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REVIEW

Transcription factors: building hubs in the 3D space
Dafne Campigli Di Giammartino, Alexander Polyzos , and Effie Apostolou

Sanford I. Weill Department of Medicine, Sandra and Edward Meyer Cancer Center, Weill Cornell Medicine, New York, NY, USA

ABSTRACT
The hierarchical three-dimensional folding of the mammalian genome constitutes an important 
regulatory layer of gene expression and cell fate control during processes such as development 
and tumorigenesis. Accumulating evidence supports the existence of complex topological assem-
blies in which multiple genes and regulatory elements are frequently interacting with each other 
in the 3D nucleus. Here, we will discuss the nature, organizational principles, and potential 
function of such assemblies, including the recently reported enhancer “hubs,” “cliques,” and 
FIREs (frequently interacting regions) as well as multi-contact hubs. We will also review recent 
studies that investigate the role of transcription factors (TFs) in driving the topological genome 
reorganization and hub formation in the context of cell fate transitions and cancer. Finally, we will 
highlight technological advances that enabled these studies, current limitations, and future 
directions necessary to advance our understating in the field.
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Introduction

Gene expression during physiological and pathologi-
cal cell fate changes is controlled in part by the spatio-
temporal regulation of enhancers and their target 
promoters. Despite progress in the genome-wide 
mapping of putative enhancers based on chromatin 
accessibility, transcription factor (or cofactor) binding 
or select histone marks (e.g. H3K27ac and H3K4me1), 
uncovering functional enhancers and assigning them 
to target genes remains extremely challenging. The 
emergence of 3D chromatin organization as an impor-
tant regulatory layer of gene expression and cell iden-
tity [1–7] highlighted the fact that understanding 
enhancer specificity and activity requires knowledge 
of its 3D neighborhood [8–12].

All different hierarchical levels of 3D chromatin orga-
nization, ranging from megabase-scale compartments 
to Topologically Associating Domains (TADs) and fine- 
scale chromatin loops contribute to shape the regulatory 
enhancer landscape [13–15] (see Table 1). At the level of 
chromosome compartments, active or poised enhancers 
and genes are expected to be located within the so-called 
A compartments, which represent more euchromatic, 
open, and active genomic regions, while repressed and 
methylated enhancers will often reside within the het-
erochromatic and transcriptionally inactive 

B compartments [16]. Interestingly, during processes 
such as differentiation and somatic cell reprogramming 
A-to-B and B-to-A compartment switches can occur, 
consistent with enhancer silencing or de novo activa-
tion, respectively, and a global 3D rewiring [17–19]. 
Although enhancers can function over large distances, 
their activity is largely restricted within TADs. TADs are 
chromatin domains with high degree of self-association 
that are insulated from neighboring genomic regions by 
boundary elements [5]. Albeit TAD boundaries are 
largely conserved across cell types and species and are 
thought to spatially confine transcriptional regulatory 
units [20], boundary insulation and intra-TAD enhan-
cer–promoter contacts are dynamically changing during 
cell fate transitions instructing cell-type-specific tran-
scriptional programs [21]. Here, we will focus on the 
most recent 3D chromatin studies reporting complex 
and dynamic enhancer and promoter contacts and dis-
cuss the nature, organizational principles, and potential 
function of such intricate interactions.

Enhancer–promoter networks and 3D hubs

Over the last two decades, hundreds of studies 
using either DNA fluorescence in situ hybridiza-
tion (FISH) or chromosome conformation capture 
(3C)-based approaches have described pairwise 
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enhancer–promoter interactions in various cellular 
contexts [21–23]. These studies were instrumental 
assigning enhancers to the right target genes and 
revealed cases in which this communication may 
happen over very large distances (over 
a Megabase) and by skipping one or more inter-
vening genes. Intriguingly, in addition to the typi-
cal one-to-one enhancer–promoter contacts, 
increasing evidence from multiple studies and 

experimental systems support the existence of 
complex and highly dynamic enhancer–promoter 
networks.

