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For a better understanding of the effect of drugs and their interaction with cells and tissues, there is a
need for in vitro and ex vivo model systems which enables studying these events. There are several
in vitro methods available to evaluate the antioxidant activity; however, these methods do not factor
in the complex in vivo physiology. Here we present an intestinal tissue modified oxygen electrode, used
for the detection of the antioxidant effect of orally administered drugs in the presence of H2O2.
Antioxidants are essential in the defense against oxidative stress, more specifically against reactive oxy-
gen species such as H2O2. Due to the presence of native catalase in the intestine, with the tissue-based
biosensor we were able to detect H2O2 in the range between 50 and 500 mM. The reproducibility of
the sensor based on the calculated relative standard deviations was 15 ± 6%. We found that the O2 pro-
duction by catalase from H2O2 was reduced in the presence of a well-known antioxidant, quinol. This
indirectly detected antioxidant activity was also observed in the case of orally administered drugs with
a reported anti-inflammatory effect such as mesalazine and paracetamol, while no antioxidant activity
was recorded with aspirin and metformin.

� 2020 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.
1. Introduction

Oral drug delivery remains the most preferred route of admin-
istration [1,2]. Only during the past years, a myriad of oral drug
delivery strategies has been discovered and clinically tried [3]. Oral
administration of drugs faces several challenges since the active
compounds need to traverse through the gastrointestinal tract,
while being exposed to varying pH conditions and enzymes, before
being able to be absorbed in the small intestine after crossing the
mucous layer and epithelium [4]. Assessing the permeation and
interaction of drugs with the intestinal tissue is essential in drug
discovery [5]; therefore, evaluating the orally delivered drugs in
model in vitro and ex vivo systems and simulated conditions are
essential [6].

Among these approaches, in vitro models are ubiquitous due to
their ethical and economic viability in comparison with in vivo
models, especially when large groups of lead candidates are
required to be screened. In vitro models, particularly cell cultures
(e.g., Caco-2 cell monolayers) are widely used for studying orally
delivered drugs that are meant to be absorbed in the intestine
[7]. One major drawback of these systems is that the intricate array
of in vivo physiological parameters are either oversimplified or
wholly ignored [8]. For instance, epithelial enzymes known to be
involved in metabolizing drugs, which are also additionally
absorbed [9] are often overlooked in the in vitro systems. Although
several drug-metabolizing enzymes have been previously investi-
gated [4,10], little is known about the role of native antioxidant
enzymes particularly in the site of inflammation in the intestine.
In classical assays, the interaction or effect of drugs on enzymes
is evaluated using isolated enzymes or in vitro cell culture systems
[11–13]. Considering the high abundance of catalase in the intesti-
nal mucosa [16,17] and in the intestine [16], it is relevant to eval-
uate how this enzyme or its substrate interacts with orally
delivered drugs. Additionally, it has been also shown the advan-
tages of tissue-based electrochemical biosensors, regarding the
prolonged stability of the enzymes in their native environment,
better sensitivity, and linear range when compared with the typi-
cal isolated enzyme-based biosensors [17,18]. Ex vivo methods,
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using isolated small intestinal tissues are widely implemented for
drug permeation studies in system such as the Ussing chamber and
Franz cells [19–24]. The small intestine, especially jejunum is com-
monly used for these studies as it is the principal site of absorption
for drugs and nutrients in the gastrointestinal tract Commonly, for
permeation and interaction studies, porcine intestines are pre-
ferred due to their similarities in function and morphology with
the human intestines [25,26]. Moreover, porcine intestines are also
used as a standard mammalian model to study acute and chronic
inflammation [26,27].

In the case of inflammatory bowel diseases such as ulcerative
colitis [14], it has been reported that oxidative damage and in par-
ticular H2O2 having a crucial role. Oxidative stress is caused due to
the imbalance between the oxidants (reactive oxygen species
(ROS)) and the antioxidant defense system in favor of the oxidants,
which can lead to inflammation [28]. Generally, ROS are required
for intercellular and extracellular signaling as well as for defense
against pathogens [29]. However, in excess, they are extremely
reactive and cause damage to proteins, lipids, and nucleic acids,
causing oxidative stress and resulting in several disease states
[30,31]. To neutralize any adverse effect of the ROS, the intestinal
epithelial cells and mucosa are equipped with a very efficient
antioxidant system comprising of enzymes such as superoxide dis-
mutase, glutathione peroxidase, and catalase [14]. Among antioxi-
dant enzymes, catalase is highly efficient in neutralizing H2O2, one
of the stable forms of ROS, by converting it to H2O and O2.

