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TLR3 in antiviral immunity:
key player or bystander?
Martina Schröder and Andrew G. Bowie

Viral Immune Evasion Group, Department of Biochemistry, Trinity College Dublin, College Green, Dublin 2, Ireland
Toll-like receptor 3 (TLR3), which recognizes double-

stranded (ds)RNA, was the first identified antiviral TLR

and, because dsRNA is a universal viral molecular

pattern, TLR3 has been assumed to have a central role

in the host response to viruses. However, this role has

recently been questioned by in vivo studies and the

discovery of several other antiviral pattern-recognition

receptors. In this review, the function of TLR3 in the

context of these other receptors, namely TLR7, 8 and 9

and the newly identified dsRNA-receptor retinoic-acid

inducible gene-I (RIG-I) is discussed. Also, recent

research concerning the expression profile of TLR3, its

evasion by viruses and a potential role in crosspriming is

addressed, which reveals a clearer appreciation of the

contribution of TLR3 to antiviral immunity.
Introduction

Toll-like receptors (TLRs) recognize different pathogen-
associated molecular patterns (PAMPs), leading to the
activation of an innate immune response and the shaping
of the subsequent adaptive immune response. The first
described ligands for TLRs were of bacterial origin, such
as lipopolysaccharide (for TLR4) or peptidoglycan (for
TLR2), but since the discovery of double-stranded (ds)
RNA as the ligand for TLR3 it has been recognized that
TLRs also have a role in the host defense against viruses
[1]. It is now clear that TLR3 can mediate responses to
the synthetic analog of viral dsRNA, polyriboinosinic:
polyribocytidylic acid [poly(I:C)], which has been used
extensively in experimental studies to mimic viral infec-
tion. Apart from constituting the genome of one class of
viruses, dsRNA is also generated during the life cycle of
most other viruses. Therefore, it has been assumed that
TLR3 would have a key role in antiviral immunity.
However, recent studies have questioned this [2], and it
is now clear that other TLRs, such as TLR7, 8 and 9, have
fundamental roles in the response to distinct viruses [3–8].
Furthermore, an additional pattern-recognition receptor
(PRR) for dsRNA, retinoic-acid inducible gene-I (RIG-I),
has recently been identified [9] and seems to be emerging
as a key player in the induction of an interferon response
by viruses. In this review, therefore, the current data on
TLR3 is summarized and an attempt to contextualize its
role in antiviral immunity is made.
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TLR3 signaling pathway

Similar to TLR4 [10], engagement of the TLR3 signaling
pathway leads to the activation of two transcription
factors with central roles in innate immunity: NF-kB
and interferon (IFN)-regulatory factor 3 (IRF3) [11]. IRF
activation by TLRs is reviewed in detail by Moynagh, also
in this issue [12]. However, there are a few major differ-
ences compared to the other TLR signaling pathways. For
example, in contrast to all other known TLRs, TLR3 does
not recruit the adaptor molecule MyD88 but depends
solely on the alternative adaptor Toll–interleukin-1 (IL-1)
receptor-resistance (TIR) domain-containing adaptor
inducing IFN-b (TRIF) [13–16]. Furthermore, IL-1
receptor-associated kinase 1 (IRAK1) and IRAK4 are
also dispensable for TLR3 signaling [17]. Recently, it has
been demonstrated that TLR3 is phosphorylated at two
tyrosine residues on activation, and that phosphatidyl-
inositol 3-kinase (PI3K; PtdIns 3-kinase) is recruited
subsequently to these residues [18], a process that seems
to be required for full activation of IRF3 [19,20]. The only
other TLR that has been shown to be phosphorylated and
to recruit PI3K is TLR2 [21]; it therefore remains an open
question whether this mechanism also applies to the other
TLRs. The other essential step for IRF3 activation is
mediated by the recruitment of TANK [tumor necrosis
factor (TNF) receptor-associated factor (TRAF) family
member-associated NF-kB activator]-binding kinase-1
(TBK-1) to TRIF [11,22].

