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From the Editors

Toxicity Testing in the 21st Century

This month’s lead is a summary and review of
the National Research Council’s “Toxicity Testing
in the 21st Century: A Vision and A Strategy.”1 In
this article, Daniel Krewski, Melvin Andersen, Ellen
Mantus, and Lauren Zeise summarize a vision to ad-
vance toxicity testing and human health assessment
of environmental agents. They describe how scien-
tific advances can transform toxicity testing to al-
low additional assessments of potentially toxic chem-
icals by using more timely and more cost-effective
methods, including high- and medium-throughput
in vitro screening assays, computational toxicology
and systems biology, along with other emerging high-
content testing methodologies, such as functional ge-
nomics and transcriptomics.

Suresh Moolgavkar, our Area Editor for Health
Risk Assessment, asked six experts with different
perspectives to comment on the paper. Each praises
the vision and offers suggestions for making it more
useful. Rory Connolly argues that if we expect risk
assessment to maintain high throughput and be accu-
rate, then there is need to address the issues of mi-
crodosimetry, adaptive responses and homeostasis.
E. Donald Elliott focuses on the regulatory perspec-
tive, wondering why a regulator would ever take the
political and legal risk to be the first to base an ac-
tual regulatory decision on the new model, and then
he wonders if a judge would uphold a regulatory de-
cision based on the new vision. Elliott argues for a
legally sophisticated group or institution to take up
the issues where the NAS Committee left off and
fill in the gaps so that Toxicity Testing in the 21st
Century can actually be used by regulatory author-
ities. Dale Hattis notes that while high-throughput
testing may ultimately be of substantial value, for
higher profile decisions on major agents in commerce
involving complex tradeoffs of risks and economic
impacts for different policy options, the findings of
high-throughput tests will not be sufficient. For these,
a system that quantitatively assesses actual health
risks and the large associated uncertainties will be
essential.

A commentary by Robert H. Kavlock and col-
leagues acknowledges the challenges laid out in
the Krewski et al. perspective, and describes the
NIH/EPA collaboration called Tox21. With four fo-
cus groups devoted to different components of the
NRC vision, the Tox21 consortium constitutes a
concerted, long-term effort to identify mechanisms
of chemically-induced biological activity, prioritize
chemicals for more extensive evaluation and de-
velop more predictive models of in vivo biological
response. Lorenz R. Rhomberg urges Risk Analy-
sis readers to read the full NRC report, focusing on
a careful consideration of the ways that risk assess-
ment will have to change to deal with the new testing
approaches. He highlights his view that the new vi-
sion consists of more than new testing technologies,
but is based on a change in the questions that tox-
icology addresses, that is, a shift toward identifying
causes and then inferring possible effects. The final
commentary by Joyce Tsuji stresses the difficulties
of developing in vitro assays that can predict in vivo
outcomes with adequate sensitivity and specificity
and discusses challenges for public health decision-
makers in dealing with uncertainty.

Krewski et al. briefly reply to each commentary
and encourage us to use their paper and the accom-
panying commentaries as a starting point for think-
ing about a more complete evaluation of the future
directions for toxicity testing as set out in the full
NRC report. We’re pleased with this set of papers
and hope that you will consider proposing similar sets
of papers to us.

The other papers in this issue examine terrorism,
food contamination, endangered species, and other
risk-related challenges. Yacov Haimes, our Area Ed-
itor for Engineering, had discussed the meaning of
“vulnerability” in a 2006 article in Risk Analysis.2

His perspective article in this issue examines what
we mean by “resilience.” He considers existing def-
initions and arrives at one that will prove useful to
practitioners. Terje Aven and Ortwin Renn, funded
by Norway’s Research Council, consider the utility of
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traditional quantitative risk assessments for complex
risk issues, such as terrorism, in which the circum-
stances are both ambiguous and uncertain. They con-
clude that traditional Bayesian and other approaches
provide an incomplete picture of risk. Instead, they
suggest approaches grounded in qualitative meth-
ods that characterize the breadth of uncertainty and
in scenarios validated through consistency, psycho-
logical empathy with the main players, congruence
with past trends, and plausibility. Their scenario-
generating approach includes processes aimed at en-
hancing imagination, using game theoretical experi-
ments for simulating interactive variables and apply-
ing role playing for stimulating empathy. While fa-
voring a more qualitative approach, they acknowl-
edge that quantitative methods have a legitimate role
to play in broader risk characterization and scenario
approaches, as long as the limits with respect to their
validity and reliability are noted.

Fear of food contamination is common, and
we present four papers that address these increas-
ingly high-profile risks. Funded by ZonMW and the
Dutch Ministry of Public Health, Esther van Asselt
et al. focus on cross-contamination and undercook-
ing. They observed home preparation of chicken-
curry salad, finding a wide range of microbial con-
tamination levels in the final salad, caused by vari-
ous cross-contamination practices and widely vary-
ing heating times. Model predictions indicated that
cooking times should be at least 8 minutes and
cutting boards need to be changed after cutting
raw chicken in order to obtain safe bacterial lev-
els in the final salad. The model predicted around
75% of the variance in cross-contamination. The
authors suggest that model accuracy can further
be improved by including other cross-contamination
routes besides hands, cutting boards, and knives,
and that the results be used as a worst-case es-
timate for evaluating cross-contamination in the
home.

The first case of bovine spongiform encephalopa-
thy (BSE) was detected in the United Kingdom
in1986. Corporate and international ramifications are
still occurring. Funded by the Dutch Ministry of
Agriculture, Nature, and Food Quality, Clazien J. de
Vos and Lourens Heres note that the ban on use
of meat and bone meal (MBM) in livestock feed re-
duced the spread of BSE. But now that the BSE epi-
demic is fading out, should there be a partial lifting of
the MBM ban? Developing a simulation model that
considers three infection pathways, they find that
cross-contamination in the feed mill is the most risky

pathway. Combining model results, they conclude
that the risk of using some MBM is very low.

Ides Boone, et al. focus on the quality of para-
meters and the probability of health risks asso-
ciated with eating contaminated food. They select
101 parameters from the life cycle beginning with
primary production and including transport, hold-
ing, and slaughterhouse; next to post-processing, dis-
tribution, and storage; and meal preparation and
consumption.

Xiao-Wei Lin et al. construct a risk model to pre-
dict the diffusion of foot-and-mouth disease (FMD)
caused by passengers carrying meat products from
cloven-hoofed animals across international bound-
aries. Employing recent data from an international
airport in Taiwan, they build a mathematical model
to simulate the probability distributions of disease
prevalence, of FMD virus existing in the meat prod-
ucts after meat processing, and they estimate the
survival of virus. Notably, they report variations in
illegal transport by season and that the odds of in-
terception by trained animals are higher than by cus-
toms agents.

The remaining papers in this issue consider a
variety of important risk-related issues and tools.
Endangered species protection is a risk management
issue in North America, and the precautionary prin-
ciple is often cited as an ethical basis for protecting
species. Funded by the U.S. National Science Foun-
dation and Fisheries and Oceans Canada, Robin
Gregory and Graham Long use a structured decision-
making (SDM) approach to bound the management
problem, define objectives and performance mea-
sures, develop precautionary management alterna-
tives, and evaluate the consequences of management
actions. They highlight how strategy tables were used
by a stakeholder committee charged with protection
of endangered Cultus Lake salmon on the Canadian
west coast.

Tony Cox examines chronic obstructive pul-
monary disease (COPD), which is the fourth lead-
ing cause of death worldwide. COPD is associated
with smoking but many who smoke do not develop
the disease and the disease continues to develop in
those who stop smoking. Funded by Philip Morris,
Cox builds a risk model based on the assumption of
protease-antiprotease imbalance in the lung, leading
to ongoing proteolysis (digestion) of lung tissue by
excess proteases.

Funded partly by NIOSH, Robert Noble, A.
John Bailer and Robert Park point out that model
averaging in risk assessments has become more
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common. Their paper tests a protocol for selecting
models that best fit the data. The authors focused on
evaluating the impact of coal dust on lung function in
a cohort of exposed miners. After eliminating nearly
all the models and combinations of models as not fit-
ting their criteria, they observe that remaining mod-
els yield benchmark concentrations that differ by a
factor of 2 to 9 depending on the concentration met-
ric and covariates. Their approach is a useful strategy
for addressing model uncertainty.

Hospitals are no longer considered safe places
by many people. Funded by the French National Re-
search Agency, Mathieu Emily et al. develop a coeffi-
cient that quantifies the risk associated with hospital
departments, permitting comparisons of similar de-
partments. The adjustment coefficient characterizes
the tail of the distribution of the total patient length
of stay in a department before the first disease event
occurs. They provide an approximation for the tail of

the distribution and illustrate it by examining the risk
associated with a standard patient safety indicator in
20 southeastern French hospitals.

Finally, Natarajan Krishnamurthy reviews Risk:
Philosophical Perspectives (2007), edited by Tim
Lewens, and recommends the collection of essays
for those interested in the philosophical and psy-
chological underpinnings of risk assessment and
management.

Michael Greenberg
Karen Lowrie
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Perspective

Toxicity Testing in the 21st Century: Implications for Human
Health Risk Assessment

Daniel Krewski,1∗ Melvin E. Andersen,2 Ellen Mantus,3 and Lauren Zeise4

At the request of the Environmental Protection Agency, the National Research Council
(NRC) recently completed a major report entitled Toxicity Testing in the 21st Century: A
Vision and a Strategy. The terms of reference for this report were to develop a long-range
vision and strategic plan to advance the practices of toxicity testing and human health assess-
ment of environmental agents. The report describes how current and anticipated scientific
advances can be expected to transform toxicity testing to permit broader coverage of the
universe of potentially toxic chemicals to which humans may be exposed, using more timely
and more cost-effective methods for toxicity testing. The report envisages greatly expanded
use of high- and medium-throughput in vitro screening assays, computational toxicology, and
systems biology, along with other emerging high-content testing methodologies, such as func-
tional genomics and transcriptomics. When fully implemented, the vision will transform the
ways toxicity testing and chemical risk assessment are conducted, moving away from measur-
ing apical health endpoints in experimental animals toward identification of significant pertur-
bations of toxicity pathways using in vitro tests in human cells and cell lines. Population-based
studies incorporating relevant biomarkers will also be useful in identifying pathway pertur-
bations directly in humans and in interpreting the results of in vitro tests in the context of
human health risk assessment. The present article summarizes and extends the NRC report
and examines its implications for risk assessment practice.