Recently, real-time electrochemical monitoring of native cata-
lase in skin has been proposed [32], which was also used to study
the reaction of polyphenol-H2O2 [33]. In this work, we used por-
cine small intestine modified oxygen electrode (Fig. 1A) to study
the antioxidant effect of orally administered drugs.
2. Materials and methods

2.1. Chemical and materials

Hydrogen peroxide (H2O2) (30%), phosphate buffer saline
(PBS pH 7.4) in powder, KCl, sodium azide (NaN3), amitrole
(3-amino-1,2,4-triazole), quinol (hydroquinone), mesalazine
(5-aminosalicylic acid), paracetamol (acetaminophen), aspirin
(acetylsalicylic acid), and metformin (N,N-Dimethylimidodicarboni
midic diamide) were purchased from Sigma Aldrich (St Louis, MO,
USA). A custom-made three-electrode system consisting of a
250 mm thick platinum wire as working electrode (WE) melted in
glass, an internal Ag/AgCl reference (RE), and internal platinum
counter electrode (CE) (Fig. 1A) was purchased from Optronika,
UAB (Vilnius, Lithuania). The Teflon membrane of 12.5 mm thick-
ness was obtained from Hansatech Instruments (Norfolk, UK). All
solutions were prepared using deionized water from Milli-Q Inte-
gral Water Purification System from Merck Millipore (Billerica,
MA, USA).
2.2. Intestinal tissue-modified oxygen electrode

The platinum surface of the WE was polished using a 1 mm alu-
mina suspension (Buehler, Lake Bluff, IL, USA) and rinsed with
deionized water. The body of the electrode was filled with satu-
rated KCl solution and covered with a Teflon membrane, complet-
ing the basic oxygen electrode construction [34]. The oxygen
electrode was further covered with tissue which was immobilized
using an O-ring and in order to limit the exposure area of the
immobilized tissue, the excess tissue in the sides were covered
with Parafilm� (Supplementary information, Fig. S1). The jejunum
part of small intestine was harvested from two sacrificed pigs (15–
16 weeks old, 50–55 kg, Landrace � Yorkshire � Duroc). The tissue
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was placed on the oxygen electrode in a way that the inner part of
the tissue (towards the lumen) was exposed to the buffer solution
during measurement, while the outer part was in direct contact
with the Teflon membrane of the electrode. The intestinal tissue
was cut into small pieces of about 5–6 cm and stored in 15 mL cen-
trifuge tubes aliquots (1 piece of tissues/tube) at � 20 �C. Before
experiments, the tissues were thawed, rinsed with PBS and
punched with a leather puncher (3 mm £). Each aliquot of tissue
yielded up to 7 circular tissue punches. If the tissue punches were
not used immediately, they were stored at +4 �C in a humid cham-
ber soaked with PBS for no longer than a week. This ex vivo study
was conducted at the Technical University of Denmark under the
license number DK-10-13-OTH-736416.

2.3. Amperometric monitoring of catalase activity in tissue

All amperometric measurements were performed with the
three-electrode setup as described above, using a CHI 660C poten-
tiostat/galvanostat (CH Instruments, Austin, TX, USA). The tissue-
modified biosensor (Supplementary information, Fig. S1) was sub-
merged into an electrochemical cell containing 10 mL PBS (pH 7.4),
with continuous stirring for 30 min to eliminate the loosely bound
catalase from the tissue. Before measurement, fresh PBS was
placed in the electrochemical cell and chronoamperograms were
recorded at a potential of �0.7 V vs. Ag/AgCl/Sat. KCl RE. After
baseline current stabilized, typically, a 200 ml of various concentra-
tions of H2O2 was added into the electrochemical cell, resulting in a
reduction current due to O2 production catalyzed by the native
catalase in the tissue. The current signal was recorded after a stable
current was obtained. After the reduction current stabilized, the
analyte of interest was added to the electrochemical cell, and the
response of biosensor was measured after stabilization. If not
otherwise specified, the concentration of the tested drugs was
three times higher than the concentration of H2O2. For all measure-
ments, the electrochemical cell was continuously intermixed with
a magnetic stirrer and was carried out at room temperature.

