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Neutrophil in Viral Infections, Friend or Foe?

Brandon Drescher and Fengwei Bai
Department of Biological Sciences, The University of Southern Mississippi, Hattiesburg, MS
39406, USA

Abstract
Polymorphonuclear leukocytes or neutrophils are the first immune cells to the site of injury and
microbial infection. Neutrophils are crucial players in controlling bacterial and fungal infections,
and in particular secondary infections, by phagocytosis, degranulation and neutrophil extracellular
traps (NETs). While neutrophils have been shown to play important roles in viral pathogenesis,
there is a lack of detailed investigation. In this article, we will review recent progresses toward
understanding the role of neutrophils in viral pathogenesis.

Background
Neutrophils comprise the largest number of immune cells in the human body, approximately
80% at any given time, mainly during infections (Bai et al., 2010; Le Goffic et al., 2011;
McNamara et al., 2003). While the majority of these cells remain housed in the bone
marrow or immune centers (e.g. spleen and lymph nodes), about 2% of the total neutrophil
population circulates in the blood (Navarini et al., 2009). These are short-lived cells, usually
for 6–20 hours in circulation under healthy conditions (Croker et al., 2012; Navarini et al.,
2009; Savill et al., 2002). During infections, however, their life-span is prolonged as
neutrophils migrate from circulation (Colotta et al., 1992; Elbim et al., 2009) with the belief
that this gives the cells the advantage to recruit more immune cells and prevent a pathogen
from spreading. Several cytokines such as interferon-γ(IFN-γ), tumor necrosis factor (TNF)
and granulocyte colony-stimulating factor (G-CSF) have been shown to prolong neutrophil
survival during recruitment to the site of infection (Colotta et al., 1992). Respiratory
syncytial virus (RSV) is able to prolong the survival of neutrophils, presumably through a
PI3K- and NF-κB-dependent pathway (Lindemans et al., 2006). In addition, the life-span of
neutrophils has also been reported to become significantly prolonged up to several days even
when the body is under a homeostatic state and not under duress due to infection or
inflammation (Pillay et al., 2010).

Being the first immune cells to the site of injury and infection, neutrophils act as the first
line of defense against harmful microorganisms. Many studies have investigated the role of
neutrophils in the pathogenesis of bacteria and fungi (Antachopoulos and Roilides, 2005;
Choi and Dumler, 2003; Crameri and Blaser, 2002; Croker et al., 2012; Waldorf, 1989).
Depletion of neutrophils or mutations in their key antimicrobial pathways increases
susceptibility of the host to numerous bacterial and fungal pathogens, indicating that
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neutrophils play a vital protective role (Lekstrom-Himes and Gallin, 2000; Navarini et al.,
2009). It has been demonstrated that neutrophils combat invading microorganisms by
producing reactive oxygen species and releasing antimicrobial peptides and protein-
decorated chromatin known as neutrophil extracellular traps (NETs) (Fuchs et al., 2007;
Hemmers et al., 2011; Hoshino et al., 2008; Papayannopoulos and Zychlinsky, 2009; Segal,
2005). Conflicting to a protective role for the host, neutrophils have been found as reservoirs
for microorganisms such as Staphylococcus aureus (Gresham et al., 2000; Voyich et al.,
2005). In sand fly-mediated infections with the protozoan Leishmania, neutrophils initially
capture the parasites and contribute to establishment of infection (Peters et al., 2008).
Neutrophils also contribute to inflammation in a number of disease processes through a
complex program of apoptosis (Kobayashi et al., 2003; Saez-Lopez et al., 2005; Savill et al.,
1989) and an abundant zinc-chelating bacteriostatic and antifungal cytoplasmic protein,
calprotectin (S100A8/A9) (Lusitani et al., 2003; Sohnle et al., 2000; Urban et al., 2009).
Recently, there have been more and more studies concerning the role of neutrophils in viral
pathogenesis. Here we will review the recent progresses toward understanding these
important roles of neutrophils.