1. BACKGROUND

Toxicity testing has traditionally relied on stud-
ies of adverse health outcomes observed in animals
at high doses, with subsequent extrapolations to ex-
pected human responses at much lower doses. These
approaches date back to the 1950s, when knowl-
edge of the biology underlying toxic response was
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3 National Research Council, Washington, USA.
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∗ Address correspondence to D. Krewski, Institute of Population
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primitive. A recent report from the National
Academy of Sciences, Toxicity Testing in the 21st
Century,(1) has proposed fundamentally new direc-
tions for toxicity testing in light of advances in un-
derstanding biological responses to chemical stres-
sors. The vision was motivated by the need to greatly
expand the coverage of the universe of environmen-
tal agents to which we are potentially exposed, ide-
ally generating relevant toxicity data on most, if not
all, such agents in a timely and cost-effective manner
suitable for human health risk assessment, including
vulnerable populations.

The vision rests on a fundamentally new ap-
proach to toxicity testing based on evaluation of
perturbations of toxicity pathways identified using
a comprehensive suite of high-throughput in vitro
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assays in human cells and cell lines. Dose-response
assessments would often involve computational
models of the circuitry of these pathways and phar-
macokinetic models to support in vitro to in vivo
extrapolations. Risk assessment would focus on
maintaining exposures to environmental agents be-
low the level at which significant perturbations of
these pathways could occur. Modern biology pro-
vides the tools needed to make this vision a reality.

2. FRAMING THE VISION

In developing its vision for toxicity testing, the
committee considered four options for toxicity test-
ing (Table I). In choosing among these options,
the committee sought to define a toxicity-testing
paradigm that would (1) achieve broad coverage
of chemicals, chemical mixtures, outcomes, and life
stages, (2) reduce the cost and time required for toxi-
city testing, (3) develop a more robust scientific basis
for assessing health effects of environmental chemi-
cals, and (4) minimize use of animals in testing.

Option I (essentially the status quo) retains cur-
rent toxicity-testing principles and practices, relying
primarily on in vivo animal toxicity tests to predict
human health risks. Under this option, the difficulties
in interpreting animal data obtained at high doses
with respect to risks in the heterogeneous human
population would remain. Reliance on whole ani-
mal testing is both expensive and time consuming,
thereby limiting toxicity-testing throughput.

Tiered testing (Option II) can be used to gener-
ate pertinent data for a more efficient assessment of
potential health risks of environmental agents, taking
into consideration available knowledge on the chem-
ical and its class, its mechanisms of action, and its in-
tended use and estimated exposures.(2) These factors

Table I. Options for Future Toxicity-Testing Strategies

Option I Option II Option III Option IV
In Vivo Tiered In Vivo In Vitro/In Vivo In Vitro

Animal biology Animal biology Primarily human biology Primarily human biology
High doses High doses Broad range of doses Broad range of doses
Low throughput Improved throughput High and medium throughput High throughput
Expensive Less expensive Less expensive Less expensive
Time consuming Less time consuming Less time consuming Less time consuming
Relative large number of

animals
Fewer animals Substantially fewer animals Virtually no animals

Apical endpoints Apical endpoints Perturbations of toxicity pathways Perturbations of toxicity pathways
Some in silico and in vitro screens In silico screens possible In silico screens

Source: Adapted from NRC.(1) Reprinted with permission; copyright 2007, National Academies Press.

are used in refining testing priorities to focus first on
areas of greatest concern in early tiers and then ju-
diciously moving to advanced testing in subsequent
tiers, as needed. This option represents a small step
in improving coverage, reducing costs and animal us-
age, and increasing the use of mechanistic informa-
tion in risk assessment.

A more transformative paradigm shift is needed
to achieve the objectives for toxicity testing (Option
IV). The committee’s vision for accomplishing this
goal is built upon the identification of biological per-
turbations in toxicity pathways that can lead to ad-
verse health outcomes in humans under conditions
of human exposure. The use of a comprehensive ar-
ray of in vitro tests of toxicity pathway responses to
identify relevant biological perturbations using cellu-
lar and molecular systems based on human biology
could eventually eliminate the need for whole ani-
mal testing and provide much stronger, mechanisti-
cally based predictive tools for human health risk as-
sessments. In silico computational screens could also
play a role in predicting the likelihood that a particu-
lar environmental agent would cause adverse health
outcomes in humans, although further testing would
likely be pursued.

This new approach would be less expensive and
less time consuming than the current approach, re-
sulting in much higher throughput via use of mod-
ern robotic methodologies for pathway testing. Al-
though the reliance on in vitro results for human
health risk assessment lacks the whole organism in-
tegration provided by current tests, risk assessments
would be based on avoiding biological perturbations
in toxicity pathways that can reasonably be expected
to lead to adverse health effects.

Clearly, there are a number of scientific chal-
lenges to fully implementing this vision. Major
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concerns relate to ensuring adequate testing of
metabolites and the potential difficulties in evalu-
ating novel chemicals, such as nanomaterials and
biotechnology products, using existing in vitro tests.
These challenges may require maintenance of some
whole animal tests into the foreseeable future, as re-
flected in Option III. This option also leaves open the
possibility of more extensive in vivo evaluations of
the toxicity of representative chemicals from entirely
new classes of environmental agents.

3. COMPONENTS OF THE VISION

The main components of the committee’s vision
are shown in Fig. 1. Chemical characterization in-
volves the collection and computational modeling of
physical and chemical properties, use, environmental
concentrations and stability, likely routes of human
exposure, the potential for bioaccumulation, metabo-
lites and breakdown products, molecular interactions
with cellular components, and potential toxic proper-
ties.

Rapid, inexpensive tests for perturbations of tox-
icity pathways are central to the vision for toxicity
testing. The vision emphasizes the development of a
broad suite of high-throughput toxicity pathway as-
says that use primary cells or cell lines, preferably of
human origin, to evaluate relevant perturbations.(3,4)

The efficiencies afforded by use of high-throughput
in vitro screens will permit not only broader

Source: NRC.(1) Reprinted with permission; copyright 2007, National Academies Press.

Fig. 1. The proposed vision for toxicity testing includes chemical characterization, toxicity testing, and dose-response and extrapolation
modeling. At each step, population-based data and human exposure information are considered in the context of the data needed for
decision making.

coverage of the universe of environmental agents
that may pose a risk to human health, but also of mix-
tures of environmental agents. As in vitro tests be-
come more refined, such assays may also facilitate in-
vestigation of toxic effects at different life stages and
in vulnerable populations demonstrating genetic or
other susceptibilities to exposure to an environmen-
tal agent.

Until prediction of metabolism can be more reli-
ably accomplished through computational toxicology
and in vitro testing, targeted testing using whole ani-
mals will likely be needed to identify toxic metabo-
lites that require evaluation by high-throughput test-
ing. Other in-life testing may still be required to
clarify substantial uncertainties in the interpretation
of toxicity pathway data or to fill gaps in the tox-
icity pathway testing strategy to ensure that criti-
cal toxicity pathways and endpoints are adequately
covered.

Dose-response and extrapolation modeling
should provide integrative tools for interpreting
toxicity-testing data.(5) Dose-response analysis will
be greatly informed by the use of computational
systems biology to describe biological circuitry of
toxicity pathways.(6) Pharmacokinetic models(7) will
be needed to determine environmental exposure
levels giving rise to human tissue concentrations
comparable to those associated with perturba-
tions of toxicity pathways in vitro.(8) Human data
would provide information on background chemical
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exposures and disease processes that would affect the
toxicity pathway and provide a basis for addressing
host susceptibility.

The vision includes the generation and use of
population-based and human exposure data for in-
terpreting toxicity-test results and encourages the
collection of such data through human biomonitor-
ing, environmental health surveillance, and targeted
epidemiologic studies, particularly those involving
molecular and genetic components.(9) In vitro toxi-
city tests conducted in human cells can help identify
specific biomarkers of exposure, biologic change, or
susceptibility that can be investigated directly in hu-
man populations. Our expanding knowledge of the
biological mechanisms underlying human disease will
be valuable in charting toxicity pathways of relevance
for human health risk assessment.

Risk management decision making may vary ac-
cording to the risk context that creates the need for
toxicity-testing information. Commonly encountered
scenarios include evaluation of potential environ-
mental agents, existing environmental agents, sites
of environmental contamination, environmental con-
tributors to a human disease, and the relative risk of
different environmental agents.

4. TOXICITY TESTING AND RISK
ASSESSMENT

The ultimate application of the results of toxic-
ity testing is in the risk assessment of environmen-

Source: Adapted from NRC.(1) Reprinted with permission; copyright 2007, National Academies Press.
Fig. 2. Toxicity testing and risk assessment.

tal agents. The committee was charged with devel-
oping a vision for toxicity testing that would better
inform the assessment of the potential human health
risks of exposure to environmental agents for which
the EPA is responsible, as well as ensuring the exis-
tence and availability of efficient test methods. The
committee’s vision is based on a shift away from tra-
ditional toxicity testing focusing on the demonstra-
tion of adverse health effects in experimental animals
toward a deeper understanding of biological pertur-
bations in key toxicity pathways leading to adverse
health outcomes.

As illustrated in Fig. 2, there is a close link-
age between the risk assessment paradigm originally
put forward by the NRC(10) in its “red book” and
the committee’s vision for toxicity testing. Chemi-
cal characterization and mode of action analyses are
involved in hazard characterization. Mode of action
analysis involves the application of a wide range of
methods, including computational chemistry and in
vitro screening. Genomics, computational systems bi-
ology, and biologically based dose-response models
offer powerful tools for describing dose-response re-
lationships. Pharmacokinetic models can be used to
calibrate in vitro and human dosimetry, thereby fa-
cilitating the translation of dose in cellular systems
to dose in human organs and tissues. Population-
based studies may be used to interpret findings from
in vitro studies in the context of human health risk
assessment and to identify critical toxicity pathway
perturbations directly in humans using appropriate
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biomarkers. Collectively, this work permits the es-
tablishment of human exposure guidelines designed
to avoid critical pathway perturbations.