NF-kB activation seems to be at least partially medi-
ated by receptor-interacting protein-1 (RIP1) recruitment
[23]. TRAF6 has also been implicated in NF-kB activation
by TRIF [11,13,24]; however, its role has now been
questioned by a study usingmacrophages from TRAF6K/K

mice, in which activation of NF-kB by poly(I:C) was
normal in the knockout cells, as was induction of two
NF-kB-dependent genes [25]. Their results are in contrast
to the earlier results by Jiang et al., who found that
TRAF6 was required for NF-kB activation in murine
embryonic fibroblasts [13]. Therefore, the involvement of
TRAF6 in TRIF-induced NF-kB activation is controver-
sial, and it is possible that the requirement for TRAF6 is
cell-type specific or that TRAF6 and RIP1 mediate NF-kB
activation at different stages of the response. The
interaction with RIP1 also links TRIF to the apoptotic
cascade [26]. The pro-apoptotic effect is further mediated
by Fas-associated death domain (FADD) and caspase-8
and it is conceivable that RIP1 engages FADD through its
death domain [24,26]. The current knowledge of the
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signaling pathways initiated by TLR3 is summarized in
Figure 1.

TRIF is not a TLR3-specific adaptor molecule but is also
involved in IRF3 activation by TLR4. However, its recruit-
ment toTLR4 ismediatedbyanadditional adaptormolecule,
TRIF-related adaptor molecule (TRAM) [27]. Therefore, the
TRIFpathway is differentially activated byTLR3andTLR4.
Consistent with this, IFN-stimulated response element
induction by TLR4, but not by TLR3, requires the NF-kB
subunit p65 [28]. In addition, TLR3 engagement leads to a
much stronger induction of type I IFNs than does TLR4
signaling [29]. However, TBK1 mediates both TLR4- and
TLR3-induced IRF3 activation [30], so the observed differ-
ences between TLR3- and TLR4-induced IRF3 activation
might be quantitative rather than qualitative [31].

TLR3 in viral infection

The first study showing that TLR3 signaling was triggered
by dsRNA used not only poly(I:C) but also purified
genomic RNA from reovirus to stimulate the receptor [1].
Therefore, there is little doubt that TLR3 responds to viral
as well as to synthetic dsRNA. But what role does it have
in the response to viral infection? Because dsRNA is a
universal viral PAMP, it had been assumed that TLR3
would have a key role in antiviral immunity. Indeed, TLR3
has been implicated in the response to several viruses
[1,14,32–34], as discussed later.

Wang et al. demonstrated that, in infections with
the single-stranded (ss)RNA virus West Nile virus, a
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Figure 1. The signaling pathways induced by TLR3. On dsRNA binding, TLR3 recruits
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peripheral inflammatory response is initiated through
TLR3, leading to disruption of the blood–brain barrier,
which enables virus entry into the brain [34]. Therefore,
TLR3K/K mice were more resistant to lethal West Nile
virus infection, so that in this case the virus appeared to
benefit from its interaction with TLR3 [34]. TLR3 also
seems to be the TLR most strongly expressed in the brain,
specifically in astrocytes and glioblastoma cell lines
[35,36], and there has been a description of a TLR3 isoform
that seems to be exclusively expressed in the brain [36].
These findings might indicate that TLR3 has a specific
role in the brain and/or in the response to encephalitogenic
viruses but this should be further investigated.

Apart from this somewhat specific case, it was demon-
strated that cytokines are induced in a TLR3-dependent
manner in bronchial epithelial cell lines, on infection with
the ssRNA viruses respiratory syncytial virus or influ-
enza, although no animal models were used to verify a role
for TLR3 in vivo [32,33]. Interestingly, however, Rudd et al.
found that respiratory syncytial virus-inducedCXCL10 and
CCL5 production, but not CXCL8 production or viral
replication, were impaired in the absence of TLR3 [32].