The first observations of multi-loci connections 
were based on 4C-based approaches around 
selected viewpoints in multiple different cellular 
contexts and conditions, including antiviral 
response [24], reprogramming [3,4,25], olfactory 
neurons [26,27], erythroid cell differentiation [28] 
and other developmental processes [29]. These 
studies, often combined with single-cell 3D-DNA 
FISH validations, revealed contacts among multi-
ple genes and regulatory elements both in cis and 
in trans at variable frequencies providing impor-
tant insights into the dynamic nature of 3D chro-
matin organization and the factors that may drive 
formation of multiconnected hubs. In addition, 
although limited to few select loci, these studies 
established the first functional links between long- 
range interactions and transcriptional regulation 
or co-regulation of implicated genes. The develop-
ment of Hi-C technology which allows genome- 
wide mapping of regions in physical proximity 
further improved our understanding of the orga-
nizational principles of 3D chromatin topology 
and the association with gene expression [30,31]. 
However, the ability of Hi-C to detect fine-scale 
long-range enhancer–promoter contacts is limited 
by the resolution and requires very high sequen-
cing depth. Moreover, findings from several 
groups hint to the fact that, even at high resolu-
tion, Hi-C is mostly able to detect structural loops 
(such as those mediated by CTCF) but promoter– 
enhancer contacts are underrepresented [32,33]. 
Recent technological advances that combine Hi-C 
with antibody-based or oligo-based enrichment 
steps, such as ChIA-PET [34], PLAC-seq [35], 
HiChIP [36] and Capture Hi-C [37] have drasti-
cally improved the resolution and the discovery 
rate of promoter–enhancer interactionss. 
A number of recent studies that utilize these tech-
nologies in different cellular systems and com-
bined with antibodies against transcriptional and 
architectural factors (e.g. RNA PolII or Smc1) or 
characteristic “active” histone modifications 
(H3K4me3 or H3K27ac) have provided unique 

Table 1. Glossary for 3D topology terms used in this review.
Features of chromatin topology
Compartments 

Higher-order megabase structures formed by segregation of two 
mutually exclusive types of chromatin, A or B [16]. Active or 
poised enhancers and genes are expected to be located within the 
so-called A compartments, which represent more euchromatic, 
open and active genomic regions, while repressed and methylated 
enhancers will often reside within the heterochromatic and 
transcriptionally inactive B compartment.

TADs (Topological Associated Domains) 
(Sub)megabase chromatin domains characterized by a high 
degree of self-association, and demarcated by boundaries that 
insulate them from neighboring genomic regions [5].

Loops 
Chromosomal structures formed by chromatin extrusion through 
the cohesin ring(s) that bring distal genomic regions in physical 
proximity [30].

Chromatin contact 
Physical proximity between distal genomic sites in the 3D nucleus 
[136], not necessarily mediated by looping (can be intra- 
chromosomal [22,52] or inter-chromosomal [24,26,27]).

Hubs 
Highly interacting regions that form contacts with 2 or more 
chromatin loci. They can represent either highly dynamic or 
heterogenous pairwise interactions within a cell population or - 
more rarely- multiway contacts on the same cell and allele. Hubs 
can either form through loop extrusion or through segregation 
and (micro)phase separation [33,47–51,57,58].

Transcription factories 
Nuclear foci of concentrated RNA polymerase II and basic 
transcriptional machinery where multiple genes and regulatory 
elements physically merge to become actively transcribed [100].

Possible mechanisms driving chromatin topology
Loop Extrusion 

A mechanism of loop formation whereby cis-acting loop-extruding 
factors (e.g. cohesin) form progressively larger DNA loops until 
they encounter boundary elements (e.g. convergently oriented 
CTCF binding sites) [13,30,72,73].

Segregation/Self-organization 
The differential affinities among various histone modifications and 
chromatin-bound factors promote self-assembly and/or separation 
within the 3D nucleus resulting in the formation of subnuclear 
structures, such as A and B compartments [16].

Phase separation 
Process by which molecules separate in the absence of 
membranes into discrete liquid condensates with distinct 
compositions. Phase separation is formed by weak and highly 
multivalent interactions between their protein and/or RNA 
components [86].
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insights into the frequency, nature, dynamics, and 
roles of enhancer–promoter contacts and multi-
connected hubs [8,38–41].

By performing HiChIP with an antibody against 
histone H3 lysine 27 acetylation (H3K27ac), we 
have recently generated 3D maps of active enhan-
cer and promoter contacts in murine somatic and 
pluripotent stem cells (PSCs) and described 
a drastic rewiring during somatic cell reprogram-
ming [33]. This assay captured thousands of high- 
confidence and statistically significant enhancer– 
enhancer (41%), enhancer–promoter (41%), and 
promoter–promoter (18%) contacts. Although the 
majority of cis-regulatory elements were engaged 
in only one interaction, we found few hundreds of 
genomic regions communicating with 10 or more 
(up to 33) distant genes and/or enhancers at high 
frequencies. Importantly, the degree of interactiv-
ity (number of distinct contacts per anchor), 
which was validated by H3K27ac-independent 
approaches such as 4C-seq and Hi-C, was strongly 
associated with the transcriptional levels of con-
nected genes.

Among the highest connected HiChIP anchors 
in pluripotent stem cells were many of the pre-
viously described super-enhancers (SE) [42] as 
well as known stem cell regulators, including 
Mycn, Esrrb, and Mir290. In agreement with 
these findings, an independent study, which 
applied Hi-C in 21 primary human tissues, identi-
fied tissue-specific SEs as hotspots of local chro-
matin interactions termed FIREs (frequently 
interacting regions) [43]. FIREs showed high levels 
of transcriptional activity in the respective cell 
types and included many cell-identity genes. The 
increased 3D interactivity of SEs has been further 
supported by the detection of SEs within recently 
described Hi-C stripes [44] (described later in this 
review) and the reported inter-connectivity 
amongSEs in cis and trans [45]. Together, these 
results suggest that a high degree of connectivity 
might be an inherent characteristic of regulatory 
elements that control high transcriptional levels of 
cell-type-associated genes, such as SEs or stretch 
enhancers [46,47].

