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Abstract

Many essential processes in biology share a common fundamental step—
establishing physical contact between distant segments of DNA. How fast
this step is accomplished sets the “speed limit” for the larger-scale processes
it enables, whether the process is antibody production by the immune system
or tissue differentiation in a developing embryo. This naturally leads us to
ask, How long does it take for DNA segments that are strung out over
millions of base pairs along the chromatin fiber to find each other in the
crowded cell? This question, fundamental to biology, can be recognized as
the physics problem of the first-passage time, or the waiting time for the first
encounter. Here, we review a number of approaches to revealing the physical
principles by which cells solve, with astonishing efficiency, the first-passage
problem for remote genomic interactions.
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THE CHALLENGE: IN A CROWD AND PRESSED FOR TIME,
DISTANT PARTS OF DNA MUST FIND EACH OTHER

Many processes in biology rely on the ability of remote DNA segments to find each other within the
cell nucleus. Separated by thousands to millions of base pairs along the DNA, the segments must
establish contact quickly enough to ensure that the larger-scale cellular processes are completed
on time. The segments in this rather busy scenario may, for example, represent an enhancer and
its target promoter, which must find each other in order to activate gene expression (7, 27). This
scenario also arises during packing of chromatin, when distant chromatin segments must come
into physical proximity to be clamped by proteins and packaged into bundles of loops (8, 46). Yet in
another setting, encounters between distant DNA segments, followed by genetic recombination,
are responsible for the production of a virtually unlimited number of antibodies by our white blood
cells (1, 48). How long does it take for two DNA segments, located millions of base pairs apart, to
encounter each other in the crowded interior of the nucleus (Figure 1)? This question, originating
from diverse and fascinating living phenomena, has its counterpart in physics, where it is known as
the first-passage time problem, or the problem of a stochastic variable reaching a specified value for

Chromatin

Nucleus

DNA segments

t = ?

Figure 1
A genomic event in which distant parts of chromosomal DNA have to find each other—and have to do so in
a timely fashion—is a precursor to a wide range of essential processes of life. This review discusses a variety
of approaches to revealing the physical principles that enable cells to efficiently solve the first-passage time
problem for its genome.
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the first time (41). Pulling on the threads of the first-passage time problem for genomic segments
unravels further questions. How does DNA move? What is the role of nuclear environment in
this motion? What is the key to rapid rates of encounters between distant genomic elements? This
review discusses the physical principles by which cells solve the first-passage problem for remote
genomic interactions with astonishing efficiency (Figure 1).

The natural setting in which genomic interactions take place—the interior of the nucleus—is
ordered and crowded, yet dynamic. The order has been revealed with the help of advanced tech-
niques, which have identified multiple levels of hierarchy in the way the genome is compacted—
from chromatin fibers to loops to domains and territories (13, 17, 30). The second property,
crowdedness, has become apparent in its full extent upon realization that not only is the genome
highly compacted but also surrounded by macromolecules with intermolecular spacing compa-
rable to the size of the macromolecules themselves (39). The third, dynamic aspect is ultimately
what brings all the pieces together to make genomic interactions happen. Then, how does the
genome move? The characteristic dimensions of chromatin—on the order of ten nanometers
in thickness—are small enough for thermal fluctuations to have palpable effects on its motion.
It is therefore appropriate to think about chromatin motion as diffusion, or Brownian motion
resulting from random collisions of the chromatin elements with the molecules of the nucleus. In
the absence of evidence for sophisticated active mechanisms of delivering DNA segments to their
remote counterparts, diffusion emerges as a likely dominant means of transport underlying remote
DNA encounters. If so, this means that, in the course of random motion, distant chromosomal
segments must end up, by chance, in the same place at the same time—and in a sufficiently short
amount of time. How probable is such an outcome? What determines its probability? We review
several plausible scenarios of random motion of genomic elements and examine the efficiency of
such motion for genomic interactions in the face of the multilevel packing and crowding.

To formulate a quantitative description of genomic motion and interactions in the nucleus,
we must establish the dominant mechanism(s) of this motion. Indeed, the mechanism determines
the choice of the appropriate physical model, which, in turn, provides the framework for the
quantitative description we are seeking. How can we identify the dominant mechanism on the
basis of the observed DNA trajectories? We illustrate the power of quantitative diagnostic tools
that can help reveal the type of diffusive motion, assess ergodicity (i.e., the equivalence of an
average over trajectories and an average over time), and probe the degree of correlation of motion
in time and space (32, 50). Putting together all of the pieces extracted from DNA trajectories can
help us recognize the dominant mechanism of motion.

In the theoretical physics tradition, we aim at a theory that is reasonably simple to serve as
a guide for intuition and yet (a) captures the general principles, (b) explains observations, and
(c) generates testable predictions. In this regard, once the physical mechanism of DNA motion in
the nucleus has been established, one can attempt to abstract the motion with a physical model. We
review a number of potentially relevant models, each emphasizing a particular aspect of motion.
The model thought to be most appropriate, complemented by the parameters extracted from
experiment, provides the framework for computer simulations of the DNA motion in the nucleus.
The model also serves as a basis for predictive analytical relationships regarding the first-passage
times for genomic interactions. The predictions from the theory can help design future studies
that could reveal the principles of the spatiotemporal organization of the genome.