2.4. Data analysis

The data was recorded using the software supplied by CH
Instruments. All experiments were performed in triplicates, if not
otherwise specified. In assays aimed for quantitative measure-
ments, the same tissue or tissues from the same animal were used
for a set of experiments. For better graphical representation, the
obtained raw data were treated using Savitzky-Golay method with
30 points averaging. Origin 2018b (OriginLab Corp, Northampton,
USA) was used to analyze and display the data. When applicable,
the chronoamperograms were baseline shifted for better visualiza-
tion. Normalization of the current was performed by considering
the current response for H2O2 to be 100%. The inhibition current
for tested drugs is expressed with respect to the normalized cur-
rent response for H2O2.
3. Results and discussion

3.1. Working principle of the biosensor and detection of H2O2

The working principle of the sensor is depicted in Fig. 1B. In the
presence of native catalase in the intestine, H2O2 is converted to O2

and H2O. The O2 will diffuse through the Teflon membrane and will
be reduced on the Pt WE at � 0.7 V vs. Ag/AgCl/Sat. KCl RE. As
shown in Fig. 2A (red and grey curve), after addition of H2O2 there
is an apparent decrease in current as a result of the O2 produced by
catalase while there is no signal in the control measurement, when
PBS is added to the electrochemical cell (Fig. 2A, black curve). We



Fig. 1. A) Schematic representation of the tissue-modified oxygen electrode; B) Working principle of the tissue-modified oxygen electrode.
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also measured the current response from dissolved O2 in the PBS
with a bare and tissue-modified oxygen electrode. As expected,
the recorded reduction current was lower in the presence of the
tissue due to the diffusion limitation of O2 (Supplementary infor-
mation, Fig. S2A).

To corroborate the role of catalase in the production of O2 from
H2O2, we evaluated the effect of enzyme inhibitors. Fig. 2A shows
the signal recorded after the addition of an unspecific catalase inhi-
bitor, sodium azide (grey curve) and amitrole (red curve) the speci-
fic inhibitor of catalase [35]. We observed that sodium azide
inhibits the native catalase in the intestine, an effect earlier
reported by Nocchi et al. [32] using native catalase in skin. When
comparing the inhibitors, we observed that in the case of amitrole,
the 100% catalase inhibition was slower than for sodium azide
(Fig. 2A, red curve). However, catalase was reversibly inhibited
by sodium azide and irreversibly by its specific inhibitor amitrole
(Supplementary information, Fig. S2B). The data presented in
Fig. 2B, confirms that the change in current recorded after addition
of H2O2 is due to O2 reduction on the Pt WE, where the O2 was pro-
duced as a result of catalase activity.

We found that when working with freshly immobilized intesti-
nal tissue without rinsing, it was challenging to obtain a stable
reduction current after the addition of H2O2 (Fig. 2B, black curve).
The unstable baseline could be attributed to the fast consumption
of H2O2 due to the high abundance of catalase produced by the
large population of bacteria present in the mucosal layer [36]. On
the other hand, when the tissue was thoroughly rinsed after immo-
bilization, a stable current could be recorded (Fig. 2B, red curve). To
evaluate if the unstable baseline in the case of the unrinsed tissue
is related to the excess of catalase in the mucosa, we measured the
O2 produced with a bare oxygen electrode in the presence of H2O2

and added mucosa, removed during the rinsing of the intestine. As
shown in Fig. 2B, grey curve), there is a substantial amount of O2

produced in the presence of 200 mM H2O2 present in the PBS, when
the loose mucosa (1 mL) from the rinsing process was added to the
electrochemical cell containing unmodified oxygen electrode. This
excessive O2 production confirms the presence of abundant cata-
lase in the mucosa layer, and therefore for further experiments
the tissues were rinsed prior measurement.