An important consideration when evaluating 
results from these classical pairwise 3C-based 

studies is that they represent the “average” 3D 
chromatin conformation of cell populations and 
cannot distinguish between co-occurring interac-
tions in the same cells and mutually exclusive, or 
competitive, interactions that occur in different 
cells. Recently developed technologies, such as 
multi-contact 4C and Tri-C, enabled the detection 
of simultaneous multi-loci interactions within 
a single allele [48–52]. These studies identified 
high-order complexes formed by multi-way chro-
matin interactions between enhancers and promo-
ters at selected mouse gene loci, including the 
globin locus [48,49] and Pcdh locus [50] as well 
as antigen receptor genes [52], confirming the 
existence of “regulatory hubs” within single alleles 
in which enhancer elements can simultaneously 
contact and potentially regulate multiple genes. 
Overall, these results confirm the presence of 
multi-way contacts in single cells but are restricted 
to a very small number of tested loci. Single-cell 
Hi-C could potentially overcome this issue by pro-
viding a genome-wide view of multi-way contacts 
in single cells [53–55]; however, this method is 
limited by the sparsity of data that is inherent to 
current single-cell assays and cannot achieve high 
enough resolution to be informative at the level of 
individual regulatory elements.

Other approaches that do not rely on pairwise 
proximity ligation have recently emerged to study 
chromatin conformation [56], including genome 
architecture mapping [57] (GAM), split-pool 
recognition of interactions by tag extension [58] 
(SPRITE), transposase-mediated analysis of chro-
matin looping [59] (Trac-looping), optical recon-
struction of chromatin architecture (ORCA) [60] 
and chromatin-interaction analysis via droplet- 
based and barcode-linked sequencing [61] (ChIA- 
Drop). Using these techniques, the authors were 
able to identify multi-loci chromatin interactions 
involving three or more genomic regions, albeit at 
low frequencies. For example, ChIA-Drop in 
Drosophila cells revealed that the vast majority 
(80%) of RNA polymerase II-mediated complexes 
included only one promoter, supporting that most 
promoters are not spatially interconnected in indi-
vidual cells and alleles. Nonetheless, the same 
study captured 2,700 complexes that 
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simultaneously connect 3 or more promoters, 
indicating that rare multi-way interactions do 
occur in single molecules . This is in agreement 
with recent high-resolution FISH-based 
approaches [62]. These results suggest caution in 
the interpretation of high 3D interactivity from 
population-averaged 3C-based data and support 
that highly connected hubs likely represent differ-
ent pairwise (instead of multi-way) contacts that 
occur within the population. This could either 
reflect population heterogeneity (different stable 
loops in cell subpopulations) and/or dynamic pair-
wise contacts across the population (see also 
Table 1).

Functional implications of hubs

As discussed above, high 3D chromatin interactiv-
ity strongly correlates with increased regulatory 
and transcriptional activity. To understand the 
degree to which multiple contacts have functional 
impact on the expression of involved genes, we 
will consider two types of multi-way interactions 
(Figure 1): (i) promoter-centric hubs, in which one 
promoter can contact multiple enhancers and (ii) 
enhancer-centric hubs, in which a single enhancer 
can interact with multiple genes.

Promoter-centric hubs have been extensively 
described in various contexts and have been sug-
gested to confer phenotypic robustness through 
enhancer redundancy (Figure 1(a)). For example, 
deleting individual enhancers in loci required for 

mammalian limb formation did not affect limb 
development and morphology, however, deleting 
pairs of enhancers resulted in discernible pheno-
types [63]. Another example is the alpha-globin 
gene, where no single enhancer element is critical 
for the activation of alpha-globin transcription 
[64]. In this case too, it seems that one enhancer 
can compensate for the loss of a different enhan-
cer, in a redundant fashion.

Our integrative analysis of RNA-seq data and 
H3K27ac HiChIP data in MEFs (mouse embryonic 
fibroblast) and PSCs [33] indicated that genes with 
higher number of enhancer contacts have higher 
levels of cell type-specific expression, suggesting 
that different enhancers may function synergisti-
cally to ensure tight and robust target gene activa-
tion. Future systematic interrogation of individual 
enhancers within promoter hubs in established 
PSCs or in the context of reprogramming is 
needed to directly test this hypothesis and further 
dissect potential functional hierarchies for the 
initial activation and maintenance of the transcrip-
tional status of the target genes.