THE GEOMETRY OF GENOME PACKING AND THE HIERARCHY
OF GENOME MOTIONS

The motion of genomic segments and, hence, the likelihood of their mutual encounters are
strongly influenced by the way the genome is organized in the nucleus. Conversely, the genome
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Figure 2
Motion and interactions of genomic segments are strongly affected by the genome architecture. Interphase chromatin is folded into
loops, which are further compacted into chromosomal domains. Genomic interactions mostly occur within the same domain.

architecture itself is a result of the motion of DNA and other macromolecules. To better
appreciate the link between DNA motion and structure, it is useful to review the fundamentals
of genome organization.

The DNA of a eukaryotic cell is tightly compacted, yet it is folded in a way that makes it
accessible for the replication, repair, and gene expression machinery of the cell. At the first level of
compacting, DNA forms complexes, called nucleosomes, with proteins. Nucleosomes are further
packed into chromatin fibers (Figure 2). The nature of packing at subsequent levels in the hierar-
chy depends on the phase of the cell cycle. The structure of chromosomes during interphase—the
stages of the cell cycle when the cell is actively transcribing its genes and when productive genomic
interactions take place—is of particular interest to researchers. Yet interphase is the time when
such details are least visible because of the decondensed state of the chromosomes. Nevertheless,
experimental techniques such as fluorescent labeling and chromosome conformation capture have
revealed some striking details of the global structure of the interphase chromosomes. Contrary
to earlier views of the interphase chromatin as being randomly distributed within the nucleus like
a bowl of spaghetti, multiple levels of chromatin organization have been discovered (Figure 2)
(6, 12, 13, 15, 17, 30). The chromatin is folded into bundles of loops, known as topological associ-
ation domains (TADs), which are composed of thousands to millions of base pairs. Despite being
relatively decondensed, interphase chromosomes occupy discrete territories with no extensive in-
tertwining. The entire chromatin network is immersed in nucleoplasm, a highly viscous nuclear
liquid crowded with macromolecules (1).

This hierarchical structure of the genome is also highly dynamic, exhibiting a hierarchy of
motions at various spatial and temporal scales (28, 45, 52):

1. Thermal fluctuations, or random collisions with the surrounding molecules, have a
profound effect on the motion of DNA segments owing to their small, nanometer-scale
dimensions. The segments are also subject to active fluctuations and biased motion driven
by motor proteins.

2. Thermal motion of DNA segments is likely to be interspersed with pauses as a result of bind-
ing to other molecules. The motion may also be obstructed by hard-wall-like objects, such
as organelles and nuclear lamina. Thermal motion of the segments takes place concurrently
with back-and-forth bouncing against springy semiflexible elements such as chromatin fibers
and proteins (32, 50).

3. DNA motion is altered by changes in the basic chromatin structure, such as the unfolding
of the chromatin fiber into a more flexible configuration during active transcription (21).
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4. DNA motion is restricted by higher-order structural elements—loops, domains, and
territories.

5. These structural elements are themselves dynamic: Loops can form and open repeatedly (2),
domains can merge in the course of cell development (25), and chromosomal territories can
move relative to each other over several micrometers on a timescale of hours (54).

6. Genomic motions at various levels are superimposed with translational and rotational motion
of the nucleus and the cell as a whole.

The hierarchical and dynamic organization of DNA is not unique to eukaryotes. Although
prokaryotic cells lack a defined nucleus, multiple levels of organization, including loops and do-
mains, as well as dynamic behavior, have been found in the nucleoid, the chromosome of prokary-
otes (20, 36, 47).

DNA MOTION IDEALIZED: CANDIDATE MODELS

In order to interpret quantitative observations of genomic motion and to make quantitative pre-
dictions regarding genomic interactions, a quantitative model is required. Below, we discuss a
suite of candidate physical models, each emphasizing a particular aspect of DNA motion. We
examine the predictions of these models regarding an important characteristic of motion—the
mean squared displacement (MSD). MSD can be thought of as a measure of the effective space
explored by the random walker during the time elapsed.

We preface our overview of candidate models with two basic observations regarding DNA
motion. First, a segment of DNA is a monomer in a polymer chain, meaning that, unlike a free
particle, it experiences restoring forces from the neighboring monomers as it moves (Figure 3).
Second, the highly crowded environment in which DNA motion takes place is likely to make the
motion drastically different from that of a polymer in a diluted solution. To dissect the effects of
each of these factors—the polymer nature of DNA itself and the crowded environment in which it
moves—we begin by reviewing classical models of polymer dynamics (Figure 4) and then discuss
several approaches to modeling diffusive motion in a crowded environment (Figure 5).