5. CHALLENGES IN IMPLEMENTING
THE VISION

The vision presented by the NRC will face a
number of challenges in its implementation. The re-
liance on toxicity pathway perturbations as the basis
for human health risk assessment will require suffi-
cient understanding of such pathways to permit the
shift away from apical outcomes in animals to occur
with confidence. A major research effort conducted
over a period of a decade or more is needed to effec-
tively “map” all of the important toxicity pathways in
humans, similar to the recently completed effort to
map the human genome. As part of this research ef-
fort, a clear distinction will need to be made between
unimportant biological changes and critical pathway
perturbations that can, if not prevented, be expected
to lead to adverse health outcomes.

Implementation of the vision will require a con-
certed effort to develop both the comprehensive
suite of toxicity pathway assays and the regula-
tory and political infrastructure enabling their use in
health risk assessment. There will be technical chal-
lenges in developing and refining the toxicity-testing
tools and technologies that will provide the toxic-
ity pathway assays on which the vision rests. How-
ever, recent advances in computational toxicology
under the EPA’s ToxCastTM program(11) and high-
throughput screening at the National Institute for
Environmental Health Sciences(12) and the National
Chemical Genomics Center(13) provide a strong ba-
sis for optimism in this regard. The use of such high-
throughput screens will facilitate the testing of larger
numbers of doses spanning a broader range, includ-
ing those relevant to human exposure conditions. As
sensitive screens are developed, it will be possible to
obtain more precise information on toxicity pathway
perturbations at low doses than is currently the case
for low-dose apical responses.

Successful implementation of the vision will also
require that the tests for toxicity pathway pertur-
bations be validated. Although both the Intera-
gency Coordinating Committee for Validation of Al-
ternative Methods (ICCVAM) and the European
Center for the Validation of Alternative Methods
(ECVAM) have well organized programs for the
validation of nonanimal test systems, the focus of

these programs is on validation against animal test
results.(14) As animal tests are replaced by in vitro
tests for perturbations of toxicity pathways, it will be
important to validate the in vitro tests with respect to
their relevance for humans.

Regulatory authorities will need to consider how
current risk assessment practices can be adapted to
make use of the types of toxicity-testing data under-
lying the committee’s vision. Lawmakers will need to
exercise flexibility in the interpretation of regulatory
statutes, such as the Toxic Substances Control Act,
or possibly update them, to reflect the reliance on
biologically significant perturbations of key toxicity
pathways, rather than adverse effects associated with
maintenance of these perturbations over extended
periods of time in experimental animal tissues.5

The committee concluded that an appropriate
institutional structure for the proposed vision is an
interdisciplinary research institute, coordinated and
funded primarily by the federal government, that fos-
ters intramural and extramural research. Given the
scientific challenges and knowledge development re-
quired, significant funding will be needed to imple-
ment the vision over the next one to two decades;6

the report envisions a research and test develop-
ment program similar in scale to the National Tox-
icology Program. Without this investment, toxicity
testing will evolve at a much slower pace, leaving
the limitations of the current paradigm largely in-
tact for decades to come. This investment will pro-
duce more relevant data on which assessments of
human health risk can be based and greatly expand
the coverage of the numbers of chemicals that can
be tested. These improvements will strengthen our
ability to protect people from the potential risks
posed by environmental agents and permit contin-
uing incorporation of new knowledge about tox-
icity pathways and their function into a modern
toxicity-testing paradigm geared toward quantita-
tive assessment of human health risks at relevant
exposures.

5 The need to update existing federal regulatory statues was de-
bated in a session organized by the Environmental Law Insti-
tute, hosted by the District of Columbia Bar Association on
December 11, 2007. Initial opinion expressed by legal experts was
that the risk assessment implications of the vision could be ac-
commodated through appropriate rulemaking, without the need
to revise the statutes per se.(15)

6 Since the time course required to fully implement the vision is
difficult to predict with precision, review of progress, with appro-
priate mid-course corrections, was also recommended.(1)
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6. CONCLUSION

The vision for toxicity testing in the 21st century
articulated by the NRC(1) represents a paradigm shift
away from adverse effects observed in experimental
animals at high doses toward identifying and avoid-
ing biologically significant perturbations of key toxi-
city pathways. The vision advocates new approaches
to toxicity testing within each of its main compo-
nents, which, collectively, will ultimately lead to a
transformation in the way the potential health risks
of environmental agents are assessed. The U.S. En-
vironmental Protection Agency, the NIH Chemical
Genomics Center, and the National Institute of En-
vironmental Health Sciences recently announced a
collaborative program to make the vision presented
here a reality.(16) Further engagement of the broader
scientific community, along with additional discus-
sion and debate involving all stakeholder groups, will
be invaluable in achieving this goal.
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Commentary on “Toxicity Testing in the 21st Century:
Implications for Human Health Risk Assessment” by
Krewski et al.

Rory B. Conolly∗

The main goal of Toxicity Testing in the 21st Cen-
tury: A Vision and a Strategy(1) is to provide a practi-
cal means of evaluating the heath risks of chemicals.
The vision is in stark contrast to the current situation,
where the focus on apical testing in vivo is too ex-
pensive and too slow to keep up with ongoing in-
flux of new chemicals into commerce. Key aspects of
the vision are (a) in vitro evaluation of perturbations
of toxicity pathways rather than in vivo evaluation
of apical effects and (b) evaluation of dose response
over relevant concentration ranges, as opposed to the
current practice of focusing on doses that cause ad-
verse effects in laboratory animals. While the NAS
report lacks specifics on how the vision should be im-
plemented, and even a precise definition of a toxicity
pathway, its concern for a practical and dose-relevant
approach to risk assessment is laudable.

The central concern of risk assessment is to en-
sure that the public health is not adversely affected
by exposure to chemicals and other environmental
agents. It follows that risks should be predicted as ac-
curately as possible, since accurate prediction helps
to ensure that (a) the associated exposure standards
actually do protect the public health and (b) the eco-
nomic consequences of compliance with the stan-
dards are commensurate with the risk. In today’s
world we have little assurance that predicted risks are
accurate, and while it is possible to argue that current
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practice is health protective, it is unlikely that expo-
sure standards and their economic consequences are
commensurate with actual risk. Since remediation is
expensive,(2) assurance that cost is aligned with risk is
necessary if we are to avoid the situation where inac-
curate risk assessment results in misallocation of eco-
nomic resources.

Strikingly absent from Krewski et al.(3) and from
Toxicity Testing in the 21st Century: A Vision and a
Strategy(1) is any clear-cut statement of concern for
the accuracy of predicted risks. This raises the possi-
bility that the vision could be implemented in a man-
ner that achieves high throughput, and that focuses
on relevant doses, but that at the end of the day does
not lead to more accurate risk assessment. Concern
for protection of the public health, and for unnec-
essary economic consequences, would remain. This
result is likely if the vision is implemented with a
less-than-adequate understanding of the quantitative
relationships between acute evaluations of in vitro
perturbations of toxicity pathways and development
of apical effects in humans, both acute and chronic.
What factors should be considered to avoid such an
unfortunate outcome?

The vision clearly articulates the importance of
an understanding of exposure and of the relation-
ship between exposure and tissue dose. However,
the focus on in vitro tests suggests that estimates of
dose at the level of individual cells will be needed,
not the average dose to all the cells in a tissue. We
know very well that concentration gradients across
tissues can be steep, as shown by Kimbell et al.(4)

for the respiratory tract, and that important dose-
dependent transitions occur in the activation of tox-
icity pathways.(5) Similar observations have been
made for other tissues, including the liver(6) and
kidney.(7) Implementation of the vision will thus
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require significant refinement in the current state of
the art for both pharmacokinetic data collection and
for dosimetry modeling. Today, average tissue doses
are typically measured and dosimetry models consist
of homogeneous, well-stirred compartments. The vi-
sion, however, will require some combination of “mi-
crodosimetry” data at the level of the individual cells
and a robust ability to computationally predict such
data. In the future, pharmacokinetic models that in-
corporate spatial information on tissue architecture
may provide this predictive capability at the cellu-
lar level or, at a minimum, at some greater level of
resolution than is typically available today. It should
be noted that this need is already starting to be ad-
dressed in projects whose long-range goals are the
development of “virtual tissues,” which are in silico
descriptions of tissues across multiple levels of bio-
logical organization.(8)

Beyond the issue of dosimetry, it is important to
ask how accurately, in the quantitative sense, we can
expect in vitro assays to toxicity pathways to recapit-
ulate apical toxicity in vivo. A central concern here is
that the quantitative tissue dose-apical toxicity rela-
tionship in vivo reflects adaptive responses designed
to maintain homeostasis(9,10) and that these adaptive
responses may depend on higher levels of biologi-
cal organization that will not be captured in in vitro
assays. For example, the dose response for apical
toxicities that are sensitive to steroid hormones will
be affected by feedback signaling across the multi-
organ endocrine system. It is difficult to envision an
in vitro test, or even a suite of in vitro tests, that would
adequately recapitulate such system-wide behavior.
Here again, virtual tissues may prove be a key en-
abling technology, since they will in theory be able to
integrate cellular-level data to higher levels of bio-
logical organization. Perhaps with time it will be
possible to construct systems of linked virtual tissues
capable of predicting dose response in vivo and of
providing mechanistic insight into discrepancies be-
tween dose responses measured in vitro and in vivo.
Such a capability is only a theoretical possibility to-
day, but this is not inconsistent with the long-range
nature of the vision and the recognition that substan-
tial funding over a 10–20 year timeframe, or perhaps
even longer, will be needed for its implementation.(1)

In summary, issues that will need to be consid-
ered if the NAS/NRC vision is to be successfully

implemented have been discussed. If we are to strive
for risk assessment that is both high throughput and
accurate, the issues of microdosimetry, adaptive re-
sponses, and homeostasis will need to be addressed.
It is hoped that this commentary will be viewed not
as a negative criticism of the vision but, rather, as en-
couragement intended to help focus the vision along
a pathway leading to its successful implementation.