While enhancers are typically assigned to the 
single most proximal gene, 3C-based assays have 
revealed cases where enhancers contact multiple 
different genes over distance [36,38,47] (Figure 1 
(b)), expanding the repertoire of candidate target 
genes per enhancer and raising the possibility of 
gene co-regulation by the same enhancer. Our 
H3K27ac HiChIP analysis in PSCs [33] identified 
a few hundred 3D enhancer hubs, where 

Figure 1. Different types of 3D hubs and their biological relevance. Schematic diagram of different types of dynamic multi-way 
interactions. (a) Promoter-centric hubs, where a single promoter can interact with multiple enhancers. (b) Enhancer-centric hubs, 
where one enhancer is in contact with multiple promoters. (c) Multi-hubs represent networks of interconnected enhancer and 
promoter hubs. The potential biological relevance of each type of 3D hub is indicated below each diagram.
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enhancers or SEs formed significant interactions 
with two or more genes (up to 10 in cis). 
Interestingly, when tested in the dynamic context 
of reprogramming, gene pairs within such hubs 
showed significantly higher percentage of tran-
scriptional co-activation, compared to gene pairs 
of similar linear distance or residing in the same 
TADs, suggesting that hubs are responsible for co- 
regulation of spatially connected genes. Functional 
validation experiments further supported this 
notion, since CRISPR/(d)Cas9 targeting of select 
enhancer hubs, e.g. the Tbx3 and Zic2/Zic5 hubs, 
induced the concerted downregulation of multiple 
hub-associated genes without affecting neighbor-
ing non-hub genes.

In agreement with these results, a parallel study 
in human pancreatic islets applied promoter 
Capture-C technology and found that 42% of 
enhancers had high-confidence interactions with 
more than one gene, forming 3D enhancer hubs 
[46,47]. Genes within hubs enriched for islet- 
related functions, including insulin secretion and 
diabetes, and accordingly showed coordinated 
transcriptional changes upon perturbation of glu-
cose levels. CRISPR-mediated activation or inacti-
vation experiments further supported that 
enhancers hubs are responsible for the co- 
regulation of multiple hub-connected genes, 
while non-hub transcripts were only moderately 
affected [47]. Importantly, both studies report 
cases where only some of the hub-connected 
genes respond to the enhancer perturbations, 
while others remain unaffected. We envision two 
possible scenarios that might explain this outcome. 
The first would suggest the existence of compen-
satory mechanisms due to the connection of non- 
responsive genes to additional enhancers that con-
fer redundancy, as described in the “promoter- 
centric” hubs. An alternative possibility is that 
only some of the detected long-range contacts 
play direct regulatory roles, stressing the need to 
establish robust criteria for the prediction and 
identification of such interactions and their dis-
tinction from structural or bystander contacts.

Predicting the regulatory effects of chromatin 
loops has been an area of intense investigation 
and several parameters have been proposed to 

dictate the regulatory effects of enhancer–promo-
ter contacts [65,66]. The relative strengths and 
frequencies of different enhancer–promoter con-
tacts, the linear distance between them and the 
presence of intervening insulators /boundaries 
are some of them. The local chromatin structure 
(accessibility, histone marks, and transcription fac-
tor binding) of enhancers and candidate target 
promoters might also play important role in defin-
ing the specificity of these interactions. Utilizing 
combinations of some these parameters, various 
predictive models have been proposed with vari-
able degrees of success when independently vali-
dated for specific loci [32,67–69]. Moreover, 
integration of experimentally validated enhancers 
as a training set could help in the construction of 
models with high predictive value.

A recent landmark study performed 
a systematic interrogation of thousands of putative 
enhancers around 30 target genes providing 
unprecedented insights into the principles of 
enhancer–promoter functionality [70]. By using 
a novel technology called CRISPRi-FlowFISH in 
human erythroleukemia cells, the authors per-
formed a large-scale enhancer perturbation screen 
measuring the effects on the expression of endo-
genous candidate target genes through FISH [70]. 
Comparing their experimental results to the out-
comes of various predictive models, they show that 
the recently proposed “activity-by-contact” (ABC) 
model significantly outperforms both in accuracy 
and sensitivity previous predictive models based 
either only on linear distance or on 3D genomic 
features (Hi-C contact or domain) or on chroma-
tin states using machine learning approaches. The 
ABC model calculates the relative contribution of 
a regulatory element on target gene activity by 
using only two factors: the strength of the enhan-
cer (as measured by H3K27ac ChIP-seq) weighted 
by the frequency of 3D contact with the target 
promoter (by using Hi-C, PolII ChIA-PET, or 
H3K27ac HiChIP information) divided by the 
total effect of all regulatory elements. 
Importantly, the perturbation-based maps built in 
this study uncovered complex connections where 
individual enhancers regulated up to 5 genes and 
individual genes were regulated by up to 14 distal 
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elements, further supporting the functional role of 
highly connected hubs in living cells.