Protective roles
Neutrophils comprise a major element of the innate immune system and demolish invading
microbes primarily by phagocytosing bacteria, fungi and virions (Choi and Dumler, 2003;
Chtanova et al., 2008; Crameri and Blaser, 2002; Ferrante, 1989; Hachicha et al., 1998;
Nathan, 2006; Soehnlein, 2009a; Tate et al., 2009; Wang et al., 2008). Viral infections will
usually weaken and impair the host's immune system opening the way for opportunistic
pathogens, such as bacteria or fungi, to take advantage of the debilitated host. Neutrophils
play essential roles in protecting against such opportunistic infection including pathogens
like Candida albicans (Djeu et al., 1993; Ruthe et al., 1978; Urban et al., 2006), S. aureus,
Pseudomonas aeruginosa (Boucher, 2004; Ulrich et al., 2010; Worlitzsch et al., 2002),
Aspergillus fumigatus (Tkalcevic et al., 2000) and Fusarium spp. (Gaviria et al., 1999;
Roilides et al., 1993). If neutrophils are not efficiently recruited to the site of infection, there
is a high chance of secondary infection occurring, leading to tissue damage, possible multi-
organ failure and/or mortality. Clearance of neutrophils post-influenza infection impairs
bacterial clearance (Elbim et al., 2009), but this appears not to have an effect on the
pathology due to the actual viral affliction (Tumpey et al., 2005); while depletion prior to
infection increases host mortality in the mouse model (Hemmers et al., 2011). However,
others have found increased survival in mice when blocking with specific antibodies the
recruitment chemokines CXCR2 and IRAK-M (IL-1 receptor-associated kinase-M) (Seki et
al., 2010), which results in a lower neutrophil influx.

Activated neutrophils produce large amounts of reactive oxygen species (ROS) that can be
devastating to invading microorganisms. One pathway to activate neutrophils is through the
actions of NADPH oxidases in conjunction with the release of proteolytic enzymes (Fuchs et
al., 2007; Nathan, 2006). Respiratory burst is another means by which neutrophils become
activated and induce ROS production and potentially release various latent proteases that
remain in specific granules (Colamussi et al., 1999; Engelich et al., 2002; Tkalcevic et al.,
2000). ROS activate the innate immune system, not only during bacterial infections (Rada
and Leto, 2008), but viral infections as well (Gonzalez-Dosal et al., 2011). Herpes simplex
virus (Gonzalez-Dosal et al., 2011; Hu et al., 2011) and human cytomegalovirus (CMV)
(Speir et al., 1996) have been shown to induce ROS production in phagocytic cells
(Gonzalez-Dosal et al., 2011). Cells infected with respiratory syncytial virus (RSV) activate
efflux of potassium ions and intracellular ROS as a signal for the stimulation of caspase-1
and IL-1β release (Segovia et al., 2012).
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The extracellular formation of NETs is another intriguing and effective means of neutrophils
to control and eliminate infections via containment and accentuates the synergistic effect of
antimicrobials and elevating their concentrations. Mature neutrophils are able to release
NETs following activation via a soluble agent such as LPS, IL-8 or phorbolmyristate acetate
(PMA) (Brinkmann et al., 2004; Fuchs et al., 2007; Urban et al., 2006) or Fc receptors,
chemokine and cytokine receptors, Toll-like receptor ligations (Wartha et al., 2007) and
platelet-induced activation (Clark et al., 2007). NET formation has been shown to be
independent of caspase activity (Fuchs et al., 2007). Evidence points to ROS generation as a
major factor in the formation and release of NETs (Fuchs et al., 2007; Papayannopoulos and
Zychlinsky, 2009). ROS-dependentNETs formation is associated with intra-phagosomal
killing of neutrophils, which process is distinct from apoptosis and necrosis (Fuchs et al.,
2007). NET formation is more recently referred to as NETosis, involving a unique form of
cell death, but this process is more generally called ETosis based on other immune cells (e.g.
eosinophils, mast cells) ability to form these antimicrobial constructs (Brinkmann and
Zychlinsky, 2012; Fuchs et al., 2007; Guimarães-Costa et al., 2012). NETs are made up of
chromatin, either nuclear (from dead or dying cells) or mitochondrial (from living cells)
(Soehnlein, 2009b; Yousefi et al., 2008; Yousefi et al., 2009), embellished with proteins
(e.g. myeloperoxidase and elastase) (Brinkmann et al., 2004; Urban et al., 2006; Wartha et
al., 2007) and released from granules, which are effective at binding both Gram-positive and
Gram-negative bacteria, as well as fungi; for instance calprotectin is a highly effective
antifungal agent against C. albicans (Soehnlein, 2009a; Urban et al., 2009; Urban et al.,
2006; Wartha et al., 2007). Accounting for approximately 70%, the most abundant
component of NETs are histones (Urban et al., 2009), which are more effective against
bacteria than fungi (Guimarães-Costa et al., 2012). These NET constructs are one of the
ways to halt damage caused by fungal hyphae (e.g. C. albicans and Rhizopus) since these
structures are too large to be phagocytosed by neutrophils (Crameri and Blaser, 2002; Urban
et al., 2006). NETs can increase the local concentration of antimicrobial molecules that kill
microbes effectively. Figure 1 shows neutrophil NETs formed by stimulation of S. aureus,
PMA and glucose oxidase (Fuchs et al., 2007). In cases of viral infection, for instance, when
cats are infected with feline leukemia virus (FeLV), NET formation becomes compromised
(Wardini et al., 2010). A recent report showed that neutrophils recognize HIV-1 by TLR-7
and -8. Engagement of TLR7 and 8 induces ROS that triggers NET formation, which
captures HIV and promote HIV-1 elimination through myeloperoxidase and α-defensin
(Saitoh et al., 2012). However, HIV-1 induced IL-10 production may suppress ROS
expression, thus inhibiting the ROS-dependentNET formation (Saitoh et al., 2012).