Fig. 2C shows the linear dependence between the H2O2 concen-
tration and current recorded with the tissue-modified oxygen
3

electrode. For studies evaluating the antioxidant activity of drugs,
200 mM H2O2 was chosen to mimic oxidative stress conditions.
The concentration was selected considering the relatively low con-
centration of H2O2, leading to a substantial reduction current while
a stable signal can be obtained in less than 15 min (Fig. 2B, red
curve). Furthermore, using a relatively low concentration of H2O2

is essential to prevent catalase inactivation [37]. To evaluate the
stability of the native catalase, we recorded the current response
of 200 mM H2O2 using the same batch of tissue over a period of
three days. We found that the relative standard variation between
the obtained signals (using the same electrode) was around 9%
based on at least three measurements within the same day, while
the variation was 10% for measurements performed across three
days (using three different electrodes, with tissue from the same
batch). The obtained data and a relatively low variation within
the same day indicates that the biosensor can be reused several
times and the same batch of tissue can be used up to three days.

3.2. Effect of drugs on O2 production catalyzed by catalase

Many phenolic compounds are known to have antioxidant
activity [38], mostly related to their ROS scavenging capacity due
to their chemical structure [39]. It has been shown that certain
orally delivered drugs with phenolic structure and anti-
inflammatory properties, such as mesalazine, paracetamol and
aspirin display antioxidant activity in vitro [40], although their
therapeutic effect is not connected to this antioxidant behavior.
Mesalazine is administered to reduce inflammation and therefore
to ameliorate the symptoms of patient suffering from ulcerative
colitis [41]. There are several formulations of mesalazine available;
however the oral form is extensively used for patients at advanced
disease state [42,43]. The mechanism of action of mesalazine is not
fully known, but its anti-inflammatory effect has been associated
with its capacity to indirectly reduce production of prostaglandins
which results in decreased inflammation [41]. Besides this effect, it
has also been shown that mesalazine has antioxidant properties
using animal models and isolated microvillus membrane vesicles
[12,44]. In the animal models, Managlia et al., showed that the
mesalazine reduced ROS levels over 40% [12]. As shown in
Fig. 3A, using the intestinal tissue biosensor we measured a
decrease in O2 production after addition of mesalazine (red curve).



Fig. 2. A) Representative figure showing the current recorded before and after the
addition of H2O2 (red and grey curve), the signal recorded in the control experiment
(black curve), and current measured in the presence of catalase inhibitions, amitrole
(red curve) and sodium azide (grey curve); B) Current response after the addition of
H2O2 recorded with the tissue-modified electrode without rinsing (black curve),
after rinsing (red curve) and the signal measured with bare oxygen electrode in the
presence of H2O2 in solution after the addition of mucosa from rinsing (grey curve).
C) H2O2 calibration curve (R2 = 0.989) obtained with the tissue biosensor, from
different aliquots of tissues from the same animal. Error bars represents the
standard deviations, n = 3. (For interpretation of the references to colour in this
figure legend, the reader is referred to the web version of this article.)
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We observed that the inhibitory effect of mesalazine was similar to
the signal recorded after addition of quinol (Fig. 3A, blue curve), a
well-known antioxidant with phenolic structure [45]. Whereas,
addition of PBS did not cause any inhibition in O2 production
(Fig. 3A, black curve).

Paracetamol is another phenolic derivate with reported anti-
inflammatory effect [46,47]. Although its antioxidant effect has
also been reported using cellular models [13,48,49], paracetamol
is mostly known for its oxidative stress inducing properties outside
its therapeutic window [50]. It has been previously shown that the
oxidative and antioxidant effect of this compound is concentration
dependent [51]. For instance, Dinis et al. demonstrated using a cell-
free assay system that paracetamol can directly scavenge ROS with
a concentration range of 2–10 mM [40]. As seen in Fig. 3B, we
recorded a substantial inhibition of O2 production (blue curve)
after the addition of paracetamol, which indicates antioxidant like
activity of this drug. For further experiments, the ratio (1:3)
between H2O2 and tested drugs was chosen based on the data pre-
sented in Supplementary information, Fig. S3.