Promoter-centric or enhancer-centric hubs 
represent a simplistic view of potential promo-
ter–enhancer networks. An unbiased analysis 
focusing on the highly interacting hubs in both 
murine somatic and pluripotent cells revealed 
that the majority of enhancer and promoter hubs 
are inter-connected to each other forming com-
plex high-order networks, as depicted in Figure 1 
(c). Based on the H3K27ac HiChIP [33] we were 
able to estimate that more than 80% of enhancer 
hubs contained genes that were also parts of pro-
moter-hubs, suggesting an extensive “cross-talk” 
and interconnectivity (unpublished data).

Together the abovementioned studies demon-
strate the complexity of the 3D regulatory net-
works and highlight the challenges to accurately 
predict enhancer efficacy and specificity. 
Addressing these challenges will enable better 
understanding of the function of non-coding reg-
ulatory elements in health and disease and will 
ultimately enable identifying central nodes in the 

regulatory networks that control cell-type-specific 
or pathogenic programs.

Mechanisms of loop and hub formation

One of the most well-described mechanisms that 
has been proposed to shape the 3D genome is the 
loop extrusion model (see Table 1). Loop extrusion 
nicely explains the formation of TADs [71–73] and 
relies on progressive extrusion of chromatin 
through the cohesin ring until it reaches conver-
gent CTCF-bound sites. Loop extrusion is also the 
underlying mechanism of the so-called “architec-
tural stripes” (Figure 2(a)), which are formed by 
a cluster of unidirectional CTCF binding sites that 
blocks cohesin-mediated loop extrusion from pro-
gressing in that direction (30, 44, 73, 74). In the 
other direction, the DNA is being extruded and 
each segment forms a contact with the anchor, 
resulting in a stripe. This model can explain how 
one regulatory region (at the stripe anchor) could 
contact several other genomic loci, forming a hub. 
Architectural stripes are associated with both 

Figure 2. Mechanisms of hub formation. Two main forces have been reported to contribute to hub formation involving promoter– 
enhancer contacts. (a) Architectural stripes are formed by cohesin-mediated loop extrusion, when a cluster of unidirectional CTCF 
binding sites on one boundary blocks extrusion in that direction, while in the other direction, the DNA is being extruded and each 
segment forms a contact with the anchor, resulting in a stripe. (b) phase separation is based on weak, low affinity, multivalent 
interactions mediated by large intrinsically disordered regions (IDRs) within proteins, that lead to the formation of subnuclear 
biomolecular condensates. These membrane-less structures are enriched, among others, in transcription factors, epigenetic writers 
and readers, nascent RNAs and activating histone marks that facilitate hub chromatin contacts.
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poised and active chromatin landscapes and have 
been shown to facilitate cognate promoter–enhan-
cer interactions [44,74]. Intriguingly, upon tar-
geted degradation of either CTCF or Cohesin 
subunits, long-range chromatin loops, TADs and 
stripes are drastically eliminated, while compart-
ments and cis and trans contacts around super- 
enhancers remain unaffected or become even 
stronger [45,75–78], suggesting additional or com-
peting forces of 3D chromatin organization. 
Despite the global effects on chromatin architec-
ture, the effects on gene expression are less severe 
and selective, suggesting the presence of additional 
mechanisms that preserve transcriptional regula-
tion and gene-enhancer communication. In agree-
ment, recent work from several groups supports 
the existence of CTCF/cohesin-dependent and 
independent chromatin contacts [79–82] and 
speculated on their different function and organi-
zational principles.

Other mechanisms have been proposed to 
explain the formation of chromatin loops such as 
the handcuff mechanism [83] and the depletion/ 
attraction mechanism [84]. However, it is becom-
ing commonly accepted that the chromatin 3D 
architecture is shaped through an interplay 
between loop extrusion and segregation/self- 
organization [13–15,23]. The latter describes the 
process of “self-attraction” among loci with similar 
transcriptional and chromatin states [16], such as 
epigenetic modifications (e.g. histone marks) and 
protein composition (e.g. transcription factors and 
cofactors) and exclusion of regions with different 
chromatin characteristics. This process nicely 
explains the formation of chromosome compart-
ments and subnuclear membrane-less structures, 
including nucleoli and speckle bodies.