A chain of beads that are connected by harmonic springs (Figure 4a) is the picture of a polymer
in the Rouse model (18, 42), where each bead represents a polymer segment. The time evolution
of the position, Rn(t), of the nth bead (out of total N beads) undergoing Brownian motion can be

DNA segment ≈ “monomer in a chain”

Restoring force

Figure 3
Unlike the case of a free particle, any movement of a DNA segment results in restoring forces on this
segment exerted by the neighboring segments of the chain.

www.annualreviews.org • First-Passage Processes in the Genome 121



BB45CH06-Dudko ARI 16 June 2016 11:20

Zimm modelRouse modela b c Reptation model

Figure 4
Different ways of idealizing the polymer dynamics. (a) The Rouse model views a polymer as a so-called ideal
chain, or a set of beads connected by harmonic springs; each bead is subject to a random thermal force and a
drag force. (b) The Zimm model extends the Rouse model by including hydrodynamic interactions,
mediated by the solvent, between different parts of the chain. (c) The reptation model describes thermal
motion of a long chain slithering through an effective tube formed by a concentrated solution of
interpenetrating chains, resembling an entangled collection of snakes.

described by the overdamped (i.e., with inertia effects neglected) Langevin equation

dRn

d t
= 1

γ
[−k(2Rn − Rn+1 − Rn−1) + Fn + f n]. 1.

The friction constant, γ , characterizes the viscous properties of the solution. The flexibility of the
polymer is described by the spring constant k = 3kB T

b2 , in which b is the Kuhn length (approximately
equal to twice the persistent length, or the length over which the polymer is roughly straight), and
kB is the Boltzmann constant. The fact that the spring constant is proportional to temperature
T reflects the entropic nature of the polymer “spring.” Through the external force term, Fn, the
Rouse model can be generalized to include, for example, the effects of structural elements confining
the motion or molecular motors providing active transport. The random force f n describes the
collisions of the bead with the surrounding molecules in the solution. This force has a Gaussian
distribution with zero mean and with the variance given by 〈 fni (t) fmj (t′)〉 = 2γ kB T δnmδi j δ(t − t′),
where i, j ∈{x, y, z} denote the components of f n. In the expression for the variance, which is also
known as the fluctuation-dissipation theorem, the only nonzero terms are those with n = m (i.e., for
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Obstructed 
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Figure 5
Diffusive motion of a particle in different types of the crowded environment. (a) The continuous-time
random walk model describes diffusive motion interspersed by pauses resulting from binding events. (b) The
obstructed diffusion model describes the motion of a particle in a high concentration of hard-wall-like
obstacles. (c) The fractional Langevin motion model describes the thermal motion of a particle that bounces
back and forth against a springy network.
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the same bead) and i = j (i.e., along the same spatial direction), reflecting the uncorrelated nature
of the noise in the Langevin equation, Equation 1. In the absence of an external force, the MSD
of a segment (a bead) undergoing three-dimensional (3D) motion scales with the elapsed time τ

as 6Dτ 0.5 for times τ < τrot. Here, D = b
√

kB T /(3πγ ) is the anomalous diffusion coefficient and
τrot = γ N 2b2/(3π2kB T ) is the longest relaxation timescale of the chain dynamics, corresponding
to rotational motion (18, 42, 50). Note that the MSD of the segment grows more slowly with the
elapsed time than it would for normal diffusion; the motion of the segment is said to be subdiffusive.
The decrease of the scaling exponent from 1 (as expected for normal diffusion) to 0.5 is due to
the restoring forces exerted on the segment by its neighbors (Figure 3). We can use the above
expressions to estimate D and τrot for a chromatin segment: using the input values of 1 to 30 µm
for the contour length, 40 to 200 nm for the persistence length of the fiber, 0.05 µm for the size
of the segment, 0.01 kg m−1s−1 for the dynamic viscosity of nucleoplasm, and assuming room
temperature, we obtain the range 0.01–0.1 µm2/s0.5 for the diffusion coefficient D and the range
0.1–100 s for the relaxation timescale τ rot. The Rouse model of polymer dynamics is most suitable
for situations in which the environmental effects of the entanglement and crowding, as well as
hydrodynamic interactions, are negligible.

The Zimm model (18, 53) extends the Rouse model by including hydrodynamic effects from
the surrounding medium. The basic picture is that the motion of some part of the chain causes hy-
drodynamic flow that, in turn, affects the motion of a distant part of the chain (Figure 4b). The hy-
drodynamic interactions somewhat complicate the corresponding equation of motion, Equation 1,
in which the scalar 1/γ is now replaced with a nondiagonal mobility matrix (18). The MSD of the
chain segment scales with the elapsed time as ∼τ 0.67 in � solvent (50, 53). � solvent is a solvent in
which attractive and repulsive interactions between different parts of the chain cancel each other;
as a result, the polymer itself behaves like an ideal chain. The increase of the scaling exponent
from 0.5 in the Rouse model to 0.67 in the Zimm model is the consequence of the hydrodynamic
interactions. The hydrodynamic flow caused by the motion of one segment tends to make other
segments move in the same direction; this resulting movement, in turn, reinforces the motion
of the original segment, weakening the subdiffusive effects. The Zimm model is most suitable
for describing the dynamics of polymers in a dilute (i.e., with no crowding) solution with strong
hydrodynamic effects.