We further evaluated this effect, considering that the inhibition
of the O2 produced from H2O2 could be a result of either (i) direct
inhibition of catalase activity or (ii) reaction of paracetamol with
H2O2. When H2O2 was added after 30 min incubation with parac-
etamol (still present in the electrochemical cell), the resultant O2

production was similar to a typical response for 200 mM H2O2

(Fig. 3B, black curve). However, when H2O2 was introduced to
the electrochemical cell together with paracetamol, we noticed
decrease in the reduction current, indicating lower O2 production
(Fig. 3B, red curve) compared to the case when H2O2 alone was
added (Fig. 3B, blue curve). These findings suggest that paraceta-
mol does not directly inhibit catalase and that the antioxidant like
behavior is due to its ROS scavenging activity, which was also
reported by Dinis et al. [40]. Additionally, when we recorded the
signal from the sensor, while sequentially adding H2O2 -
paracetamol - H2O2� PBS to the electrochemical cell, we found that
the second addition of H2O2 resulted in a comparable O2 reduction
current as the first one (Supplementary information, Fig. S4). The
comparable O2 reduction current reinforces that paracetamol does
not affect catalase activity. Fig. 4 shows the relative inhibition of O2

production recorded with the tissue-modified oxygen sensor with
different drugs, and using PBS as control. Among the tested drugs,
paracetamol has the highest antioxidant effect due to high inhibi-
tion current of 55% followed by mesalazine.

Our findings concur with the study performed by Dinis et al.,
where they revealed the antioxidant activity in cell-free assay.
We also evaluated the effect of aspirin, yet another orally delivered
drug with phenolic structure with well-known anti-inflammatory
and antipyretic property [52,53]. Antioxidant activity of aspirin
has been demonstrated previously in both in vitro and ex vivo
[54,55], however, in our study we have not recorded any such
activity, which could be due to low concentration of aspirin used
in our experiments. For instance, Dinis et al. used aspirin 50x times
higher in concentration than paracetamol to show antioxidant
effect in the cell-free assay system.

Additionally, we evaluated metformin, which is an anti-
hyperglycemic agent primarily used in type-2 diabetes treatment.
However it is also known to scavenge intracellular ROS [56],
increase catalase activity in diabetic rats [57], and recently it has
been shown to also have anti-inflammatory effect [57].
Bonnefont-Rousselot et al. [58] studied the ROS scavenging ability
of metformin using different ROS species and showed that



Fig. 3. A) Effect of mesalazine and quinol on the O2 produced from H2O2 catalyzed by catalase in the intestinal tissue; B) Evaluation of antioxidant behavior of paracetamol.

Fig. 4. Normalized current values recorded from tissue-modified oxygen electrode for consecutive additions of H2O2, test drug and PBS as control, respectively (n = 3). Tissues
from different aliquots were used for each drug, and all aliquots were from the same animal. The antioxidant effect can be evaluated from the current inhibition %. The inset
shows the chemical structures of test drugs.
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metformin particularly does not react with H2O2. In our study
(Fig. 4), we observed that metformin does not reduce the O2 pro-
duction catalyzed by catalase, which could be related to the obser-
vation that metformin does not react with H2O2 [58] and therefore
does not show any antioxidant-like effect.

4. Conclusion

In this study, we proposed an intestinal tissue-modified oxygen
electrode, as a tool to measure the antioxidant activity of com-
pounds in an isolated intestinal tissue. We were able to monitor
the H2O2 scavenging properties of a known antioxidant, quinol,
by measuring the inhibition of the O2 produced by catalase in
the presence of H2O2. Using this method, we measured the antiox-
idant activity of mesalazine and paracetamol. This effect could be
explained by the presence of phenolic ring, since phenolic com-
pounds are known to have ROS scavenging properties. Although
in therapy these drugs are not primarily used for their antioxidant
properties, they could potentially be used for their antioxidant
properties based on their chemical structures. The lack of any
5

antioxidant effect recorded in the case of metformin could be
explained from reports indicating that metformin does not react
with H2O2. Based on our finding, we can conclude that the pre-
sented ex vivo sensor would be suitable for testing newly devel-
oped drugs that could have radical scavenging properties or can
affect catalase activity. In addition, it could be used for mechanistic
investigation as well as for studying the dose dependent antioxi-
dant activity of oral drugs.
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