The role of neutrophils during influenza infection ranges from protective to pathology-
promoting. Depletion of neutrophils prior to infection with influenza A leads to increased
mortality in mice, suggesting a protective role for neutrophils (Tumpey et al., 2005).
Massive infiltration of neutrophils into the lungs during influenza virus infection can result
in acute lung inflammation (Seki et al., 2010; Tate et al., 2008). In addition, a study has
reported that increased amounts of NETs are detrimental during chronic lung inflammation
(Marcos et al., 2010). Histone H3 and H4 deimination mediated by peptidylarginine
deiminase 4 (PAD4) has been suggested to associate with NET formation (Wang et al.,
2009), but PAD4-mediated NET formation seems to not be required for immunity against
influenza infection in the mouse model. Mortality rates were equivalent in PAD4-deficient
mice, which fail to form NETs, with wild-type which can form NETs (Hemmers et al.,
2011). Beyond the most recent studies on FeLV, HIV-1 and influenza A, there is a lack of
data on the capability for viruses to induce NET formation.

Increasing evidence also points to a direct influence of neutrophils on the adaptive immune
response to viral infections (Elbim et al., 2009; Pillay et al., 2010). This act of direct
influence could be accomplished through antigen presentation, transferring pathogens to
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draining lymph nodes and modulation of T helper cell responses (Pillay et al., 2010). A
recent study reported that neutrophils served as antigen-presenting cells to anti-viral effector
CD8+ T cells within the influenza A virus infected lung in mouse model (Hufford et al.,
2012). Activation of dendritic cells via granule proteins either through granular release or as
components of NETs activates TLR-9 in dendritic cells. Translation from innate immunity
to the adaptive immune phase thus begins via dendritic cells with the production of
interferons (Garcia-Romo et al., 2011; Lande et al., 2011; Yang et al., 2009). IFNs, which
can modulate neutrophil responses to TLR ligands or neutrophil chemoattractant production
of KC (CXCL1) and CXCL-2, during viral infections appear to have an effect on the
adaptive immune system (Munir et al., 2011).

Activated neutrophils can release granular components and chemokines including IL-8,
which recruits more neutrophils (Hachicha et al., 1998) and also prolongs their life-span via
TNF and Fas-mediated receptors (Colotta et al., 1992). The major component, found in
azurophilic granules of the neutrophil, is myeloperoxidase (MPO) (Segal, 2005; Seo et al.,
2011). MPO is a pro-inflammatory heme enzyme comprising approximately 5% of total
neutrophil protein, but 25% of granular protein (Segal, 2005). MPO, cathepsin G, and HNPs
(human neutrophil peptides also known as α-defensin) have been shown to activate adaptive
immune cells and ultimately shape an immune response during contagion (Soehnlein,
2009b; Soehnlein et al., 2008). HNPs are active against enveloped viruses and induce
dendritic cell maturation (Yang et al., 2009). More work needs to be done to elucidate the
exact mechanism(s) by which HNPs directly or indirectly drive chemotaxis and maturation
of antigen-presenting cells, induce cytokine production, and increase lymphocyte activation
and antigen presentation (Yang et al., 2009).

