since it may be possible to alter the
degree of compaction based on gel formulation, we
tested other PNIPAM pre-gel formulations with varying
concentrations of PNIPAM. Device contraction was found
to be significantly impacted, but over a relatively small
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dynamic range (ESI† Fig. S1). Alternatively, varying the
amount of crosslinker or nanoscale gel architecture may
be a useful strategy to achieve more broadly tunable
compaction ratios.33,34

Given the robust shrinkage ratios observed, this
approach can hence be applied in principle to generate a
wide range of three-dimensional compressive molding fields
based on the desired shrunken dimensions of the hydrogel.
While the compressive fields generated will be limited by
the replica molding cast-and-peel technique which cannot
produce fully-enclosed 3D structures, replicating
overhanging features27 can partly ameliorate this concern by
enabling fabrication of CHyMs with partially enclosed
cavities. We note that while this might permit out-of-plane
deformation of the cultured tissue, microcavities could be
designed sufficiently deep to allow this deformation to
occur without issue. Feature dimensions however will always
be limited by 3D print resolution of molds and the fidelity
of the hydrogel replica-molding process. While this may
hence require some process optimization, the dimensions
demonstrated here are sufficient for a wide variety of
spheroid and organoid applications.

Elastic and plastic tissue deformation in CHyM-compacted
tissues

As a first demonstration of the tissue molding operation,
cancer spheroids were formed in spherical micropocket
devices using a previously established protocol,27 loaded into
the cylindrical and rectangular CHyM devices, and
compressed for up to 24 hours (Fig. 3A and D). Tissue
compaction was rapid and plateaued within 4 hours at radial
compression levels of ∼50% (Fig. 3B). Although considerable,
these compaction levels are not surprising given our previous
findings of significant internal spaces within spheroids
formed using this technique.26,35 Once the CHyMs were
expanded and the tissues released, they did slightly increase
in size within 30 minutes, but then remained in a compacted
state for at least 3 hours (Fig. 3C), demonstrating that the
spheroid had been both plastically and elastically deformed
during compression. Similar results were observed when
measuring aspect ratio of spheroids placed under uniaxial
compression, where a small amount of elastic recoil was
observed after releasing the tissue from compression
(Fig. 3D and E). In all cases, cell viability remained high after

Fig. 2 Characterization of device operation in biaxial and uniaxial compression designs. A Schematic of PNIPAM hydrogel devices, with circular
and rectangular microcavities to hold cultured tissues. B Devices and microcavities shrink upon incubation. Measurements of C circular and D
rectangular microcavity dimensions at room temperature (expanded) and after 24 h incubation (compact). Dashed lines indicate original mold
dimensions. (Data in C presented as mean ± standard deviation; n = 38–44 samples; ***p < 0.001 by Welch's t-test. Data in D presented as mean
± standard deviation; n = 9; **p < 0.01 by Wilcoxon matched-pairs signed-rank test).
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the compaction process (Fig. 3D and S2† for comparison to
polyacrylamide, agarose).

Ring-like brain organoid molding

Since tissues often form tube-like structures such as gut or
neural tubes,36–38 we next demonstrate the potential utility of
this platform by molding organoids into ring-like building
blocks, that may ultimately be used to generate tube-like
structures via downstream bioprinting.6 We therefore
designed CHyMs with ring-shaped microcavities (Fig. 4A).
This more complex shape was reproducible during device
fabrication, and demonstrated similar well-controlled and
repeatable shrinkage properties as those observed in the
uniaxial and biaxial compression devices. Both the cavity
space and the central post of the ring shrank upon
incubation, and several cavity/post dimension combinations
were tested to illustrate the range of possibilities achievable
(Fig. 4B and C). Based on the anticipated size of early-stage
brain organoids and their growth rates at the time of
molding,39 CHyM devices with 500 μm cavities and 0.75 mm
posts were selected and used in all subsequent experiments.
These molds produced structures with an expanded diameter
of ∼1.7 mm, shrinking to ∼0.9 mm when compact, which
should allow the organoid to wrap around the central pillar
over one week in the CHyM.

During brain organoid formation, many protocols
suggest encapsulating the organoid in an extracellular

matrix approximately 7 days after the initial formation
of the embryoid body. We found that the extracellular
matrix Matrigel could be readily incorporated into
contracted CHyM devices after initial organoid
compression (Fig. 5A). The initial compression of the
mold only slightly deformed the brain organoid, which
then grew within the compressed cavity to wrap around
the central post and reproducibly form a bridge with
itself over ∼6 days of growth (Fig. 5A; schematic in
Fig. 5C). Interestingly, only those organoids encapsulated
in Matrigel fused around the central pillar to form rings
(Fig. 5B), while organoids that were not encapsulated in
Matrigel generally formed a simple elongated organoid
adjacent to the central pillar (representative image in
Fig. 5D). Similar results were observed when organoids
were loaded into CHyMs on days 7–11 after organoid
seeding.