One of the proposed mechanisms for self- 
organization is through phase separation [85– 
88] (Figure 2(b)), a process based on weak, low 
affinity, multivalent interactions mediated by 
large intrinsically disordered regions (IDRs) 
within proteins, that lead to the formation of 
subnuclear biomolecular condensates (see Table 
1). It is plausible that phase separation could 
drive the formation of chromatin contacts as 
well as 3D hubs independently of cohesin- 

mediated extrusion by bringing multiple distal 
regions in physical proximity. In support to this 
notion, a large number of transcription factors 
[85,88,89], epigenetic modulators [87,90], (BRD4 
PRC2), transcriptional cofactors [91,92] 
(Mediator, PolII) [91], long non-coding RNAs 
[93] and histone modifications [94] (H3K9me3, 
etc.) have been reported to promote nuclear con-
densation and form large nuclear clusters, which 
are particularly sensitive to concentration 
changes. Many of these factors are found prefer-
entially enriched and at high density on multi-
connected hubs [3333], FIREs [43] and super- 
enhancers [42], further supporting the hypothesis 
that 3D hubs are formed through biomolecular 
condensation, promoted by the high density of 
bound TFs and recruited cofactors. The high 
levels of histone acetylation and transcriptional 
activity that characterize 3D enhancer hubs and 
interacting genes may further facilitate multiva-
lent interactions and self-organization.

The relative contribution of each hub-associated 
component (transcriptional factors, protein cofac-
tors, histone marks, and nascent transcripts) in 
hub organization and regulation has not been sys-
tematically investigated. However, recent studies 
that perturbed the activity, binding, or concentra-
tion of individual factors either by genetic inter-
ference or chemical inhibition have started 
shedding light into their roles in enhancer–pro-
moter communication and gene regulation. For 
example, it has been shown that inhibition of 
BRD4 [87] binding or general perturbation of pro-
tein condensation by 1,6-hexanediol [91] treat-
ment result in dissolution of large Med1, BRD4, 
and PolII condensates in mouse PSCs, preferential 
loss of SE activity and downregulation of many 
associated genes. Interestingly, some recent studies 
demonstrated that although these treatments have 
drastic effects on enhancer activity and gene 
expression, they do not affect 3D chromatin orga-
nization and enhancer–promoter contacts [95], 
arguing against the role of BRD4 and/or protein 
condensation in long-range interactions. Similarly, 
inhibition of transcription per se seems to have 
very little impact on promoter–enhancer contacts 
[95,96]. These data together argue that the 
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transcriptional activity of a gene and the physical 
interaction with enhancer(s) are separable events.

Transcription, transcription factors, and hubs

The role of transcription and transcription- 
associated factors in 3D chromatin organization 
becomes increasingly appreciated over the years 
[97–99]. Back in 1993 Jackson et al. [100] had 
identified the so-called “transcription factories,” 
a concept that has been defined and re-defined 
over the years and which, in the broader sense, 
indicates nuclear foci of concentrated RNA poly-
merase II and basic transcriptional machinery at 
which nascent transcription occurs (see Table 1). 
Active genes and their regulatory elements have 
been shown to coalesce at transcription factories, 
and the dynamic relocation of genes toward and 
away from transcription factories correlates with 
their transcriptional “on” and “off” cycles. 
Transcription factories may thus represent the 
first report of a multiprotein nuclear body con-
taining at least two different transcription units at 
any given time (P-P, E-E, P-E), resulting in the 
formation of chromatin 3D hubs.

The potential architectural function of TFs was 
initially based on integrative analyses of 4C-seq or 
Hi-C datasets with ChIP-seq results [19,101]. 
More recent functional studies in various cellular 
contexts provided important experimental support 
either by directly depleting selected TFs or mod-
ulating TF binding sites and quantifying the nega-
tive effects on enhancer–promoter looping and 
gene expression [33,38,96,102–104]. For example, 
we have recently showed [33] that Cas9-mediated 
disruption of individual KLF4 binding sites from 
PSC-specific enhancers resulted in a reduced 
expression of multiple genes within the enhancer 
hubs, partly by reducing contact frequency (Figure 
3(a)). In addition, inducible CRISPR-Cas9- 
mediated KO of KLF4 in stem cells, together 
with KLF2 and KLF5 KO (two closely related 
family members with overlapping binding targets) 
caused an overall decrease of hub and super- 
enhancer connectivity, supporting that KLF factors 
play a critical role in the maintenance of the 3D 
enhancer network in PSCs (Figure 3(a)). Other 

examples of TFs mediating enhancer–promoter 
contacts include Nanog [105] and Sox2 [103] in 
pluripotent stem cells, GATA1 [106] and Klf1 [22] 
in erythrocytes, Pax3 [104] and MyoD [96] during 
myogenesis, Pax5 [102] in B cell differentiation, 
Notch [38] in the context of cancer and YY1 in 
various cell types [39,107].