The reptation model (14, 18) describes thermal motion of long, entangled chains slithering
through one another in a concentrated polymer solution, resembling a ball of snakes (Figure 4c).
The confinement formed by the surrounding chains restricts the motion of the chain to sliding
along the imaginary tube. At short times, when the entanglement effect is not yet significant, the
dynamics of the segment are described by the familiar Rouse model, so that MSD ∼τ 0.5. At longer
times, the motion of the segment is dominated by the topological constraints of the entangled
polymers, which slow the growth of the MSD of the segment with time: MSD ∼τ 0.25 (14, 18,
50). The reptation model is best applicable to particular situations in which the polymer motion
is constrained to sliding within the tube-like confinement created by the entangled polymers
(Figure 4c).

Recalling that the motion takes place in the nucleus, let us shift the focus from polymer dynamics
to the effect of the crowded environment and begin with the simplest case of the thermal motion of
a single particle. Consider a diffusing particle that pauses occasionally to interact with the binding
partners it encounters (Figure 5a). Such a diffusive motion interspersed with pauses is described
by the continuous-time random walk (CTRW) model (35, 44). Mathematically, CTRW is built of
a sequence of alternating jumping and waiting events with randomly distributed lengths of jumps
and times of pausing. When the distribution of the pausing times is broad, with the tail described
by a power law, p(t) ∼ t−(1+α) (0 < α < 1), but the distribution of jump lengths is ordinary
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(i.e., with a finite variance), then the ensemble-averaged MSD of the particle scales with time as
MSD ∼ τα (0 < α < 1), as one would expect from subdiffusive motion. However, both the time-
averaged MSD and the time-and-ensemble-averaged MSD grow linearly with time: MSD ∼ τ ,
just as in normal diffusion. The difference in behaviors of the particle when the motion is averaged
over time and over the ensemble points to an important property of subdiffusive CTRW processes:
broken ergodicity (22, 34).

Next, consider a particle navigating through a maze of macromolecules that act as immobile,
hard obstacles (Figure 5b). The resulting motion of the particle is described by the obstructed
diffusion (OD) model (3, 43). The properties of the motion are determined by the density of
the obstacles relative to the so-called critical threshold density, or the highest density at which
the particle can still make its way through the obstructive medium. At the obstacle density
below the critical threshold, the particle moves weakly-subdiffusively (i.e., with slight deviations
from normal diffusion) at short times, and normal diffusion is recovered at long times. At the critical
density, the motion is subdiffusive, with a constant scaling exponent, at all times: MSD ∼ τα (0 <

α < 1, α = const). Above the critical density, the motion of the particle gets increasingly subdiffusive
with time and eventually becomes confined at long times, with α approaching zero (3, 43).

Yet another type of crowded environment is a solution of semiflexible macromolecules. A
particle moving through such an environment experiences both viscous and elastic effects, such
that it not only diffuses but also bounces back and forth against the springy macromolecular
network (Figure 5c). The motion of the particle is captured by the fractional Langevin motion
(FLM) model (26, 33). The corresponding equation of motion is

m
d 2 R
dt2

= −γ

t∫
−∞

K (t − t′)
dR(t′)

dt′ dt′ + F + f . 2.

Equation 2, known as the fractional Langevin equation, possesses two features that distinguish
it from the ordinary Langevin equation (Equation 3): the presence of a memory kernel, K, in
the frictional force term and the correlated nature of the random force f describing thermal
fluctuations. Specifically, the memory kernel is given by (23, 40)

K (t − t′) = (2 − α)(1 − α)
|t − t′|α + 2(2 − α)

|t − t′|α−1 δ(t − t′),

where α (0 < α < 1) controls the rate of decay of the kernel at long times, K (t) ∼ t−α . A curious
property of Equation 2 is that the integral term with the memory kernel can be rewritten in the
form of a fractional derivative—a likely origin of the term “fractional” in the name of Equation 2
(33). The random force f, which now contains temporal correlations, has a Gaussian distribution
with zero mean and with the variance given by 〈 fi (t) f j (t′)〉 = γ kB T δi j K (t−t′). In the special case of
α = 1, the fractional Langevin equation, Equation 2, reduces to the ordinary Langevin equation
(29)

m
d 2 R
dt2

= −γ
dR
dt

+ F + f . 3.

In the absence of external force F, MSD of the fractional Langevin motion, governed by
Equation 2, scales as MSD ∼ τα (0 < α < 1) at all times outside the ballistic regime (the ballistic
regime corresponds to an early stage of motion, τ �m/γ , before collisions with the surrounding
molecules have slowed the particle down and randomized its direction) (16, 23).

We considered several basic approaches to describing polymer dynamics (Figure 4) and dif-
fusion in a crowded environment (Figure 5). Attempts to merge these aspects of DNA motion,
as well as other factors reflecting the organization and dynamics of the genome, into a “complete
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model” are likely to result in a model so overwhelmingly complex that it would hardly be of much
use in guiding our intuition and deciphering general principles. Our task would become simpler
if we knew the relative importance of these factors. The model could then focus on those aspects
that dominate genomic motion. Useful hints as to what factors might dominate DNA motion
can be obtained by taking a close look at the available experimental data. With proper analysis,
the data may reveal certain characteristics of the underlying motion of DNA that would flag a
particular dominant mechanism of motion. Several useful diagnostic tools for implementing such
analysis are discussed in the following section.