It was shown that Lps2-mice, which have a loss-of-
function mutation in the Trif gene, show a higher rate of
mortality in murine cytomegalovirus (MCMV) infections
[14], and in a recent study, a role for TLR3 in the response
to MCMV was confirmed using TLR3K/K mice [6].
However, a study by Edelmann et al. questioned a
universal role for TLR3 in the antiviral response, claiming
TRENDS in Immunology 

PI3K

dsRNA

YP
YP

ytokines IFN response

IRF3/7MAPK

T
I
R

TBK1

the TIR adaptor molecule TRIF, which induces signaling pathways leading to the

t to the amino-terminal region of TRIF mediates IRF3 activation, which is important

n of IRF3 is PI3K, which is recruited to TLR3 on phosphorylation of the receptor [20].

r that it is at least partiallymediated by RIP1, which interacts at the carboxy-terminal

by FADD and caspase-8. RIP3 blocks TRIF-induced NF-kB activation, and can also by

tween the pathways leading from RIP1 to NF-kB-activation and apoptosis induction

, type I IFNs and the initiation of apoptosis. Abbreviation: MAPK, mitogen-activated

http://www.sciencedirect.com


Review TRENDS in Immunology Vol.26 No.9 September 2005464
that it is dispensable for both viral pathogenesis and the
generation of a host adaptive immune response in MCMV,
vesicular stomatitis virus (VSV), lymphocytic chorio-
meningitis virus and reovirus infection [2]. Therefore,
the role of TLR3 in the response to viral infections, especi-
ally to MCMV infection, is controversial, and later a
potential role for TLR3 will be defined by comparing it
with other TLR-dependent and -independent antiviral
responses.

Alternative antiviral PRRs

With the discovery that unmethylated viral CpG-DNA
(from herpes simplex virus-2) can stimulate TLR9 [4]
and the identification of ssRNA (from influenza virus and
HIV-1) as the ligand for TLR7 [37,38], it seems that a
whole class of PRRs for viral nucleic acids is emerging.
TLR7 is involved in the response to the ssRNA viruses
VSV and influenza [5], whereas TLR9 has a role in
responding to the dsDNA viruses MCMV [6], herpes
simplex virus-1 (HSV-1) and HSV-2 [3,4,8].

Before the discovery of TLR3, it was well known that
cells detected viral dsRNA through dsRNA-dependent
protein kinase (PKR), which, in response, inhibits host
translation by phosphorylating the initiation factor, the a
subunit of eukaryotic protein synthesis initiation factor 2,
and, similar to TLR3, activates NF-kB [39]. Indeed, the
fact that PKRK/K cells still signaled in response to
poly(I:C) led to the identification of TLR3, which was
thought to provide the missing link [1]. However, it soon
became clear that cells must have yet additional mechan-
isms for the response to dsRNA with the finding that
TLR3K/K or TRIFK/K cells still showed a response to
poly(I:C) which could not be completely attributed to
PKR [40,41].

Yoneyama et al. identified the IFN-inducible DExD/H
box RNA helicase RIG-I as a novel intracellular PRR for
dsRNA [9]. Apart from its helicase domain, RIG-I also
contains a tandem caspase recruitment domain (CARD),
which transmits signals leading to NF-kB and IRF3
activation [9]. The authors demonstrated that RIG-I is
essential for IFN induction by Newcastle disease virus
and this also seems to be the case for Sendai and hepatitis
C virus (HCV) infections [42,43]. Furthermore, replication
of VSV and encephalomyocarditis virus was inhibited in
RIG-I overexpressing cells [9]. The RIG-I pathway seems
to be independent of the TLR3 pathway because a
dominant negative form of RIG-I did not block TLR3- or
TRIF-induced IRF3 activation. Similarly, TRIF and TLR3
were found to be dispensable for RIG-I signaling [9]. It is
likely that RIG-I interacts with other CARD domain-
containing proteins to relay its signaling; however, these
remain to be identified. Along with RIG-I, a homologous
CARD domain-containing helicase, melanoma differen-
tiation-associated gene-5 (mda-5), was identified and
shown to have similar effects in dsRNA signaling [9].
Therefore, the response to dsRNA is multifaceted and is
likely to become even more complex. Notably, a mouse
locus that had been identified to confer TRIF-independent
responsiveness to poly(I:C) [41] does not correspond to
either RIG-I or mda-5 [9]. Therefore, this gene product
might either function in the RIG-I pathway, or represent
www.sciencedirect.com
yet another independent mechanism for the response to
dsRNA.