DISCLAIMER

This work was reviewed by the U.S. EPA and
approved for publication but does not necessarily re-
flect EPA policy.
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Needed: A Strategy for Implementing the Vision

E. Donald Elliott∗

The title of the NAS Report was Toxicity Testing in
the 21st Century: A Vision and a Strategy. Both the
NAS report itself, and the current synopsis, are long
on the “vision thing” but short on the “strategy” part.
What is needed next is more thought about how to
turn this provocative vision into a reality for actually
implementing the new paradigm for toxicity testing
in regulatory risk assessments upon which important
health and safety decisions are based.

How can the new paradigm actually become ac-
cepted in regulatory decision making? For exam-
ple, are we ready to approve new drugs for mar-
ket, or set regulatory limits for environmental agents,
based solely on computational models of toxicity
pathways? If the answer is “yes” in some cases, but
“no” in others, how are we to distinguish the two? If
the answer is “no, not yet,” what’s missing and how
will we know when we are ready?

This is not to minimize the accomplishments ei-
ther of the NAS Committee, or of the present au-
thors in summarizing this very important vision for
the future of toxicity testing succinctly and accu-
rately. The Committee also deserves credit for go-
ing beyond merely outlining a scientific vision. The
title of the final chapter of the toxicity testing report
promises to address “Prerequisites for Implementing
the Vision in Regulatory Contexts,” but the institu-
tional and legal issues are treated in a perfunctory
and superficial way. The full report, like the Perspec-
tive, largely contents itself with the observation that
perhaps the new paradigm could be implemented un-
der the language of existing statutes. While I agree
with that conclusion, it is merely the beginning, not
the end, of a serious discussion of regulatory imple-
mentation. How is a regulator to decide when to use
the new paradigm as opposed to the prevailing whole

Washington, DC, USA.
∗Address correspondence to E. Donald Elliott, Yale Law School,
New Haven, CT, USA; e.donald.elliott@yale.edu.

body animal testing model? Why would a regulator
ever take the political and legal risk to be the first to
base an actual regulatory decision on the new model?
Why would a judge ever uphold a regulatory decision
based on the new vision? Should judges admit expert
testimony based on the new paradigm in toxic tort
cases under the Daubert rule that requires scientific
evidence to be “reliable” and “valid”?1

Perhaps there are good answers to these and
other implementation questions. Ambitious new
testing programs such as REACH are literally impos-
sible without new methods for screening and priori-
tizing. My colleague Bret Cohen has suggested that
EPA could convene a rulemaking under §4 of the
Toxic Substances Control Act to consider in what ar-
eas, if any, the new vision may be ready for actual use
in practice, and if so, under what circumstances.2 Per-
haps we need a period of “ground truthing” in which
both whole body animal testing and the new vision
for toxicity pathways are applied side-by-side and the
results compared. Perhaps we need to develop ver-
ifiable criteria for when the new vision should and
should not be used.

The missing link needed now is for a legally so-
phisticated group or institution to take up the issues
where the NAS Committee left off and fill in the
gaps so that Toxicity Testing in the 21st Century can
actually become influential on regulatory authorities
worldwide.

1 Daubert v. Merrell Dow Pharmaceuticals, Inc., 509 U.S. 579
(1993).

2 Bret C. Cohen, Toxicity testing in the 21st century: Better results,
less use of animals, legal obstacles are bumps, not roadblocks. En-
vironmental Forum, March–April 2008.
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High-Throughput Testing—The NRC Vision, The Challenge
of Modeling Dynamic Changes in Biological Systems,
and the Reality of Low-Throughput Environmental
Health Decision Making

Dale Hattis∗

An NRC report Toxicity Testing in the 21st Cen-
tury calls for a long-term project to replace much in
vivo animal testing for “apical” endpoints (end re-
sults of pathological processes). It would substitute
a large ensemble of high-throughput in vitro test sys-
tems involving short-term changes in gene expression
intended to identify concentrations of environmen-
tal chemicals that sufficiently perturb particular toxi-
city pathways (in tissue culture cells derived from
humans) to be of concern. This proposal would di-
rect major future toxicity testing resources to inform
choices on the use of many poorly studied chemicals
within the traditional no-effect-level paradigm, and
without quantitative assessment of benefits as reduc-
tions in health risks and associated uncertainties.

By contrast, a competing revolutionary proposal
would expand the reach of quantitative assessment
of health risks. This would involve replacing the cur-
rent set of safety/uncertainty factors for noncancer
risk assessment with distributions based on empirical
data, and quantitative assessment of likely interac-
tions of chemical exposures with background pro-
cesses involved in human pathological conditions.
Rather than a vision of static homeostatic systems, it
emphasizes analysis of dynamic changes in protective
feedback systems, including errors in initial set up
and eventual degradation of homeostasis with age-
ing. Quantitative treatment of uncertainties in this
alternative paradigm would facilitate “value of infor-
mation” analysis for addition of specific types of tests
for clarifying consequences of alternative regulatory
options for health protection.

Clark University, St. Louis, MO, USA
∗Address correspondence to Dale Hattis, Clark University, 950
Main St., Worcester, MA 01610, USA; tel: 617-283-2521; fax: 508-
751-4600; dhattis@clarku.edu.

1. THE INTELLECTUAL CHALLENGE
OF ELUCIDATING REAL CHANGES
IN BIOLOGICAL FEEDBACK
CONTROL SYSTEMS

The NRC recommendations are based on a
limited traditional view of biological systems as in
unchanging stable equilibria—requiring a “pertur-
bation” of some significant magnitude in order to
induce significant effects (and, therefore, the gen-
eral existence of threshold doses/concentrations be-
low which no functionally important changes are
expected). In fact, however, biological systems are
generally in a state of cyclic flux in several different
modes on different time scales. Additionally, tissue
cultures based on single cell types from single peo-
ple are unlikely to adequately replicate the diversity
of sensitivities and modes of response of the pulsat-
ing intercellular feedback control systems present in
vivo in the diverse human population.

As those of us of the baby boomer generation
can personally attest, homeostatic controls degrade
with aging, leading to both progressive losses of func-
tion, and increases in vulnerability to a host of pertur-
bations from external influences. Our “homeostatic”
equilibria are at best “meta-stable” states where, like
a vortex gurgling down a drain, the appearance of
stability can only be temporary and dependent on
a continual input of energy. Many of the conditions
that cause human mortality and morbidity are likely
to be the results of chronic cumulative losses of com-
ponents of homeostatic control systems.

Each homeostatic feedback system has three
kinds of elements: (1) sensors to monitor key para-
meters, (2) signaling to transmit needs for adap-
tive responses, and (3) effector mechanisms to
reduce detected departures from set points. Systems

483 0272-4332/09/0100-0483$22.00/1 C© 2008 Society for Risk Analysis
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of this sort must be set up to operate on different
scales of time, physical distance, and levels of bio-
logical organization. Key challenges for biological
science in the coming decades include how the set
points are actually set and how the degree of vigor
in response to violations of the set points is deter-
mined. Processes that change the set points in re-
sponse to different circumstances(1) also need to be
understood as well as how those changes affect sys-
tem susceptibility to perturbations. To this observer
it seems likely that rather than having the set points
directly coded in the genome, a more likely and in-
teresting idea is that the genome somehow encodes a
program for the system to “learn” where to best set
the set points and how to best respond to various de-
grees of departure.

Most generally, homeostatic capacities, set
points, and control response patterns should be seen
as the products of a series of compromises the
organism makes to achieve multiple objectives with
limited resources. Limitations on those resources,
particularly during development, leads to increased
risks both in infancy and with aging—increased in-
fant mortality and increased type 2 diabetes in adults
are both associated with fetal growth restriction.(2,3)

This leads to an entirely different set of expectations
for at least some dose-response relationships than
would be presumed under the traditional toxicolog-
ical paradigm.

2. POTENTIAL EFFECTS OF
HIGH-THROUGHPUT TESTING IN THE
CONTEXT OF LOW-THROUGHPUT
ENVIRONMENTAL HEALTH
DECISION MAKING

High-throughput testing may ultimately be of
substantial value for the large number of new agents
that are introduced each year and for many agents
introduced in the past with little or no traditional
toxicity testing. However, for higher-profile decisions
on major agents in commerce involving substantial
tradeoffs of risks and economic impacts for differ-
ent policy options one may doubt that the results of

high-throughput tests will ever be sufficient. In this
“risk context,” at least based on the current EPA
regulatory framework, high-throughput test results
are much more likely to muddy the waters by rais-
ing possibilities for alternative modes of action. Such
issues may only be resolved by extensive in vivo test-
ing using knock-out mice for specific genes and other
high-tech, expensive, and slow test systems. Thus
both the potential for savings in testing resources and
ultimate contributions for decision making from
high-throughput testing seem doubtful in the con-
text of increasing demands for quantification of likely
health benefits prior to undertaking costly high-
profile regulatory choices. By contrast, a system that
attempts to quantitatively assess both actual health
risks and the large associated uncertainties(4) can
provide relevant input for policymakers and en-
able analysis of the expected “value of information”
benefits of successively adding different types and
amounts of information. This has recently been il-
lustrated for pharmacokinetic/pharmacodynamic in-
terindividual variability data.(5)
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Toxicity Testing in the 21st Century: Implications for Human
Health Risk Assessment

Robert J. Kavlock,1∗ Christopher P. Austin,2 and Raymond R. Tice3

The risk analysis perspective by Daniel Krewski and
colleagues lays out the long-term vision and strate-
gic plan developed by a National Research Coun-
cil committee,(1) sponsored by the U.S. Environmen-
tal Protection Agency (EPA) with support from the
U.S. National Toxicology Program (NTP), to “ad-
vance the practices of toxicity testing and human
health assessment of environmental agents.” Com-
ponents of the vision include chemical characteriza-
tion; the use of human-cell-based, high-throughput
assays that cover the diversity of toxicity pathways;
targeted testing using animals to fill in data gaps;
dose-response and extrapolation modeling; and the
generation and use of population-based and human
exposure data for interpreting the results of toxicity
tests. The strategic plan recognizes that meeting this
vision will require a major research effort conducted
over a period of a decade or more to identify all of the
important toxicity pathways, and that a clear distinc-
tion must be made between which pathway perturba-
tions are truly adverse (i.e., would likely lead to ad-
verse health outcomes in humans) and those that are
not. Krewski et al. note that achieving this vision in
a reasonable timeframe (i.e., decades) would require
the involvement of an interdisciplinary research
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Research Triangle Park, NC, USA.
2NIH Chemical Genomics Center, National Human Genome
Research Institute, National Institutes of Health, MSC 3370,
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search Triangle Park, NC 27711, USA; tel: 919-541-2326; fax: 919-
541-1194; Kavlock.Robert@epamail.epa.gov.

institute that would be coordinated and funded pri-
marily by the U.S. federal government and that
would foster appropriate intramural and extramu-
ral research. It is expected that this approach would
greatly increase the number of compounds that can
be tested, while providing data more directly rele-
vant for conducting human health risk assessment.
The NTP though its Roadmap,4 the National Insti-
tutes of Health (NIH) Chemical Genomics Center
(NCGC) through the Molecular Libraries Initiative,5

and the EPA through its ToxCastTM program6 and its
draft Strategic Plan for the Future of Toxicity Testing
have individually recognized the need to bring inno-
vation into the assessment of the toxicological activ-
ity of chemicals, and each has made progress in do-
ing so. However, the grand challenge put forth by
Krewski et al. requires an effort unparalleled in the
field of toxicology and risk assessment.