HOW DOES DNA ACTUALLY MOVE? TOOLS FOR
IDENTIFYING THE MECHANISM

Recent in vivo tracking experiments enabled the visualization of motion of individual segments of
DNA in its native environment, the nucleus (9, 32, 50). These experiments report the trajectories—
that is, the x, y, and z components of the position of the segment as a function of time t. Recorded
from a relatively large number (hundreds to thousands) of cells, the trajectories contain information
on both temporal and ensemble properties of motion. On the basis of the available trajectories,
how can we identify the dominant mechanism that governs DNA motion?

The most straightforward tool for deciphering the properties of motion from the trajectories
is the MSD (Figure 6a). The ensemble-averaged MSD, defined as MSD ≡ 〈(R (τ ) − R (0))2〉,
first computes the squared displacement for each particle during time τ and then determines the
average (denoted as 〈 . . . 〉) over the entire ensemble of particles. In a different approach, the
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Figure 6
Quantitative tools for establishing the mechanism of motion from trajectories: (a) mean squared
displacement (MSD) and (b) velocity autocorrelation function (VAF). MSD is a measure of the extent of
excursions of the random walker during time τ . For many systems, MSD scales with the elapsed time as
MSD∼τα , resulting in a linear graph of slope α on a log-log plot. The scaling exponent α determines the
type of diffusion (normal diffusion versus anomalous diffusion). The VAF, Cν (τ ), indicates the degree to
which the velocities of the particle are correlated when separated by time τ . Normal diffusion exhibits no
correlations, whereas subdiffusion and superdiffusion lead to negative and positive correlations, respectively.
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time-averaged MSD, which is defined as MSD ≡ lim
T →+∞

1
T ∫T

0 (R(t + τ ) − R(t))2dt, com-

putes the squared displacement of a single particle during time τ and averages the result
(hence the integration) over a long period of time. Finally, the time-and-ensemble-averaged
MSD is obtained by performing both types of averaging: MSD ≡ lim

T →+∞
1
T ∫T

0 〈(R(t + τ ) −
R(t))2〉dt. For a so-called ergodic process, the ensemble-averaged MSD must agree with the
time-averaged MSD. For a diverse range of systems, MSD scales with the elapsed time as MSD
∼ τα . On a log-log plot, this scaling results in a linear graph with slope α (Figure 6a). The scaling
exponent α determines the type of diffusion: α = 1 corresponds to normal diffusion, whereas α �= 1
corresponds to anomalous diffusion. Specifically, at α > 1, the particle undergoes superdiffusion,
in which its trajectory appears less rugged than the trajectory in normal diffusion. At α < 1, the
motion is subdiffusive, marked by more rugged trajectories.

Another informative tool for deducing the dominant mechanism from the trajectories is the
velocity autocorrelation function (VAF) (Figure 6b). VAF describes the degree of correlation
between the velocities of a particle at two time instants separated by the time interval τ . Mathe-
matically, VAF is defined as Cv(τ ) ≡ 〈v(t)·v(t + τ )〉, where the dot product of two velocity vectors
is averaged over time and/or ensemble. For normal diffusion, where the individual steps are un-
correlated, the corresponding VAF exhibits no correlations. In contrast, VAFs for subdiffusion
and superdiffusion are marked by negative and positive correlations, respectively (Figure 6b).

To illustrate the power of MSD and VAF as diagnostic tools, let us apply these concepts to the
actual 3D trajectories of DNA segments recorded in live mammalian B cells (white blood cells
whose primary function is to produce antibodies in response to antigens) (32) (Figure 7). Through
analysis of the radial component of motion only, the rotational and translational motion of the
nucleus and the cell as a whole can be decoupled from the motion we are interested in—that of
the DNA itself (10, 32, 49). In the following, the radial components of displacement and velocity
are used to compute MSD and VAF.

The time-averaged MSD computed for the individual trajectories and the ensemble-averaged
MSD computed across all the trajectories are shown in Figure 7a as functions of the time lag τ on
a log-log scale. A least-squares fit of the time-averaged MSD curves to the equation MSD = 2Dτα

yields the anomalous diffusion coefficient D = 0.001 − 0.005 µm2/s0.5 and the scaling exponent
α = 0.42±0.25. The corresponding fit of the ensemble-averaged MSD yields D = 0.002 µm2/s0.5

and α = 0.52. The observations that the scaling exponent is significantly smaller than 1 and that
both time- and ensemble-averaged MSD are characterized by very similar diffusion coefficients
and scaling exponents (α ≈ 0.5) lead to two important conclusions: DNA motion is subdiffusive,
and the process of its motion is ergodic. Interestingly, similar values of α have been reported for
DNA motion in other species: α = 0.51 ± 0.20 for the motion of telomeres in human cells (9);
α = 0.41 − 0.47 for the GAL locus motion in yeast (10); and α = 0.39 ± 0.04 for the 84′ locus
motion in E. coli (50). The similarity of the values of the scaling exponent across species indicates
that DNA motion in these systems is likely governed by a universal physical mechanism.