MPO-ANCAs (anti-neutrophil cytoplasmic autoantibodies) induce IL-17 production,
playing a role in the progression of various diseases and allows activated neutrophils to alter
the environment to differentiate Thl7 cells through the cytokines IL-6, IL-17 and IL-23
production. Cytokines IL-23 and IL-17 are involved in neutrophil recruitment during viral
infections (Ferretti et al., 2003; Stark et al., 2005). Both cytokines have also been shown to
improve resistance to bacterial and viral infections (e.g. vaccinia virus) (Kohyama et al.,
2007). During the acute inflammatory response, MPO has also been determined to be a vital
component in the initiation and execution against microbial infection (Hoshino et al., 2008).
Investigation is lacking however on exactly how MPO-ANCAs stimulate cytokine
production via neutrophils and in particular any potential role in viral infections.

Double-edged sword role
Neutrophils must be tightly regulated otherwise tissue damage is inevitable due to increased
infiltration of these cells, which may lead to vascular leakage and high release of catalytic
proteins and NETs. During the resolution phase of immune responses, clearance of
neutrophils and other recruited immune cells occurs. Any defects in this process will cause
inflammatory diseases (Croker et al., 2012) or susceptibility to secondary infections. Too
many NETs and high amounts of microbial material can prove difficult for the host to clear
during and after infection (Brinkmann et al., 2004). In addition, damage to host tissues from
antimicrobial material released by neutrophils can occur, for instance elastase cleaves not
only bacterial wall components, but also host proteins at the site of inflammation (Fujie et
al., 1999). NETs have been shown to prevent such cases by minimizing diffusion of the
granular components (Papayannopoulos and Zychlinsky, 2009).

Naturally dying neutrophils go through the apoptosis process. Apoptotic neutrophils are
engulfed by macrophages to be cleared from the body's circulation (Savill et al., 1989). This
engulfment has been shown to inhibit pro-inflammatory mediator production through release
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of TGF-β by macrophages (Elbim et al., 2009). Alteration in this apoptosis pathway impairs
regulation causing neutrophil numbers to either increase or decrease, with either course
potentially increasing the pathology of the affected tissue.

Neutrophil infiltration correlates with the level of inflammation, tissue damage and feed-
back of the affected tissue (Seo et al., 2011). Inflammation is helpful in controlling viral
infection, but it very so often becomes damaging to the host. A balance between beneficial
and detrimental effects of the neutrophils initiated inflammatory responses must be
maintained (Rosenthal et al., 2009; Rosenthal et al., 2011). Hyper-inflammation has been
noted in chronic cases of hepatitis B virus infection in which a large influx of neutrophils
causes liver damage (Zhang et al., 2011). Unregulated neutrophils into an infection site have
also been observed with rift valley fever virus infections in mice (Gray et al., 2011), which
can lead to permanent neurological disorders and the function of the liver can be
significantly lost. Aggressive inflammatory cytokine production ("cytokine storm") is a key
component of acute lung injury observed during influenza infections (e.g. 1918 avian strain;
H5N1 strain) (Seo et al., 2011). Persistent infection by influenza virus may cause
neutrophils to become over-active and produce excessive cytokines such as TNF and IL-1
(Fang et al., 2011). This considerable neutrophil influx ends up damaging the tissue, adding
to the immunopathology associated with highly pathogenic viral strains such as the H5N1
strain and the 1918 H1N1 strain (Hemmers et al., 2011; Kobasa et al., 2007). Nagarkar et al.
(2009) showed that the rhinovirus causes an increase in neutrophilic response and
inflammation in the airways, which with regards to asthmatic patients, causes severe damage
to the respiratory system (Nagarkar et al., 2009). Blockage or depletion of MIP-2 (CXCL2),
a neutrophil-recruiting chemokine, has been shown to be associated with a reduced
neutrophil recruitment into the lung of A/PR/8/34 virus (PR8, H1N1 strain) infected mice
resulting in a reduced lung pathology (Tate et al., 2009). Interestingly, the pertussin toxin
purified from Bordetellapertussis has been reported to enhance viral titers of the influenza A
virus during concomitant infection by targeting an early immune response, reducing
recruitment of neutrophils into infected tissue. However, another report shows the toxin,
once inactivated, diminishes the cytokine storm, thus reducing neutrophil numbers into the
infected lung tissue and subsequently reducing damage to the lung (Li et al., 2010). Hence,
more work is needed to recognize which agent during concomitant infections between viral
pathogens and those such as B. pertussis can cause one or the other to either protect or
damage the host.