In recognition of the importance of the NRC re-
port(1) and to accelerate progress in this area, two
NIH institutes and EPA have entered into a for-
mal collaboration known as Tox21 to identify mech-
anisms of chemically induced biological activity,
prioritize chemicals for more extensive toxicological
evaluation, and develop more predictive models of
in vivo biological response.(2) Consistent with the vi-
sion outlined by Krewski et al., success in achieving
these goals is expected to result in methods for toxi-
city testing that are more scientific and cost effective
as well as models for risk assessment that are more
mechanistically based. As a consequence, a reduction
or replacement of animals in regulatory testing is an-
ticipated to occur in parallel with an increased abil-
ity to evaluate the large numbers of chemicals that

4 Available at: http://ntp.niehs.nih.gov/go/vision.
5 Available at: http://www.ncgc.nih.gov/.
6 Available at: epa.gov/ncct/toxcat.
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currently lack adequate toxicological evaluation. Ul-
timately, Tox21 is expected to deliver biological ac-
tivity profiles that are predictive of in vivo toxicities
for the thousands of understudied substances of con-
cern to regulatory authorities in the United States, as
well as in many other countries.

The Tox21 collaboration is being coordinated
through a five-year Memorandum of Understand-
ing (MoU),7 which leverages the strengths of each
organization. The MoU builds on the experimental
toxicology expertise at the NTP, headquartered at
the NIH National Institute of Environmental Health
Sciences (NIEHS); the high-throughput screening
(HTS) technology of the NIH Chemical Genomics
Center (NCGC), managed by the National Hu-
man Genome Research Institute (NHGRI); and
the computational toxicology capabilities of the
EPA’s National Center for Computational Toxicol-
ogy (NCCT). Each party brings complementary ex-
pertise to bear on the application of novel method-
ologies to evaluate large numbers of chemicals for
their potential to interact with the myriad of biologi-
cal processes relevant to toxicity. A central aspect of
Tox21 is the unique capabilities of the NCGCs high-
speed, automated screening robots to simultaneously
test thousands of potentially toxic compounds in bio-
chemical and cell-based HTS assays, and an ability
to target this resource toward environmental health
issues. As mentioned by Krewski et al., EPA’s Tox-
CastTM Program is an integral and critical compo-
nent for achieving the Tox21 goals laid out in the
MoU.

To support the goals of Tox21, four fo-
cus groups—Chemical Selection, Biological Path-
ways/Assays, Informatics, and Targeted Testing—
have been established; these focus groups represent
the different components of the NRC vision de-
scribed by Krewski et al. The Chemical Selection
group is coordinating the selection of chemicals for
the Tox21 compound library to test at the NCGC.
A chemical library of nearly 2,400 chemicals selected
by NTP and the EPA is already under study at the
NCGC and results from several dozen HTS assays
are already available. In the near term, this library
will be expanded to approximately 8,400 compounds,
with an additional ∼1,400 compounds selected by
the NTP, ∼1,400 compounds selected by the EPA,
and ∼2,800 clinically approved drugs selected by
the NCGC. Compound selection is currently based
largely on the compound having a defined chemical

7 Available at: http://ntp.niehs.nih.gov/go/28213.

structure and known purity; on the extent of its sol-
ubility and stability in dimethyl sulfoxide (DMSO),
the preferred solvent for HTS assays conducted at
the NCGC; and on the compound having low volatil-
ity. Implementing quality control procedures for en-
suring identify, purity, and stability of all compounds
in the library is an important responsibility of this
group. A subset of the Tox21 chemical library will be
included in Phase II of the ToxCast program, which
will examine a broader suite of assays in order to
evaluate the predictive power of bioactivity signa-
tures derived in Phase I. Phase II of ToxCast will be
launched by the summer of 2009.

The Biological Pathways and Assays group is
identifying critical cellular toxicity pathways for in-
terrogation using biochemical- and cell-based high-
throughput screens and prioritizing HTS assays for
use at the NCGC. Assays already performed at the
NCGC include those to assess (1) cytotoxicity and
activation of caspases in a number of human and
rodent cell types, (2) up-regulation of p53, (3) ago-
nist/antagonist activity for a number of nuclear re-
ceptors, and (4) differential cytotoxicity in several
cell lines associated with an inability to repair various
classes of DNA damage. Other assays under consid-
eration include those for a variety of physiologically
important molecular pathways (e.g., cellular stress
responses) as well as methods for integrating human
and rodent hepatic metabolic activation into reporter
gene assays. Based on the results obtained, this group
will construct test batteries useful for identifying haz-
ard for humans and for prioritizing chemicals for fur-
ther, more in-depth evaluation.

The Informatics group is developing databases
to store all Tox21-related data and evaluating the re-
sults obtained from testing conducted at the NCGC
and via ToxCastTM for predictive toxicity patterns.
To encourage independent evaluations and/or anal-
yses of the Tox21 test results, all data as well as
the comparative animal and human data, where
available, will be made publicly accessible via var-
ious databases, including EPAs Aggregated Com-
putational Toxicology Resource (ACToR), NIEHS’
Chemical Effects in Biological Systems (CEBS), and
the National Center for Biotechnology Information’s
PubChem.

As HTS data on compounds with inadequate
testing for toxicity becomes available via Tox21,
there will be a need to test selected compounds in
more comprehensive assays. The Targeted Testing
group is developing strategies and capabilities for this
purpose using assays that involve higher order testing
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systems (e.g., roundworms (Caenorhabditis elegans),
zebrafish embryos, rodents).

In addition to the testing activities, the MoU pro-
motes coordination and sponsorship of workshops,
symposia, and seminars to educate the various stake-
holder groups, including regulatory scientists and the
public, with regard to Tox21-related activities. Per-
sons interested in following the progress of Tox21
are invited to join the EPA’s Chemical Prioritization
Community of Practice,8 which meets monthly via
teleconference.

Given the scope of the challenge presented by
Krewski et al., success will require a long-term con-
certed effort by a large number of investigators,
working in a coordinated manner. The Tox21 consor-
tium welcomes participation in our effort by individ-
ual scientists and by organizations. The implications
for success of this effort are considerable. If success-
ful, we will be able to address regulatory demands
such as those placed by the Food Quality Protection
Act for the endocrine screening program9 and the
new European Community Regulation on chemicals
and their safe use, known as REACH (Registration,
Evaluation, Authorization and Restriction of Chem-
ical Substances),10 identify key modes of action on a
scale not imaginable even a few years ago, direct a
much more efficient and effective use of animals in
toxicity testing, identify potentially susceptible sub-
populations based on the presence of polymorphisms

8 Available at: http://www.epa.gov/ncct/practice community/
category priority.html.

9 Available at: http://www.epa.gov/opp00001/regulating/laws/fqpa/.
10 Available at: http://ec.europa.eu/environment/chemicals/reach/

reach intro.htm.

in toxicity pathways, screen the effects of mixtures,
and study emerging issues like the safety of nano-
materials. The acquisition of data from broad-scale
HTS programs also creates demands to integrate this
knowledge and understand the implications for sys-
tems biology, and to have risk assessors trained and
conversant in the new technologies and their utilities.
While the ultimate goal of eliminating the use of an-
imals in toxicology testing might seem unattainable,
it is only by carefully evaluating the relevance and
reliability of strategies based on in vitro test meth-
ods that the utility and limitations of such an ap-
proach can be determined and decisions made on
how best to conduct toxicology testing in the future.
To do otherwise will result in increasing demands
being placed on systems never designed to handle
the large numbers of chemicals in need of evalua-
tion, and continued reliance on test methods based
on empirical observation rather than on mechanistic
understanding.

DISCLAIMER

The research described in this report has been
funded by one or more of the participating federal
agencies. The report does not necessarily reflect the
views of the respective organizations.
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Commentary

Risk Assessment in the 21st Century: Changes Wrought
by Changing Science

Lorenz R. Rhomberg∗

Krewski et al. (2009) have provided an admirably
concise overview of the NRC (2007) report, Toxic-
ity Testing in the 21st Century: A Vision and a Strat-
egy. The full report is rich with insights and ideas,
and I would urge readers of Risk Analysis to study
its fuller development of the questions addressed by
Krewski et al. The NRC Committee envisions not
simply the advent of new testing technologies (al-
though these will come) but a consequent shift in the
questions that toxicology is able to address and there-
fore will seek to elucidate. The focus will shift away
from apical endpoints in whole animals (with subse-
quent work attempting to explain underlying causes
and to assess their potential operation in humans at
environmental exposure levels) and toward detecting
perturbation of normal physiology itself as the pri-
mary object of testing (with subsequent inferences
about the disease processes in humans that might
be affected). That is, the flow of inference is being
reversed—no longer from ultimate effects backward
to potential underlying causes but now from causes
forward to their ultimate potential effects. The NRC
report argues that this would be more efficient and
better able to address concerns such as human rel-
evance, sensitive subpopulations, and interindividual
variability. It would be a mistake to regard testing for
physiological perturbation as only the development
of better biomarkers or predictors of traditional api-
cal endpoints—the perturbations themselves are the
object of the envisioned new paradigm in testing.