The VAFs computed from the DNA trajectories are shown in Figure 7b. Each curve is calcu-
lated as C δ

v (τ ) = 〈v(t + τ )v(t)〉 with τ being the time lag over which the correlation in velocities is
examined. The velocities themselves are calculated directly from the trajectories according to the
standard definition of the average velocity as the displacement over the time interval (δ) during
which the displacement occurred: v(t) = 1

δ
(r(t + δ) − r(t)). A pronounced feature of the VAF

curves for all values of δ is a dip into negative values—an indication of negative correlations in
the DNA motion (see Figure 6). Furthermore, when the VAF curves corresponding to different
values of δ are all plotted against a rescaled time lag, (τ/δ), they collapse onto a universal curve
(Figure 7b, bottom). The collapse is an indication that the motion of DNA segments possesses
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Figure 7
Mean squared displacement (MSD) and velocity autocorrelation function (VAF) as diagnostic tools for DNA
motion: an illustration using real DNA trajectories. The data are for DHJH segments in recombination-
activating gene–deficient pro-B cells (32). (a) Time-averaged MSD (colored curves) and ensemble-averaged
MSD (black curve; shadowed region is the standard error of the mean) as functions of the time lag τ . MSD is
calculated from the individual DNA trajectories recorded in 183 cells. On the log-log scale, the slope of
MSD yields the scaling exponent α, whereas the y intercept is proportional to the anomalous diffusion
coefficient D. Both time- and ensemble-averaged MSD yield similar values of α, a sign of ergodicity. α ≈ 0.5
indicates that the motion is subdiffusive. (b, top) VAF curves for different values of the discretization intervals
(δ), plotted as a function of the time lag τ . A dip into the negative values indicates the presence of negative
correlation. (b, bottom) VAF curves as a function of the rescaled time lag (τ /δ). A universal collapse is an
indication of self-similarity of motion.

self-similarity, or similar patterns at different temporal and spatial scales. Worth noting is that
experimental artifacts, such as localization errors or distortions of the trajectories along the z
axis resulting from the refractive index mismatch, may affect MSD and VAF and thus should be
carefully analyzed (19, 51).

To summarize, the MSD and VAF analysis of the DNA trajectories (Figure 7) has revealed
that the motion of DNA segments is subdiffusive, ergodic, negatively correlated, and self-similar.
How can these properties inform us about the dominant mechanism of motion? Several potentially
relevant models, each emphasizing a certain mechanism, are discussed above. We saw that the
Rouse model predicts a subdiffusive MSD with α = 0.5; however, its picture of the polymer as
a noninteracting chain (Figure 4) appears to be a poor representation of the crowded nuclear
interior (50). Hydrodynamic interactions, which are at the core of the Zimm model (Figure 4),
have been shown to be largely screened out in an entangled polymer solution (14, 18); it is therefore
natural to expect such screening in the crowded nucleus. The reptation model, although explicitly
accounting for the entanglement of the polymer solution (Figure 4), assumes a particular type
of motion in which unstructured polymers are slithering through one another; this picture does
not account for the highly structured, hierarchical organization of the chromatin in the nucleus
(Figure 2). Ergodicity exhibited by DNA trajectories (Figure 7a) suggests that binding-induced
pausing events underlying the CTRW model (Figure 5), although expected to take place in the
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nucleus, do not constitute the dominant factor in the DNA motion (32, 50). Temporal and spatial
self-similarity, revealed by the analysis of DNA trajectories (Figure 7b, bottom), is inconsistent
with the OD model of diffusion through hard-wall-like obstacles (Figure 5), even though this
model can indeed lead to negative correlations in the average velocity (32). In contrast, the FLM
model of diffusion through a viscoelastic environment (Figure 5) possesses all the properties that
have been revealed by the trajectories (Figure 7): It exhibits ergodicity (16), leads to negative
autocorrelations in the velocity, and preserves the self-similarity in space and time (32, 50).

How can we get an intuitive sense of the observed negative correlations in the velocity of DNA
segments? Within the picture assumed by the FLM model, negative correlations in velocity are
a manifestation of the elastic component (pushback) of the viscoelastic response of the environ-
ment. We can try to visualize what is happening: As DNA segments collide with a dense network
of nucleic acids and proteins, as well as stretch and compress the neighboring segments of the
chromatin fiber, the DNA segments’ motion in one direction is likely to be followed by motion in
the opposite direction. Mathematically, this reversal in direction for two consecutive steps mani-
fests itself through the fact that correlations in velocity are most negative at τ = δ (see Figure 7).
The viscoelastic mechanism thus emerges as the dominant mechanism governing the motion of
DNA segments in the crowded interior of the nucleus. In the corresponding FLM model, Equa-
tion 2, the effects of the viscoelastic environment as well as of the polymer nature of DNA itself,
including its hierarchical organization, are all packed into the memory kernel and correlated noise
terms. This mean-field, or “low-resolution,” description means that the many details of DNA mo-
tion are accounted for only implicitly. However, the advantage of this description is that it results
in a reasonably simple yet general framework, which reveals the general principles underlying
genomic encounters and enables us to make testable predictions.