Mechanistically, TFs can mediate promoter– 
enhancer contacts in a variety of ways, which 
have been extensively described in several recent 
reviews [21,97,98]. In addition to the phase separa-
tion model mentioned above, these mechanisms 
include direct protein homo-dimerization (e.g. 
YY1 [39]), recruitment of co-factor proteins that 
in turn form oligomers (e.g. Ldb1 [104,108,109]), 
interaction with loop extruders (such as cohesin 
[25,105,110,111] and CTCF [74–76,107,112]) and 
recruitment of chromatin modifiers, which can 
either methylate DNA or modify histone tails 
[113,114], therefore leading to recruitment of 
other loop-mediating factors. To gain a better 
mechanistic understanding on how TFs shape the 
3D genome organization, further experiments 
would be required in order to (i) identify all inter-
acting proteins and nucleo-protein complexes in 
a locus-specific manner (e.g. by applying proxi-
mity labeling technologies around highly- 
interacting hubs), (ii) systematically perturb TF- 
mediated interactions either by mutating specific 
protein domains or block specific interfaces.

Using a combination of 3D genomics, func-
tional and proteomics assays we recently demon-
strated the role of KLF4 in mediating long-range 
chromatin interactions during reprogramming 
and in established PSCs and its potential architec-
tural co-factors [33]. By performing KLF4 HiChIP, 
we identified several thousands of KLF4-enriched 
chromatin contacts in ESC, which could be clus-
tered into two categories (Figure 3(b)): (A) loops 
that overlap with enhancer–promoter contacts as 
detected by H3K27ac HiChIP and are enriched in 
active marks and transcribed genes and (B) loops 
that contained mostly poised developmental genes 
and are devoid of active histone marks. 
Bioinformatics and proteomics analyses revealed 
that the first class of KLF4-bound contacts were 
also co-occupied by Mediator, BRD4, cohesin and 
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other pluripotency TFs (e.g. Nanog, Oct4), 
whereas the second class were bound by compo-
nents of the Polycomb Repressive Complexes 1 
and 2. These results suggest that TFs might colla-
borate with different cofactors to establish activat-
ing or repressive chromatin contacts. Given that 
many of these cofactors have been shown to form 
condensates and multi-connected hubs 
[87,110,115], it is plausible that TFs might nucleate 
the formation of distinct types of topological 
assemblies (activating or repressive hubs) by 
a process of self-organization.

Dynamics of hub establishment and 
maintenance

Most of the studies that aimed to address the role 
of 3D chromatin organization in gene regulation 
and the involved architectural factors have mostly 
focused on transcriptional and topological effects 

in steady-state conditions and in established cell 
lines. Therefore, the mechanisms that control 
establishment rather than maintenance of long- 
range chromatin interactions and the dynamic 
interplay between protein factor binding, chroma-
tin looping, and transcriptional activation remain 
largely elusive. Few recent studies have started 
shedding light into these dynamic processes in 
the context of inducible gene expression [116], 
directed differentiation [96] or reprogramming 
[3,19,33,117,118] as well as cell cycle [119–123]. 
For example, it was recently shown that in contrast 
with the moderate and localized effects of cohesin 
depletion on gene expression, inducible activation 
of genes and enhancers in macrophages as 
response to microbial signals was directly depen-
dent on cohesin [116]. Similarly, reduced cohesin 
levels or mutations can compromise proper activa-
tion of lineage-specific genes and perturb the bal-
ance between self-renewal and differentiation 

Figure 3. Roles of KLF4 in the organization of 3D hubs. (a) KLF4 plays a role in the maintenance of 3D enhancer hubs. Depletion of 
KLF4 protein or disruption of its binding site within enhancers was shown to have a major effect on the maintenance of promoter– 
enhancer chromatin contacts within the hub and expression of the linked genes [1]. (b) KLF4 HiChIP in pluripotent stem cells showed 
that KLF4 is involved both in active and repressive/poised loops and hubs around pluripotency or developmental genes, respectively. 
For each category the potential KLF4 cofactors and example genes are shown. O/S/N: Oct4, Sox2, and Nanog proteins, PRC: 
polycomb repressive complex.
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[116,124], supporting an instructive role of cohe-
sin in the establishment of lineage-specific 
programs.

To gain insights into these dynamic processes 
and dissect the order of molecular events that 
dictate 3D enhancer rewiring and transcriptional 
reprogramming of somatic cells toward pluripo-
tency, we recently combined KLF4 HiChIP data-
sets with ChIP-seq and RNA-seq at different time 
points during iPSC reprogramming [33]. We 
found that KLF4 binding was strongly associated 
with de novo establishment of enhancer–promoter 
contacts, and often preceded chromatin looping 
and 3D hub organization. On the other hand, 
looping formation and enhancer/gene activation 
were closely linked and usually coincided (Figure 
4). These data would suggest that KLF4 binding is 
important, but not always sufficient to induce 
long-range chromatin interactions and/or 

transcriptional activation. The temporal delay 
between TF binding and subsequent loop/hub for-
mation suggests the existence of additional bar-
riers that need to be removed (e.g. local 
chromatin remodeling, switch of chromatin state 
or compartment) or the absence of critical archi-
tectural and regulatory cofactors (e.g. proteins or 
potentially ncRNAs that are not yet expressed at 
early time-points during reprogramming).