Whether, how quickly, and by what means the
NRC’s vision can be realized is a worthy topic of
discussion. The vision supposes that our qualitative
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and quantitative understanding of the projected con-
sequences of measured perturbations will be suffi-
ciently robust to allow risk assessors, with sufficient
confidence, to identify exposure levels that should be
expected to be without adverse consequences among
members of the exposed population. This requires
a considerable ability to identify all potentially rel-
evant toxicity pathways and to model their sequel-
lae and interactions. For this inference to be fool-
proof will require considerable development of our
understanding of biological systems and their behav-
iors under stress, but the proper comparison is to our
current far-from-perfect system in which high-dose
animal responses are produced, forcing risk assess-
ment to contend with often unanswerable questions
regarding the relevance of these outcomes to human
physiology and the potential actions of the toxicant
at low exposures. Uncertainties will remain, but they
will be different from those uncertainties we have
grappled with up to now, and at first they will be less
familiar.

How will risk assessment have to change to deal
with the new testing approaches imagined by the
NRC Committee? Risk assessment and testing are
inevitably intertwined, and we need to contend with
the mismatch between what practical experiments
can reliably find out and what risk assessors (and
risk managers) wish to know about the risk or safety
of low doses of chemicals to humans. Risk assess-
ment seeks a scientific basis for public health deci-
sions (guidance, if not firm answers). It must deal
with the incompleteness, extrapolation uncertainty,
and contradictions inherent in experimental animal
data when applied for this purpose. The NRC pro-
posal envisions some questions of interest being ad-
dressed by testing more directly than they are now
(the identity and action of physiological defenses and
the time course of their contention with chemically
induced stresses, biological variation and its impact
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on sensitivity, the role and impact of physiological
differences in test species and in humans) and other
questions being addressed less directly (the genera-
tion of frank in vivo adverse outcomes, the avoidance
of which is the ultimate aim of toxicology and risk
analysis).

Clearly, our rules of inference and approaches to
weight of evidence will have to evolve to reflect toxi-
city testing that is aimed at providing insight into dif-
ferent questions and makes for different pathways to
the answers we seek. Structures such as the human-
relevance/mode-of-action framework will be critical,
but they will serve not as retrospective assessments of
the plausibility of inferred human relevance of apical
in vivo endpoints in test animals but rather as frame-
works for the interpretation of the consequences
of observed physiological perturbations. Physiologi-
cally based pharmacokinetic modeling will be needed
to relate tissue-level effects (which will now be pri-
mary data rather than ancillary observations) to the
doses and dose patterns that engender them. Sys-
tems biology approaches to pharmacodynamics will
be needed to relate stresses to perturbations and to
determine the degree of perturbation necessary to
exceed accommodation and produce frankly adverse
effects. Variations in biology will need to be inter-
preted as to their impact on sensitivity of the whole
living system to adverse alteration, and the roles of
multiple stressors and their interacting effects on per-
turbations will need to be addressed.

Risk assessment will still seek to identify no-
effect levels, but these will have to be redefined not as
the absence of frank impacts on apical endpoints, but
as insufficient perturbation of normal processes to
cause concern for such impacts. It would be a setback
if we simply treated perturbations as more sensitive
“precursors” and sought doses without measurable
impacts of any sort (on the grounds that they “might
have” adverse consequences); the central question of
risk analysis must become the identification of doses
that cause a failure of defensive and accommodative
changes, thereby setting off a cascade of more conse-

quential failures that eventually produce frank toxic-
ity at the whole-organism level. We must be able to
make these inferences in a negative way (i.e., being
confident that doses not causing excessive perturba-
tions among a finite set of tested toxicity pathways
will be unlikely to cause toxicity of any kind of in-
terest for human health protection) and in a positive
way (i.e., correctly interpreting how larger perturba-
tions, perhaps of several sorts from several chemicals
and varying in intensity among individuals with dif-
ferent genetic backgrounds, histories, and lifestyles,
interact and develop over time, perhaps in the face of
fluctuating dose levels, to produce unacceptable and
adverse reactions).

In truth, we are part of the way along this evolu-
tionary path already. Up until about the mid-1980s,
the main question in weight-of-evidence evaluation
was to assess whether reliable, repeatable animal re-
sponses had been observed—that is, to unmask po-
tential false positive bioassays—with the presump-
tion that any true animal effects were indicative of a
similar process in humans. With the progressive elu-
cidation of underlying modes of action, and the re-
alization that many effects operate rather differently
in different species or at different dose levels, it has
become progressively more important to approach
inferences about human risk potential by assessing
(rather than presuming) the commonality of underly-
ing causative pathways in humans and animals, and at
high doses and low ones. The focus in recent years on
sensitive subpopulations and inter-human variability
has only increased the need to examine how quanti-
tative variation in underlying influences play out to
affect the probability and magnitude of adverse reac-
tions. Already, the bulk of risk evaluation concerns
itself with how to address these underlying factors,
often without much scientific basis for the discussion.
The change in focus of toxicity testing as proposed by
the NRC Committee—away from effects and toward
causes—should facilitate progress along these lines.
But we should be aware that risk assessment, as well
as toxicity testing, must evolve.
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Commentary

Advances in Toxicity Testing Herald Improvements and
Challenges for Risk Assessment

Joyce S. Tsuji∗ and Michael R. Garry

Advancements in quantifying the action of sub-
stances on the molecular level combined with
increased knowledge on the influence of genetic vari-
ation are heralding a new era of toxicological meth-
ods to support more accurate assessments of health
risk for the human population. The new tools show
promise of leading us away from administering high
doses to animals and counting bodies, pathological
lesions, or tumors (or assessing disease incidence in
exposed human populations), toward investigating
the mechanistic action and effects of chemicals down
to very low levels.

As summarized by Krewski et al.,(1) the poten-
tial advantages of such approaches are clear, in-
cluding less animal testing, rapid results using in
vitro methods, greater throughput for evaluating the
enormous number of chemicals in production, and
increased accuracy and representativeness for the
human population. Such methods would greatly ben-
efit safety assessments of emerging technologies such
as new “miracle” products, drugs, and devices con-
taining nanomaterials that desperately need effective
rapid screening tests that do not require lifetime an-
imal studies or epidemiological studies. In addition,
such methods may allow measurement of potential
health risks at relevant exposure levels, which like-
wise are difficult with current animal testing or epi-
demiological methods alone because of limited sta-
tistical power and ability to detect subtle changes at
low doses.

Krewski et al.(1) also note that such new ap-
proaches will not be without challenges and will
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likely require considerable validation efforts. And
while the entire risk assessment paradigm may not
need overhaul to incorporate these approaches, cer-
tainly new approaches for conducting risk assessment
within that paradigm and in risk management de-
cision making will be required. However, the use
of in-vitro-derived mechanistic data in place of ex-
tensive in vivo studies to characterize hazard for
classes of chemicals is not foreign to current ap-
proaches. One need look no further than risk assess-
ment approaches for dioxins and dioxin-like com-
pounds, where standard in vitro experimental designs
have been outlined and applied for developing toxic
equivalency factors and, thus, predicting relative po-
tency of congeners for which extensive in vivo data
are not available.(2)

The difficulty in developing in vitro assays that
predict in vivo outcomes with adequate sensitivity
and specificity will continue to be a challenge. Re-
cent evaluations of the ability of in vitro tests to pre-
dict pulmonary toxicity in vivo for nanoscale particles
(carbonyl iron, crystalline and precipitated amor-
phous silica, and zinc oxide) have so far not met with
much success or confidence.(3) In this study, a key
source of discrepancy between in vitro and in vivo
toxicity for zinc oxide was likely the ability of phys-
iological systems to regulate levels of essential ele-
ments such as zinc, despite its high reactivity in cell
cultures.

Thus, although the mechanism of action of sub-
stances occurs on a molecular level, the result of
such perturbations is on a whole-organism level.
In another example, genetic polymorphisms in the
CYP2E1 gene result in a four-fold difference in
enzyme expression and a six-fold difference in ox-
idized trichloroethylene metabolites, but may ulti-
mately result in only 2% or less variability in oxi-
dized trichloroethylene metabolites between the 5th
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and 95th percentile in the population because liver
perfusion rate, which is not as variable, limits the
full expression of this variation.(4,5) Pharmacokinetic
analyses, biomonitoring, and other evidence are thus
necessary parts of the vision to evaluate the effect
of cellular or pathway perturbations on a whole-
organism level.(1)

A key challenge for regulatory and public health
decision making will be how to define the point of
departure for a significant effect. The established
method for developing toxicity criteria for noncancer
effects of chemicals has been to select a lowest ob-
servable adverse effect level (LOAEL) or no ob-
servable adverse effect level (NOAEL) from stud-
ies in animals or humans and then add factors to
lower the dose, depending on various database un-
certainties, including extrapolation from a LOAEL
to a NOAEL, effects in animals to humans, intra-
individual sensitivity, or database deficiencies. In this
default paradigm, ignorance is bliss, with the assump-
tion that no effects occurred in the test animals below
the NOAEL dose and that once factors were added
for the other potential sources of uncertainty, the re-
sulting reference dose would be protective of health.
More recent uses of statistical techniques such as
benchmark dose analysis help capture some of the
statistical and model uncertainty related to the num-
ber of animals and variation in response, although
these improved approaches are still limited to some
extent by dose selection and the endpoints measured.

A result of more refined testing on a cellular level
is that more chemicals could have no discernable
thresholds for effects. Therefore, considerable eval-
uation will need to focus on identifying significant
perturbations on a molecular level that would re-
sult or contribute to adverse consequences to an or-
ganism. Practical thresholds likely exist particularly
for chemicals that are produced endogenously in the
body (e.g., formaldehyde, acetaldyde, hydrogen sul-
fide) or are present at background levels because of
natural occurrence (e.g., arsenic), or are nutritionally
essential (e.g., selenium, magnesium, copper, zinc).
Such information will need to be considered in more

evidence-based approaches for determining points of
departure in setting toxicity criteria.

From past experience, it is clear that develop-
ing risk assessment toxicity criteria (e.g., reference
doses or cancer slope factors), even for more data-
rich chemicals (e.g., arsenic) with considerable epi-
demiological and mechanistic data, is not necessarily
clearer or easier than for chemicals with less infor-
mation. The refined testing methods and approaches
will require that public health decision making con-
sider more evidence-based approaches for dealing
with uncertainty. As our understanding of toxicity
mechanisms increases, so does our awareness of what
we don’t know.