In contrast with the previous short-term tissue
deformation experiments, these molding experiments
were longer and required growth of the tissue into the
confining mold chamber, after the initial molding
stress was applied. Hence, although this is a
combination of both compressive and growth-molding
processes, dynamically changing the volume of the
culture chamber reduced the length of time required
to fill the ring-shaped cavity, and also facilitated
release after compression for downstream processing
and imaging.

Fig. 3 Spheroid compression and release with simple shapes. A A T47D spheroid loaded into a room temperature (expanded) circular microcavity,
and after 24 h of incubation. B Spheroid diameter during incubation (data presented as mean ± standard deviation; n = 5–22; ***p < 0.001 by
Welch's ANOVA with Games–Howell post hoc test). C Spheroid diameter after addition of chilled media to expand devices and release spheroids
from compression (data presented as mean ± standard deviation; n = 3; p = 0.1686 by Kruskal–Wallis test). D A T47D spheroid loaded into a room
temperature (expanded) rectangular microcavity, after 24 h of incubation with live/dead staining, and after fixing and release (device is expanded).
E Measurements of aspect ratio upon loading into rectangular microcavities, after 24 h incubation, and after fixing (data presented as mean ±

standard deviation; n = 3–6; *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01 by Welch's ANOVA with Games–Howell post hoc test).
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Throughout this process, the organoid was maintained
within a compacted hydrogel structure which may limit
diffusion of nutrients and waste. We therefore wanted to
confirm that the CHyM did not affect the biological function
of the tissue. We first verified that organoids remained viable
after 6 days within the CHyM (ESI† Fig. S3), suggesting that
sufficient nutrient and oxygen exchange was occurring. We
then examined differentiation markers known to
characteristically change during this stage of brain organoid
culture. At early stages of brain organoid development,
tissues strongly express E-cadherin, which is replaced with
N-cadherin as differentiation progresses.40–42 We first
confirmed that organoids showed high levels of E-cadherin
expression prior to loading them into the CHyM devices
(ESI† Fig. S4). Then, after growth and removal from the
CHyM device, E-cadherin expression was minimal, while
substantial N-cadherin was observed (Fig. 5B). This switch
in cadherin expression is consistent with expected
progression of cells in this differentiation process, and
strongly indicative of appropriate stem cell differentiation.

Hence, extended culture in CHyMs did not affect the
differentiation program of cells, suggesting that the CHyM
system may be useful in both short- and long-term
compressive molding applications.

While the applications demonstrated in this paper are
in shaping microtissues via compressive molding, we
believe this platform might be of future importance in
investigating fundamental and applied questions in tissue
biomechanics and mechanobiology. For example, this
platform provides the basis with which to apply spatially-
directed compressive forces on developing tissues, which
could be used to understand the biophysical cues that
drive tumour metastasis, and other mechanically-related
diseases.43–47 Controlled tissue deformation could be used
to measure both mechanical plasticity and recovery, and
this information could be used to characterize complex
tissue mechanics.46–49 Such platforms could also be used
to recreate the various external stresses present during 3D
tissue morphogenesis, the process by which tissues,
organs, and whole organisms are shaped.46,50–52 Given
several recent studies demonstrating the clear importance
of shape-driven mechanical forces on tissue development
in tissues as diverse as the pancreas,53 placenta,54

lung,55,56 kidney,57 mammary gland,58,59 heart,37,60

embryonic germ layers,46,61 and neural tissues,41,62–65 we
believe that the ability to apply 3D deformations to tissues
on demand could serve as both a fundamental discovery
tool to understand the immediate impact of forces on
biological function, as well as an applied strategy to
produce shaped tissues of interest.

Conclusions

We have developed a novel platform utilizing the smart
hydrogel PNIPAM to compressively mold microscale tissues
such as spheroids and organoids in a standard cell culture
incubator. The geometry of the replica-molded microcavities
can be designed in a variety of simple or complex shapes,
and can be used to apply selected compressive profiles to
tissues in culture. The CHyM platform makes it possible to
start with uncontrolled and randomly shaped spheroids and
organoids, thus enabling integration with existing spheroid/
organoid generation methods, and via compressive molding
to produce tissues with morphologies as desired. This
technology could be applied to shape building blocks for
bioassembly to create larger and more complex tissue
constructs containing multiple tissue types, combining
advantages of organoid cultures and bioprinting. This would
yield more realistic and functional synthetic organs, and
could also facilitate developmental studies in systems with
various interacting components.

Conflicts of interest

There are no conflicts of interest to declare.
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