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Oval Cells and Liver Regeneration 
Oval cells offer the liver a second chance to regenerate. Because human livers have the power to 
regenerate, a patient’s diseased liver can be replaced by compatible liver tissue from a living donor 
(usually a genetically close relative, whose own liver grows back). Human livers regenerate more 
slowly than those of mice, but function is restored quickly (Pascher et al. 2002; Olthoff 2003). In 
addition, mammalian livers possess a “second line” of regenerative ability. If the hepatocytes are 
unable to regenerate the liver sufficiently within a certain amount of time, the oval cells divide to form 
new hepatocytes. Oval cells are a small progenitor cell population that can produce hepatocytes and 
bile duct cells. They appear to be kept in reserve and are used only after the hepatocytes have 
attempted to heal the liver (Fausto and Campbell 2005; Knight et al. 2005). 
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