Given the reports described earlier, it has become more
difficult to define a specific role for TLR3 in the antiviral
response. It is probable that viral infections, similar to
bacterial infections, produce a multitude of ligands that
act on different TLRs or non-TLR PRRs. Therefore, it
could be simply the redundancy in the viral detection
system that makes it difficult to pinpoint a role for one
specific component. However, there are now clear roles for
TLR7, TLR9 and RIG-I in antiviral responses. So, is TLR3
just not as important? Arguing against this assumption
would be the fact that we and others have recently
identified viral evasion mechanisms targeting the TLR3
pathway, and it is generally assumed that viruses, in a
process of highly efficient coevolution with the host, target
the key mechanisms of the antiviral response.

Viral evasion of the TLR3 pathway

Wehave shown recently that vaccinia virus (VV), a dsDNA
virus, expresses two proteins, A46R and A52R, which
target different aspects of the TLR3 signaling pathway
and thereby inhibit TLR3-induced gene induction effi-
ciently. Whereas A46R, a TIR domain-containing protein,
binds to TRIF directly and inhibits poly(I:C)-induced IRF3
activation, A52R potently blocks TLR3 signaling, leading
to NF-kB activation [44,45]. Interesting in this context is
that VV replicates to a higher titer in macrophages
derived from Lps2 mice [14], which implicates TRIF in
the antiviral IFN response to VV, leading to the inhibition
of viral replication.

Also, NS3–4a, a protease from HCV, besides targeting
some as yet unknown component of the RIG-I pathway
[43,46], has been described recently to cleave TRIF
specifically, thereby abrogating TLR3 signaling [47,48].
Therefore, it seems important for the virus to disrupt not
only the RIG-I but also the TLR3 pathway. However, it
should be noted that TRIF is also necessary for IFN
induction by TLR4. Thus, certain viruses could benefit
from targeting TRIF through preventing IFN induction by
opportunistic bacterial infections, which would engage
TLR4.

Role of TLR3 in viral detection: does location hold the

key?

It is likely that the intracellular localization and cellular
expression pattern of TLR3, as compared with that of
RIG-I and TLR7, 8 and 9, will provide a key to answering
the question about its specific role in the antiviral
response. TLR3 localizes to an intracellular vesicular
compartment in dendritic cells (DCs) and cannot be
detected on the cell surface [49]. This compartment has
been assumed to be endosomal because inhibition of endo-
somal acidification abrogates poly(I:C) signaling. How-
ever, Matsumoto et al. failed to see co-localization of TLR3
with endosomal or, indeed, any other organelle markers
tested [49]; the exact nature of the TLR3-containing
vesicles therefore needs to be clarified. In any case,
TLR3 has to encounter dsRNA in these vesicles, which is
probably achieved through phagocytosis of dsRNA
released into the extracellular space by necrotic or virally
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lysed cells. The other possible scenario would be the
exposure of a dsRNA genome during viral entry through
receptor-mediated endocytosis. In contrast to TLR3, PKR,
RIG-I and mda-5 are cytoplasmic and therefore much
more suited for the direct recognition of dsRNA produced
during viral replication. For the establishment of an
adaptive immune response against virus-infected cells, it
is crucial to induce DCmaturation. Therefore, the relative
contribution of RIG-I versus TLR3 for the response to a
particular virusmight, among other factors, depend on the
ability of the virus to infect DCs. It is conceivable that the
host response to a virus, such as Sendai virus, which
infects DCs and enters the cell by plasma membrane
fusion (thereby avoiding the endosomes), would rather
depend on RIG-I. In fact, the host response to Sendai virus
is completely independent of TLR3, 7, 8 or 9 [50] and is
mediated by RIG-I [43].