The abovementioned examples highlight the 
need for future studies to carefully dissect the 
different mechanisms that control the formation 
or stability of 3D chromatin loops. For example, it 
will be interesting to test whether inducible degra-
dation of hub-associated factors or perturbation of 
protein condensation, which appeared to have 
minimal effects on the maintenance of enhancer– 
promoter contacts, will have a strong impact in the 
de novo establishment of such loops during 

Figure 4. Kinetics of KLF4 binding, hub formation and transcription activation during somatic cell reprogramming to Pluripotent 
Stem Cells (PSC). KLF4 bound hubs as detected by both KLF4 and H3K27ac HiChIP are split into three categories depending on the 
relative timing of KLF4 binding and looping [1]. The median expression of genes within these hubs during reprogramming is plotted 
on the right. Overall, looping appears to coincide with gene activation, while KLF4 binding often precedes looping and expression, 
suggesting the requirement of additional cofactors.
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dynamic processes, such as cell cycle or activation/ 
differentiation.

Conclusions and future directions

Genetic or epigenetic alterations that either per-
turb enhancer activity or enhancer specificity by 
enabling communication with aberrant target 
genes have been described in various disorders as 
the potential molecular basis of pathogenic tran-
scriptional programs [125–131]. These findings 
highlight that studying the nature and mechanisms 
of enhancer rewiring in disease has a considerable 
potential for understanding and treating disorders, 
such as cancer. Using 3D genomics assays several 
groups started to assign non-coding genetic var-
iants, associated with disease, and putative enhan-
cers to their interacting target genes in the 
contexts of cancer [132], neuronal disorders 
[133,134], autoimmune and cardiovascular dis-
eases [36]. However, the computational and biolo-
gical interpretation of these results remain very 
challenging. Predicting the actual regulatory 
impact of a long-range interaction and the poten-
tial synergies or redundancies with other interact-
ing elements are very active topics of research both 
by applying mathematical modeling and through 
large-scale functional screens in various cellular 
contexts. Generating high-quality 4D genomics 
datasets in the course of dynamic biological pro-
cesses, such as differentiation or disease progres-
sion, and developing statistically rigorous and 
standardized analyses pipelines will be essential 
steps toward this direction. Moreover, building 
3D regulatory networks and applying advanced 
machine learning approaches may enable a better 
prediction of central 3D regulatory nodes that ca 
be targeted to efficiently modulate cell-type- 
specific or disease-specific transcriptional pro-
grams. Finally, implementation of existing 
CRISPR-Cas9 technologies or development of 
novel assays that enable large-scale interrogation 
of putative enhancers in the context of dynamic 
cell fate transitions invivo or ex vivo would be 
extremely informative.

The existence of highly interacting hubs and 
their association with highly active genes and 

enhancers that are critical for cell identity high-
lights the need for additional studies in order to 
dissect the organizational principles of such hubs 
and their functional roles in controlling cell fate 
decisions. Development or improvement of tech-
nologies that enable detection of multiway inter-
actions and quantifying the frequency of such 
events at the single-cell level will be very relevant. 
In addition, orthogonal validations with imaging 
or recently developed approaches that do not 
depend on cross-linking or proximity ligation 
will help to reevaluate the hub connectivity, 
dynamics, and heterogeneity overcoming potential 
technical biases.

Another challenge that needs to be addressed in 
the following years is to unravel the mechanisms 
that promote or stabilize long-range enhancer– 
promoter interactions and hubs. As discussed 
above, important insights have been gained for 
the contribution of loop extrusion mechanisms 
versus self-organization through phase separation. 
However, the relative synergy or competition 
between these forces and the contribution of indi-
vidual factors remain elusive. Systematic identifi-
cation of all involved protein or RNA factors using 
technologies such as APEX2 [135], which allow 
proximity labeling around target proteins or target 
loci, followed by mass-spectrometry, will be 
a critical first step to find top candidate genome 
organizers, that are either “universal” or hub- 
specific. Additional studies where top candidate 
factors are systematically perturbed either by indu-
cible depletion/degradation or by blocking their 
binding and activities will allow to appreciate reg-
ulatory hierarchies and uncouple effects on tran-
scriptional activity versus chromatin topology. It is 
also important to keep in mind that different 
mechanisms may mediate the establishment or 
the maintenance of 3D contacts. For example, it 
is possible that one protein factor is essential for 
the initial activation of a gene or the establishment 
of an enhancer–promoter interaction, but is not 
relevant for steady-state activity due to compensa-
tion by additional factors and/or enhancers. 
Therefore, the choice of treatment (e.g. protein 
knock-out versus reversible degradation), the 
duration (few hours versus days) and the study 
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system (e.g. cycling asynchronous cells versus 
postmitotic or synchronized at specific cell cycle 
stages) need to be carefully designed and selected 
for proper interpretation of the results.
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