HOW LONG DOES IT TAKE FOR A DNA SEGMENT TO ENCOUNTER
ITS DISTANT COUNTERPART? FIRST-PASSAGE TIMES

Having established the dominant mechanism of DNA motion in the nucleus and having mapped
this motion onto the corresponding physical model, we are in a position to address the question
we posed at the outset: How long does it take for two distant DNA segments to find each other in
the crowded interior of the nucleus? In more formal terms, we aim at a general predictive scaling
law that would express the mean first-passage time (MFPT) for genomic interaction in terms of
the key parameters of the system. Of course, this aim implies that we also need to identify those
characteristics that constitute these key parameters.

Thinking about the parameters that might be relevant to the timescale for genomic encounters
results in a rather extensive list of candidates: the genomic distance between the segments, their
initial physical separation, the distance at which the segments can be considered as interacting,
the size of the domain confining the DNA motion, the diffusion coefficient of the segments, and
the number of copies of the segments present. To identify the short list, let us first examine a
toy version of the original problem—namely, the timescale for the two ends of a chain free in
solution to find each other (i.e., to form a loop). Intuitively, one expects that the two ends are
more likely to encounter each other when the distance between them along the chain (the contour
length) is shorter, the interaction distance is larger, and their diffusion coefficient is higher (38).
However, in the context of our original problem—that of the encounters between remote DNA
segments in a crowded nucleus—such expectations need to be revisited. First, due to the multilevel
folding of chromatin into loops, loop bundles, and domains, remote DNA segments may “not be
aware” of the fact that they belong to the same chain, and their initial physical separation may
no longer be dictated by their genomic distance. Rather, the size of the domain acting as the
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confinement becomes the likely determinant of both the initial and average separations between
the segments. Second, recall that the viscoelastic environment of the nucleus makes the motion
of the DNA segments strongly subdiffusive (Figure 7). For strongly subdiffusive motion, the
interaction distance r0 has been shown to be a second-order effect in the MFPT due to the tendency
of such motion to retrace previously visited areas, the phenomenon known as compact exploration
(4, 11, 41). Taken together, the above arguments suggest that the encounter timescale for remote
DNA segments in the nucleus should be determined mainly by the radius of confinement R (set
by the size of the genetic loci), the subdiffusive scaling exponent α, and the anomalous diffusion
coefficient D.

These arguments can be made more precise with a simple dimensional analysis (32). The
dimensions of MSD are [MSD] = [length]2 = [D] [Time]α (we use the standard notation of
brackets to represent the dimension of the quantity within the brackets), which gives [Time] =
[length]2/α [D]−1/α . As we just discussed, the relevant parameter with the dimensions of length
in our first-passage time problem is the radius of confinement R. Thus, MFPT scales with the
confinement radius as R2/α and with the diffusion coefficient as D−1/α . Interesting to note is
that the results of our dimensional analysis are in agreement with the corresponding results in
the narrow-window escape time problems (4, 11). Finally, one more factor to consider is that a
genomic interaction may involve a DNA segment that is available in multiple copies. This, for
example, is the case in somatic recombination underlying the production of the diverse repertoire
of antibodies (1). When the encounter is a rare event (which seems reasonable to assume for remote
DNA encounters), it is natural to expect that the encounter probability, and, consequently, the
inverse of the MFPT, should be proportional to the number of segment copies, N. Summarizing
the above arguments, we arrive at the scaling relationship for the MFPT for remote genomic
encounters in terms of the key parameters:

MFPT ∝ N −1 R2/α D−1/α. 4.

With the analytical relationship in Equation 4, we are now in a position to make concrete, testable
predictions. Substituting the value of α = 1/2 extracted from the experimental measurements
(Figure 7), we find from Equation 4 that a 2-fold decrease in the radius of confinement would
yield a 16-fold decrease in the MFPT. With 100 copies of the DNA segment present, the MFPT
is predicted by Equation 4 to decrease 100-fold compared with that for a single pair of segments.
Note that the R2/α dependence of the MFPT is rather strong when the motion is subdiffusive:
With α = 1/2, the scaling becomes MFPT ∝ R4, and the confinement emerges as an important
factor for achieving short encounter times for remote DNA segments (32).

A useful tool for validating our analytical scaling law (Equation 4) is provided by numerical
simulations. With a model and the corresponding mathematical description (Equation 2) in hand,
and with input parameters from experimental data (Figure 7), we are justified in our hopes that such
simulations, although not replete with details, are reasonably realistic in approximating genomic
encounters in live cells. The problem of first-passage times for two genomic elements can be
simulated as the anomalous diffusion of two particles in a confinement of radius R (Figure 8). On
the basis of the observation that genomic interactions occur mainly within the same topological
domain (17, 30, 31), it is natural to interpret the confinement in the simulations as one such
domain (Figure 2). The motion of the particles representing the DNA segments is governed
by the fractional Langevin equation, Equation 2, or, more specifically, by its simplified version
corresponding to the high friction situation. In this so-called overdamped limit, the inertia term
m d2 R

dt2 in Equation 2 is neglected on the basis that, in the limit of large γ , the timescale at which
the velocity equilibrates, m/γ , is shorter than any other characteristic timescale of the system
(37). The effect of the confinement can be incorporated in the overdamped fractional Langevin
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Figure 8
The problem of first-passage times for two genomic elements can be simulated as the anomalous diffusion of
two particles in a confinement of radius R (representing a chromosomal domain; see Figure 2) with the
anomalous diffusion coefficient D. The motion of the particles is governed by the fractional Langevin
equation, Equation 2.