As the circle of light increases, so does the circumfer-
ence of darkness around it.

Einstein

However, as the circle of light increases, the ratio
of light to darkness also increases. So while we may
be increasingly aware of all we don’t know, at least
we are moving toward toxicity assessments that are
guided by more knowledge and less uncertainty.
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Reply to Invited Commentaries on Toxicity
Testing in the 21st Century: Implications
for Human Health Risk Assessment

Daniel Krewski,1∗ Melvin E. Andersen,2 Ellen Mantus,3 and Lauren Zeise4

We are grateful for the detailed and thoughtful
comments in the six commentaries that accompany
our perspective(1) on the NRC report(2) Toxicity Test-
ing in the 21st Century: A Vision and a Strategy. The
report argues for a pervasive, transformative over-
haul of both toxicity testing and the interpretive tools
for assessing the relevance of toxicity-test results for
humans exposed to potentially toxic chemicals at en-
vironmental levels. As might be expected for a re-
port with such broad implications for chemical risk
assessment, the commentaries touch on a wide range
of salient issues. Rather than discussing every point
in detail in our response, we encourage readers of
Risk Analysis to use our perspective and the accom-
panying commentaries as a starting point for a more
complete evaluation of the future directions for toxi-
city as set out in the full NRC report.(2) We do, how-
ever, welcome the opportunity to highlight one or
two points from each of the commentaries here.

Tsuji and Garry(3) note challenges in population
health risk assessment(4) based on in vitro test re-
sults and comment on the need for evidence-based
approaches for dealing with uncertainty. Under-
standing toxicity pathways and the development of
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high-throughput in vitro assays to identify toxico-
logically important pathway perturbations are em-
phasized in the NRC vision for the future of
toxicity testing. This will require a substantive
investment of resources and intellectual capital and
take place over a period of time. As a conse-
quence, the NRC report(2) could not propose spe-
cific methodologies for using measures of toxicity-
pathway perturbations to develop human exposure
guidelines. Risk assessment methods based on path-
way perturbations will be guided by progress in
understanding the dose-response characteristics of
such perturbations, rather than simply by reliance
on a mandated suite of uncertainty factors. Dose-
response models for pathway perturbations will also
have to take into account the relationship between
pathway perturbations and downstream integrated
responses at the cellular or organ level, and how
these may vary among individuals: our understand-
ing of such relationships will be greatly enhanced
through the mapping of key toxicity pathways.

Tsuji and Garry’s(3) reference to chemicals pro-
duced endogenously, or present at significant back-
ground levels, highlights the need to consider the
interplay of multiple exposures and interindividual
variability in response. As discussed in Chapter 5 of
the NRC report,(2) a key research issue deals with
the effect of adding small amounts of toxicants to
a toxicity pathway, in light of the mix of endoge-
nous and exogenous exposures that humans expe-
rience. Dose-dependent transitions in moving from
lower dose levels at which cellular response path-
ways are not activated to higher dose levels at which
activation leading to overt toxicity can be expected
to occur need to be understood in the context of
underlying human exposures, disease processes, and
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health status. This is central to improvements in
risk assessment, as discussed in the recent NRC re-
port Science and Decisions: Advancing Risk Assess-
ment.(5) The lessons learned from endogenous com-
pounds demonstrating toxicity should help guide the
development of new approaches for risk assessment
and decision making for environmental agents based
on in vitro test results. Dose-response models that
take into account both the pharmacokinetics and
pharmacodynamics of toxicity pathways and an un-
derstanding of the underlying biological and health
status of the population regarding critical toxicity-
pathway components will aid the transition to im-
proved risk assessment. As noted in our commit-
tee’s report(2)(p. 80), a detailed understanding of
toxicity-pathway activation in the human population
“will be critical in understanding the implications
of high-throughput results for the population and
for identifying susceptible populations.” Population-
based studies will likely prove to be an essential
component of the new toxicity-testing paradigm and
the risk assessment approaches that use the test re-
sults. As the molecular components of the cell cir-
cuitry underlying toxicity pathways are identified, the
biological substrates that determine interindividual
susceptibility will become more evident, permitting
quantitative description of interindividual variability
in risk within specific populations and across the gen-
eral population.

Conolly(6) suggests that the NRC report(2) fails
to discuss the accuracy of risk predictions; he also ad-
vocates for the use of more detailed pharmacokinetic
models in risk assessment. These pharmacokinetic
models endorsed by Conolly would have greater res-
olution within cells and tissues that could assist in
the development of “virtual tissue” models to in-
tegrate responses across molecules, pathways, cells,
and tissues, eventually allowing simulation of ex-
pected toxicity at the organ or organism level. The
NRC report(2) indirectly discusses concerns with the
accuracy of current approaches at the beginning of
Chapter 2 (p. 35):

Current approaches to toxicity testing rely primarily on
observing adverse biologic responses in homogeneous
groups of animals exposed to high doses of a test agent.
However, the relevance of such animal studies for the
assessment of risks to heterogeneous human popula-
tions exposed at much lower concentrations has been
questioned.

In contrast, toxicity-pathway analysis will eval-
uate responses directly in cells, cell lines, or tissues,
preferably of human origin, across a range of doses.

The NRC report(2) does not enumerate the criteria
for assessing which perturbations should be regarded
as adverse. A wide variety of responses are possi-
ble with the suites of toxicity-pathway assays envi-
sioned: those that are relevant for human health risk
assessment will need to be distinguished from those
that are not. Making this distinction will be guided
by the mapping of key toxicity pathways, including
the determination of which pathway perturbations,
if not prevented, can be expected to lead to adverse
health outcomes. Key challenges will be to develop
assays that are relevant for responses in represen-
tative human cells, and how to interpret findings in
cells that are engineered to be hyper-responsive. In
addition, interpretive tools for examining pathway
circuitry and the manner in which perturbations cas-
cade into integrated cellular responses will be essen-
tial in understanding and assessing risk assessment
based on toxicity-pathway perturbations, rather than
on apical endpoints.

Two aspects of Connolly’s(6) call for increased
detail in microdosimetry and “virtual tissues” war-
rant comment. Microdosimetry may be used for in
vitro-to-in vivo extrapolations of toxicity-pathway re-
sults, depending on the level of knowledge of the
pharmacokinetics, the modes of action at the cellu-
lar level, and the detail required in the extrapola-
tion. The virtual tissue is a computational in silico
model primarily geared to predict toxicity from a va-
riety of input data at the molecular, cellular, organ,
and organism level: such research could be a valu-
able adjunct for safety testing in the pharmaceutical
industry.(7) The goal of the NRC report(2) is to create
a new toxicity-testing paradigm that identifies pertur-
bations of toxicity pathways and uses physiologically
based pharmacokinetic (PBPK) modeling of human
exposures, and computational dose-response models
for these pathways can be used to identify exposures
that are not expected to lead to significant risk in spe-
cific populations. Rather than predicting apical re-
sponses in animals or humans, the objective is the
prediction of significant toxicity-pathway perturba-
tions that have the potential for downstream conse-
quences, manifest as adverse health outcomes.

Elliott(8) highlights legal challenges in bringing
this new vision to life within the context of regu-
latory risk assessment. Chapter 6, Prerequisites for
Implementing the Vision in Regulatory Contexts, of
the NRC report(2) covered some of these same is-
sues. The report acknowledged that the vision raises
fundamental questions about the definitions of ad-
versity. The report envisions extensive cross-sector
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collaboration to ensure that results from a suite
of toxicity tests and analysis from new tools for
dose-response and in vitro-to-in vivo extrapolation
can be implemented within a regulatory setting.
Clearly, evaluation of the issues by a “more legally
sophisticated group or institution,” as argued by
Elliott,(8) will be valuable; some of the analysis con-
ducted by the Environmental Law Institute(9) on al-
ternatives to animal testing under U.S. toxic and
pesticide laws is relevant in this regard.

A fundamental issue to be addressed is the scope
of the information needed to reflect human health
risks and guide the creation of the risk assessment
tools for assessing conditions under which humans
might experience significant perturbations of key
toxicity pathways. As discussed in Chapter 6 of the
NRC report,(2) a key issue will be to establish what
constitutes an “adverse” effect, a regulatory trig-
ger for many statutes administered by federal agen-
cies. Implementation of the NRC vision for human
risk assessment for environmental chemicals will re-
quire coordination of the technical development of
toxicity-pathway assays and extrapolation tools and
the development of clear and explicit guidelines for
their use within the regulatory and legal sectors. It
will also require understanding and acceptance by
nonscientists. A challenge will be to articulate the
fundamental biological concepts and principles un-
derlying the vision sufficiently well so that the advan-
tages of the new approach to toxicity testing and as-
sessment of environmental agents, and the regulatory
and scientific validity of the concomitant risk assess-
ment methods, are clearly understood.

Hattis(10) discusses challenges in using high-
throughput results for risk decision making “based
on the current EPA regulatory framework.” In addi-
tion, he describes an alternative, stating that: “a sys-
tem that attempts to quantitatively assess both actual
health risks and the large associated uncertainties(11)

can provide relevant input for policy makers and
enable analysis of the expected ‘value of informa-
tion’ benefits of successively adding different types
and amounts of information.” This important point
was also made in the recent NRC Science and De-
cisions report.(5) There are many challenges in mov-
ing from current risk assessment practices based on
apical endpoints to a new set of practices based on
perturbation of toxicity pathways; these issues are di-
rectly addressed by Elliott(8) and in Chapter 6 in the
NRC report.(2) Approaches based on the value of in-
formation could prove quite beneficial as individual
tests are developed, test batteries are designed, and

test methods accepted for regulatory use replace cur-
rent methods.

It is important to emphasize that the NRC vision
is not an augmentation of current methods. Instead,
it recommends their replacement over time as new
approaches are developed. Importantly, the suite of
tests used to identify toxicity-pathway perturbations
is not simply testing to evaluate short-term changes
in gene expression, although such tests may well play
a role. Rather, these tests represent rapid, in vitro
evaluations of biological targets of chemicals and the
dose-response characteristics of chemical-target in-
teractions. This is the fundamental scientific advan-
tage of these tests for purposes of toxicity testing. The
NRC report(2) discusses genomic studies that can be
included as part of targeted testing, where shorter-
term, multiday dosing studies could include genomic
components to assess pathways affected by environ-
mental agents and provide broader evaluation of tis-
sue response than that available from histological
analysis alone.