Herpes simplex virus (HSV-1) infection can cause stromal keratitis lesions, a chronic
inflammation of the eye. During treatment using a variety of antiviral and anti-inflammatory
agents, reactivation of the lesions commonly occur by the hosts' inflammatory response
(Deshpande et al., 2004; Knickelbein et al., 2009) or a risk of intraocular pressure elevations
and formation of cataracts. The disease can be partially controlled with the administration of
a resolvin agent, RvEl, which are mediators derived from omega-3 fatty acids
eicosapentaenoic and docosahexaenoic acid (Serhan et al., 2008). RvEl was shown to inhibit
the production of IFN-γ, IL-6 and IL-17, which was correlated with a reduced influx of
neutrophils in the neovascular system where lesions occurred (Rajasagi et al., 2012). IL-17
stimulates production of TNF and IL-1β from macrophages with implications that it
stimulates granulopoiesis and recruitment of neutrophils into selective tissues (Ferretti et al.,
2003). Depletion of neutrophils or neutralization of IL-17A during HSV-2 (Tkalcevic et al.,
2000) and mouse CMV infections increases survival of mice and reduces damage to the
liver (Stout-Delgado et al., 2009).

In the case of West Nile virus (WNV) infection, a rapid recruitment of neutrophils is
observed to the site of infection and is caused by elevated chemokine levels, CXCL1 and
CXCL2, produced by macrophages (Bai et al., 2010). An antiviral program can be initiated
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within 24 h post-infection by immune cells and entails the innate immune system utilizing
pattern recognition receptors, such as Toll-like receptors, to recognize components of WNV
to begin the antiviral signaling of the host with subsequent production of chemokines and
cytokines for recruiting neutrophils (Bai et al., 2009; Daffis et al., 2007; Kobayashi et al.,
2005; Town et al., 2009; Wang et al., 2004). Depletion of neutrophils prior to WNV
infection, in addition to a deficiency in the chemokine receptor gene Cxcr2, results in
reduced viremia and enhanced survival of the host (Bai et al., 2010). However, depletion of
neutrophils after WNV infections results in higher viremia (Bai et al., 2010) with an earlier
onset of mortality, suggesting that neutrophils have complicated roles during WNV
infections.

Defective NET formation is common among people with chronic granulomatous disease
(Brinkmann and Zychlinksy, 2007; Fuchs et al., 2007). The genes that encode the NADPH
oxidase have mutations resulting in disruption of the complex which generates ROS
(Papayannopoulos and Zychlinsky, 2009). It is possible that formation of NETs can
contribute to autoimmune diseases through the initiation and/or propagation phase of disease
(Brinkmann and Zychlinsky, 2012; Papayannopoulos and Zychlinsky, 2009). Autoimmune
disorders are being increasingly studied with respect to the actions of neutrophils and their
products (e.g. NETs, MPO) during viral infections; however, this area of research is still
incredibly young and is without enough evidence to pin down the effects neutrophils have
on the host while defending against viruses.

Neutrophils as viral transport vessels
Neutrophils are the most abundant cells circulating in the human blood stream. Interestingly,
neutrophils have shown to be productively infected by West Nile virus (WNV), implying
that neutrophils may be responsible for WNV dissemination in the peripheral and central
nervous system (CNS). Higher titers of WNV were detected in neutrophils compared to
macrophages supporting the notion of viral replication in neutrophils (Bai et al., 2010)
(Figure 2a). In addition, both positive- and negative-sense viral RNA of WNV have been
detected in human and mouse neutrophils demonstrating that WNV is able to replicate
within them (Bai et al., 2010). Neutrophils have been reported to be rapidly recruited into
the CNS once WNV penetrates the brain (Bréhin et al., 2008; Rawal et al., 2006; Tyler et al.,
2006), suggesting that infected neutrophils may bring more viruses into the CNS and make
the infection more severe. Nevertheless, more investigation needs to be done to address
whether this is the case.