equation through the external force F either as a reflective force from the boundary (23) or
as a restoring force from a harmonic potential confining the motion (24, 26). Once the two
particles (segments) are within the interaction distance r0, the corresponding first-passage time
is recorded. The values of the scaling exponent α and the anomalous diffusion coefficient D (the
latter is inversely proportional to the friction coefficient γ ) can be extracted from the MSD of
the experimental data (Figure 7) and used as input in the simulations. The natural choice of the
interaction distance is the thickness of the chromatin fiber, r0 = 30 nm (1), and the radius of
confinement is dictated by the typical size of a domain, on the order of a micrometer (25, 54).

Figure 9 shows some of the outcomes of the simulations, which directly test the predictions of
Equation 4 regarding the MFPT. The MFPT for two DNA segments in a confinement of radius
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Figure 9
Distributions of the first-passage times obtained from the simulations of distant DNA segments undergoing fractional Langevin
motion in a confining sphere of radius R. (a) A single pair of DNA segments diffusing in a spatial confinement of radius 1 μm and with
initial positions randomly chosen from the equilibrium distribution. The arrow indicates the mean first-passage time (MFPT).
(b) Simulation as performed in panel a but with a confinement of radius 0.5 μm. Note that decreasing the confinement size by a factor
of 2 accelerates the first-passage time by a factor of 16, in agreement with the prediction in Equation 4. (c) Simulation as performed in
panel b but with 100 copies of one of the DNA segments. Note that the MFPT decreases by approximately a factor of 100, in accord
with the prediction by Equation 4. Figure adapted from Reference 32 with permission.
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R = 1 µm is about 30 min (Figure 9a). When the confinement radius is reduced by half, the
MFPT is only approximately 2 min (Figure 9b), in agreement with the 16-fold decrease predicted
by Equation 4. When one of the DNA segments is present in 100 copies, the MFPT decreases
further to just approximately a second (Figure 9c), confirming that the prediction of the 100-fold
decrease by Equation 4 is quite accurate.

OUTLOOK

The question we asked at the outset concerned two DNA segments faced with the task of finding
each other in the crowded nucleus. We saw that however improbable it may seem to fulfill this
task on a short timescale, the cell can accomplish it by utilizing a basic physical mechanism of
motion—which is likely to be universal across species—without the need to rely on sophisticated
regulation mechanisms. However, genomic interactions are inherently a many-body problem:
Productive genomic contacts may not only involve more than two genomic segments but may also
involve a suite of regulating proteins. The outcome in which all these components quickly end
up, by mere chance, in the same location at the same time may seem extremely unlikely. Then,
how exactly does increasing the number of required participants affect the first-passage times for
genomic encounters? Scaling relationships, of the sort that would generalize Equation 4, would
not only provide the answer but also reveal the general principles behind the many-body version
of this first-passage time problem.

An important aspect of genomic interactions that we emphasized in this review is the intimate
connection between the architecture of the genome and its motion. This connection inspires
the idea of building a comprehensive, yet conceptually distilled, four-dimensional picture of the
genome—that is, of its structural and functional organization in both space and time. Fortunately,
experimental research is advancing rapidly on both fronts: Single-molecule tracking experiments
are visualizing, in increasingly more detail, the real-time motion of DNA, while high-throughput
structural methods such as Hi-C are revealing new patterns of the genome structure. Merging the
dynamic and structural information into a unified, tractable spatiotemporal picture of the genome
is an exciting challenge at the interface of biology and physics.

As technologies move forward, visualizing genomic events in great detail should soon be
possible—for example, simultaneously observing the motion and interactions of multiple ge-
nomic segments within the same chromosomal neighborhood. However, the vast amount of new
data will come with a challenge: To make sense of such detailed data will require a description
that is realistic yet transcends the details of particular systems—the type of description that has
become the standard in physics (5). How can we construct such a description? Observations of
genomic interactions in individual biological systems will hopefully provide glimpses of deep and
unifying principles that operate across all these systems. Recognizing these general principles and
casting them into a unifying mathematical framework will, in return, enable concrete predictions
for particular systems.

Remote chromosomal interactions are at the core of a broad range of essential processes in
biology, yet even basic questions still need to be addressed. Due to emerging technologies and
increasingly sophisticated experiments, the vast subject of genomic interactions is now ripe for
quantitative approaches from physics. The interplay between quantitative biological experimenta-
tion and conceptually simplified models that are at the heart of physics is, in our view, an exciting
and fruitful route to revealing the unifying principles behind the extraordinary complexity of the
processes in the genome.
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