It is probable, however, that dsRNA, during the course
of a viral infection, comes into contact with both the
cytoplasmic receptors and TLR3. So, why does a cell need
different mechanisms to recognize dsRNA? This is
particularly perplexing because the signaling pathways
elicited by TLR3, PKR and RIG-I overlap significantly, in
that all three activate NF-kB, whereas RIG-I and TLR3
(and possibly also PKR) activate IRF3 and IRF7 [9,13,39].
RIG-I and TLR3 even seem to depend on the same kinases,
IKK-3 and TBK1, to phosphorylate IRF3 [51,52]. Further-
more, apoptosis, is induced not only by TLR3 but also by
PKR and probably by RIG-I [26,53–56]. Interestingly,
however, different gene profiles are induced by poly(I:C)
stimulation (through TLR3) or Sendai virus infection
(through RIG-I), with only a couple of genes similarly
induced by both pathways [57]. Therefore, it is probable
that subtle differences exist in the signaling pathways of
TLR3, PKR and RIG-I, which will, on further investi-
gation, provide more insights into the specific roles of
these dsRNA receptors.

Different TLRs for different DC populations

Whereas TLR3 displays a distinct intracellular localiza-
tion compared with RIG-I and PKR, it is striking that
TLR3, 7, 8 and 9 show a similar intracellular localization,
and it therefore appears that they are all designed to
detect viral nucleic acids in endosomal compartments.
However, they are expressed by different DC populations:
TLR3 is not expressed in plasmacytoid DCs (pDCs), which
express high levels of TLR7 and TLR9. By contrast, TLR3
is expressed in myeloid DCs, specifically in human
monocyte-derived DCs and CD11C blood DCs, as well as
in murine CD8aC DCs. Importantly, this differential
expression profile is reflected in distinct gene induction
patterns: pDCs produce high amounts of type I IFNs
(predominantly IFN-a) in response to TLR7 or TLR9
engagement, whereas myeloid DCs mainly produce IL-12
and IFN-b on TLR3 stimulation [58–60] (Figure 2). It is
therefore possible to imagine that different DC subtypes
are involved in different stages of the antiviral response.
For example, TLR7 and TLR9 might trigger a quick IFN
response, whereas TLR3 might be more important for a
prolonged response and the initiation of the adaptive
immune response. In this context, it is interesting to note
www.sciencedirect.com
that, in MCMV infection, IL-12 production seemed to be
more dependent on TLR3, compared with type I IFN
production [6]. Concerning the expression of TLRs, there
appears to be some divergence between the murine and
the human system; for example, murine, but not human,
myeloid DCs express TLR9. This could mean that there is
less redundancy in the human viral detection system, and
it certainly means that data obtained in murine knockout
models must be interpreted carefully with respect to the
human system [58–61].

TLR3 on natural killer (NK) cells

NK cells are major players in the antiviral immune
response and express TLR3 and are activated directly in
response to poly(I:C) [62–64]. This could represent
another important function for TLR3, especially in virus
infections that heavily rely on NK cells for clearance
(Figure 2). This is the case for MCMV infections, and,
indeed, TLR3 contributes to the response to this virus [6].
However, NK cells also seem to be able to respond directly
to other viral TLR stimuli, such as CpG-DNA [64]. There-
fore, activation of NK cells might not be a unique feature
of TLR3 but might similarly apply to TLR9 and possibly
TLR7 and 8.