Most of H5N1 virus replicate in the respiratory tract following initial infection. However,
H5N1 particles have also been found in other places of the body such as the trachea and
intestine (Gu et al., 2007; Zhao et al., 2008). Furthermore, viral antigens have been found in
both the cytoplasm and nucleus of neutrophils located in the spleen and placental tissues
(Zhao et al., 2008). Nuclear localization of the virus points to the possibility that H5N1 may
be able to replicate in neutrophils after entering the cell through receptor-mediated
endocytosis, implying that neutrophils transport the virus to other tissues from the
respiratory tract (Gu et al., 2007; Zhao et al., 2008) (Figure 2b). Neutrophils may also be
responsible for CMV transmission. It has been hypothesized that CMV stimulates
endothelial cells to produce IL-8 and C-X-C chemokines, recruiting neutrophils to the site of
infection and uses these cells for viral transmission (Grundy et al., 1998). When endothelial
cells infected with CMV, they secrete chemokines recruiting neutrophils while at the same
time release viral particles (Grundy et al., 1998). During transendothelial migration,
neutrophil-endothelial cell contact allows the virus to spread to the neutrophils. Neutrophils
coming into contact with other cells, in particular fibroblasts, can then spread CMV to those
cells (Grundy et al., 1998).
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Besides WNV and H5N1, Epstein-Barr virus (EBV) has also been reported to replicate in
neutrophils (Savard and Gosselin, 2006). EBV viral genome has been detected in
neutrophils, but neutrophils typically initiate a pronounced antiviral program leading to
programmed cell death, which leads up to neutropenia (Douglas Jr. et al., 1966; Gosselin et
al., 2001; Savard and Gosselin, 2006), thus not allowing the virus to reside and replicate in
the cells. Further investigation is required for elucidation, but recent work points to EBV-
encoded proteins that may be able to prevent phagocyte apoptosis, thus being able to
circumvent the immune system (Savard and Gosselin, 2006).

Concluding remarks
Neutrophils, as a major component in the mammalian innate immune system, have essential
roles in the battle with invading bacteria, fungi as well as viruses. More and more attentions
have been drawn to dissecting the roles of neutrophils in viral pathogenesis; however, we
still know very little about the true nature of neutrophils during the course of viral
infections. Neutrophils appear to contribute to controlling viral infections, but unbalanced
recruitment may cause severe damage to the targeting tissues or organs during influenza and
other viral infections. WNV, H5N1 and EBV have been found to productively infect
neutrophils, thus these viruses may utilize the infected neutrophils as transport vehicles for
dissemination in the body. Clinical manipulation of neutrophils to control viral infection
should be cautious for which may cause opportunistic infections or immunopathology. In
conclusion, more investigations should be made to understand the complicated roles of
neutrophils in viral pathogenesis and the immune system. Further investigations may aim at
the following directions: the mechanisms by which neutrophils control virus infections, such
as induction of ROS and NETs; the role neutrophils in induction of adaptive immunity; and
mechanisms that neutrophils as transmission vectors for WNV and other viruses.
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Figure 1. Immunostaining of NETs
(green, neutrophil elastase; red, histone-DNA complex), (a) Unstimulated neutrophils (no
NETs). NETs formed after neutrophils stimulated with S. aureus (b, blue), PMA (c) and
glucose oxidase (d). Bars, 10 urn. © 2007 Rockefeller University Press. Originally published
in Journal of Cell Biology. Vol 176. doi: 10.1083/jcb.200606027
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Figure 2. Neutrophils may be a reservoir for H5N1 and WNV
(a) Q-PCR results of WNV-infected human monocyte-derived macrophages and neutrophils
at 8 h, suggesting neutrophils may act as a reservoir for WNV, **** denotes p < 0.0001,
adapted from Bai et al, 2010. (b) H5N1 antigen (purple-blue; black arrows) is detected in
CD15-positive cells (a neutrophil marker, red-brown; black arrows) in placental villi (inset
a). Inset b shows enlargement of inset a, which shows that neutrophils contain H5N1
nucleotide sequences (bar, 10 urn), adapted from Zhao, et al., 2008. © Oxford Journals
Oxford University Press.
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