Chapter 5 of the NRC report(2) discusses the im-
plementation of the vision, without making specific
proposals regarding suites of pathway tests. The key
questions for developing the knowledge to support
pathway testing are (box 5-1, p. 124):

• Toxicity-pathway identification—What are the
key pathways whose perturbations result in
toxicity?

• Multiple pathways—What alterations in re-
sponse can be expected from simultaneous
perturbations of multiple toxicity pathways?

• Adversity—What adverse effects are lined to
specific toxicity-pathway perturbations? What
patterns and magnitudes of perturbations are
predictive of adverse health outcomes?

• Life stages—How can the perturbations of tox-
icity pathways associated with developmental
timing or aging be best captured to enable the
advancement of high-throughput assays?

• Effects of exposure duration—How are bio-
logic responses affected by exposures of differ-
ent duration?

• Low-dose response—What is the effect on a
toxicity pathway of adding small amounts of
toxicants in light of preexisting endogenous
and exogenous human exposures?

• Human variability—How do people differ
in their expression of toxicity pathway con-
stituents and in their predisposition to disease
and impairment?
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With regard to the alternative proposal from
Hattis,(10) the NRC committee began its efforts, look-
ing at current test approaches, which are under
pressure to meet (and are perhaps not capable of
meeting) several competing demands (see Chapter 2,
pp. 39–40, and pp. 42–43 of the NRC report(2)):

• the testing of large numbers of existing chemi-
cals, many of which lack basic toxicity data;

• the testing of the large number of new chem-
icals and novel materials, such as nanomateri-
als, introduced into commerce each year;

• the evaluation of potential adverse effects with
respect to all critical end points and life stages;

• the evaluation of potential toxicity in the most
vulnerable members of the human population;

• the use of the fewest animals in the most hu-
mane fashion;

• the need to reduce the cost and time required
for chemical safety evaluation; and

• the need to develop a more robust scientific
basis for risk assessment by providing detailed
mechanistic and dosimetric information and
by encouraging the integration of toxicological
and population-based data.

These demands served as design criteria for
developing the vision. The alternative proposal by
Hattis(10) needs to be looked at through the lens of
these same criteria. Approaches that continue to in-
crease the burden of time-consuming and expensive
studies in experimental animals, no matter how so-
phisticated in relation to uncertainty and variability
analysis,(5) do not take full advantage of advances in
modern biology that offer the prospect for quantum-
level improvements in toxicity testing.

Rhomberg(12) confronts the consequences of the
NRC report(2) for risk assessment head-on: he fore-
sees that implementation of the recommendations
of the NRC report will require pervasive changes
for both toxicity testing and risk assessment. With
respect to inference guidelines for risk assessment,
Rhomberg(12) comments that: “We must be able
to make these inferences in a negative way (i.e.,
being confident that doses not causing excessive
perturbations among a finite set of tested toxicity
pathways will be unlikely to cause toxicity of any
kind of interest for human health protection) . . . .”
Rhomberg’s(12) last paragraph provides insights into
why a new paradigm is needed and the risk assess-
ment challenges inherent in moving in new direc-
tions:

With the progressive elucidation of underlying modes
of action, and the realization that many effects oper-
ate rather differently in different species or at differ-
ent dose levels, it has become progressively more im-
portant to approach inferences about human risk po-
tential by assessing (rather than presuming) the com-
monality of underlying causative pathways in humans
and animals, and at high doses and low ones. The focus
in recent years on sensitive subpopulations and inter-
human variability has only increased the need to ex-
amine how quantitative variation in underlying influ-
ences play out to affect the probability and magnitude of
adverse reactions. Already, the bulk of risk evaluation
concerns itself with how to address these underlying fac-
tors, often without much scientific basis for the discus-
sion. The change in focus of toxicity testing as proposed
by the NRC committee—away from effects and toward
causes—should facilitate progress along these lines.

The final commentary by Kavlock et al.(13)

discusses the convergence of the recommenda-
tions of the report with an initiative covered un-
der the memorandum of understanding between
three U.S. governmental organizations—the Envi-
ronmental Protection Agency, the National Chem-
ical Genomics Center, and the National Toxicol-
ogy Program—announced early in 2008.(14) EPA has
since then incorporated many aspects of the NRC vi-
sion for the future of toxicity testing into its Strategic
Plan for the Future of Toxicity Testing at the U.S. En-
vironmental Protection Agency.(15) These initiatives
should speed the development of various test ap-
proaches and have significant promise for fulfilling a
number of the key aspects of the NRC vision.

These federal initiatives focus on “decisions
made on how best to construct test batteries for iden-
tifying hazards for humans and for prioritizing chem-
icals for further, more in-depth evaluation.” To a cer-
tain extent, these initiatives are based on the notion
that test methods need to reproduce high-dose re-
sults in animals or to support decisions about which
tests should be done in animal systems. This latter ap-
proach is represented by option 2 in the suite of op-
tions evaluated by the NRC committee in its report(2)

(cf. table 2-1, p. 44). We appreciate the initiatives of
these federal agencies to move incrementally toward
the adoption of new methodologies to, in essence,
optimize current testing approaches. However, over
the long term, the emphasis on prioritization and val-
idation of high-dose animal test results could actually
hinder full implementation of the new approach to
toxicity testing for the assessment of environmental
agents outlined in the NRC report.(2) The emphasis
in the NRC report(2) is on human-based test systems,
with options 3 and 4 (the intermediate and long-term
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options favored by the NRC committee) involving an
overhaul of present approaches to evaluate the like-
lihood that chemicals may influence human health at
environmental exposure levels. The NRC committee
did not envision that, even in the long term, animal
tests could be entirely eliminated. Specifically, tar-
geted testing, which could be in vivo or in vitro, would
be used:

• to clarify substantial uncertainties in the inter-
pretation of toxicity-pathway data;

• to understand effects of representative pro-
totype compounds from classes of materials,
such as nanomaterials, that may activate tox-
icity pathways not included in a standard suite
of assays;

• to refine risk estimates when targeted testing
can reduce uncertainty, and a more refined es-
timate is needed for decision making;

• to investigate the production of possibly toxic
metabolites of new compounds; and

• to fill data gaps in the toxicity-pathway test-
ing strategy to ensure that critical toxicity path-
ways and endpoints are adequately covered.

It is time for a coalition of interested parties, in-
cluding federal agencies, to set a common goal, the
fulfillment of the vision elaborated in the NRC re-
port,(2) with specific targets for implementation. As
noted previously, the EPA has already taken a ma-
jor step in this direction through its strategic plan for
the future of toxicity testing.(15) The final comment
by Kavlock et al.(14) emphasizes the need for change:

While the ultimate goal of eliminating the use of animals
in toxicology testing might seem unattainable, it is only
by carefully evaluating the relevance and reliability of
strategies based on in vitro test methods that the utility
and limitations of such an approach can be determined
and decisions made on how best to conduct toxicology
testing in the future. To do otherwise will result in in-
creasing demands being placed on systems never de-
signed to handle the large numbers of chemicals in need
of evaluation, and continued reliance on test methods
based on empirical observation rather than on mecha-
nistic understanding.

In conclusion, the authors of this perspective
greatly appreciate the opportunity to reflect on the
issues raised in the preceding commentaries; these
thoughtful comments highlight a range of risk as-
sessment issues that will be confronted in moving to
a new toxicity-testing approach that is substantially
different from current paradigm. It bears emphasis
that the NRC committee believed that the overhaul

of current practices is not simply a convenience re-
quired to streamline the toxicity-testing process; it is
a necessary step for implementing a preferred ap-
proach to toxicity testing in the 21st century and
achieving the design goals on which the NRC vision
rests. These changes are becoming possible with our
increasingly sophisticated understanding of human
biology, human signaling motifs, and toxicity path-
ways. How quickly can this transition take place? A
progression of important science and technology ac-
tivities for making a transition to these new method-
ologies is provided in the NRC report(2) (fig. 5-1,
p. 136). Other management approaches could also be
envisioned based on available resources and public
and political will to bring about these changes; Chap-
ter 5 of the report offers some suggestions in this
regard. We very much look forward to a continued
dialog within the toxicological and risk assessment
communities on key issues in the NRC report and
on further discussion of the questions raised by
the commentators regarding implementation of the
vision.

Finally, the NRC report(2) was completed in
2006, reviewed in late 2006, revised in early 2007,
and released on June 12, 2007. Many areas reviewed
in relation to the scientific tools and technologies
that form the foundation for the NRC vision (see
the NRC report,(2) Chapter 4, and Andersen and
Krewski,(16) table 1, for further details) have ad-
vanced considerably, especially stem cell biology and
regenerative medicine and computational systems bi-
ology. These advances are important for developing
toxicity-pathway assays and dose-response models
linking perturbations and more integrated responses.
The path forward looks increasingly achievable. The
main remaining limitation is finding the political will
and resources to move forward with the goals speci-
fied in the NRC report.(2) Over the past 18 months,
members of the NRC committee have made nearly
50 invited presentations on the vision set out in the
NRC report; continued interest in this area is ev-
idenced by future presentations already scheduled
throughout 2009.5 Many of the issues raised by the

5In 2007, invited presentations were made to/at: U.S. EPA
Assistant Administrator, Annual Summer Meeting of the Tox-
icology Forum, U.S. EPA Health Effects Research Labora-
tory, Karolinska Institute for Environmental Medicine (Stock-
holm, Sweden), Seminar on Aspects on Risk-Benefit Assessment
of Food Consumption—Directions for the Future (Uppsala,
Sweden), Society for Risk Analysis Annual Meeting, Dow
Chemical Company, District of Columbia Bar Association and
Environmental Law Institute, and OECD Workshop Integrated
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audiences at these presentations have also served to
clarify the steps inherent in making such a profound
change in toxicity testing and risk assessment. A sec-
ond perspective(16) regarding the NRC report(2) pre-
pared by two of us, in press in Toxicological Sci-
ences, provides complementary materials regarding
the toxicity-testing aspects of the report and shows
how our thinking has evolved since the NRC re-
port(2) was completed in 2007.
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