Crosspriming: a more specific role for TLR3

In the case of viruses that have no tropism for DCs, the
immune system relies on crosspresentation and cross-
priming for the initiation of a CD8C T-cell response
against the infected tissue cells. Viral antigens from these
cells have to be crosspresented by antigen-presenting cells
(APCs) and virally infected cells have to provide a DC
maturation signal (crosspriming). Schulz et al. suggested
recently that TLR3 has an important role in crosspriming
[65]. They showed that poly(I:C)-transfected tissue cells
stimulated the upregulation of co-stimulatory molecules
on DCs more efficiently than free poly(I:C); this was
attributed to a different uptake mechanism for the
poly(I:C)-containing cells. Moreover, Semliki forest virus-
or encephalomyocarditis virus-infected cells induced DC
activation efficiently in this system, showing that biologi-
cal levels of dsRNA intermediates are sufficient for this
response. By using TLR3K/K mice, the authors demon-
strated that this crosspriming mechanism is mediated
largely by TLR3. It had been suggested previously that
TLR3 and TLR9, but not other TLRs, can mediate cross-
presentation and -priming [66,67].

In this context, it should be mentioned that Sato and
Iwasaki have shown that TLR signaling through MyD88
is required for the optimal induction of a Th1 response
against HSV-2 in both the infected tissue cells and the
non-infected DCs [68]. A similar two-step model could
apply for the recognition of dsRNA by TLR3. In fact, Lebre
et al. demonstrated that the supernatant from poly(I:C)-
stimulated keratinocytes can prime DCs to induce a Th1
response [69]. Furthermore, type I IFNs, released from
virally infected tissue cells, can also promote the cross-
priming of DCs [70] (Figure 2), a mechanism that was
prevented in the experimental model of Schulz et al. [65].
Therefore, it is possible that TLR3 has a more prominent
role in the response to viruses that interfere successfully
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cell types. There is likely to be a certain redundancy in the system; however, it is also clear that distinct PRRs mediate specific aspects of the antiviral response.
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with IFN production [65], which is a common viral evasion
strategy.

Future perspectives

The specific role of TLR3 in the complex picture of the
antiviral response is still largely unclear. Mediating
Box 1. Factors that influence the relevance of TLR3 for an

antiviral response

The relative contribution of TLR3 to the host response against a virus

might depend on the following factors:

† Tropism of the virus (tissue cells or APCs?)

† Entry route of the virus (via endosomes or plasma membrane?)

† Localization of dsRNA (genome or replication intermediates) in

the cell

† Nature of dsRNA in the cell: is it coated or packaged?

† Abundance of dsRNA intermediates produced during replication

cycle

† Production of type I IFNs by virally infected tissue cells (does the

virus have the means to interfere with IFN production?)

† Role of NK cells in the clearance of the virus

www.sciencedirect.com
crosspriming might turn out to be the ‘unique selling
point’ of TLR3, considering that TLR9 is not expressed on
humanmyeloid DCs, and therefore probably has no role in
crosspriming in humans. Some factors that can influence
the relative relevance of TLR3 versus cytoplasmic dsRNA
PRRs are summarized in Box 1. The roles of the different
DC populations in antiviral immunity (and in general)
have not yet been clarified sufficiently, however, they are
likely to hold important insights, considering the rela-
tively clear-cut expression pattern of TLRs. Furthermore,
a detailed investigation of the signaling pathways and the
gene profiles induced by TLR3 and RIG-I will provide us
with a better understanding of their respective roles.
Open questions regarding the molecular aspects of the
response to dsRNA are summarized in Box 2. It is also
probable that we do not yet know the full picture of the
response to dsRNA, and that additional players will be
discovered. However, the fact that two distinct viruses, VV
and HCV, have now been demonstrated to possess evasion
strategies targeting the TLR3 pathway, strongly suggests
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Box 2. Unresolved issues regarding the molecular response

to dsRNA

Is TRAF6 involved in TLR3-mediated signaling to NF-kB?

Are there additional TRIF-independent components in the TLR3

pathway?

Are there additional cytoplasmic dsRNA receptors?

Do the pathways recognizing dsRNA display some crosstalk

(e.g. involvement of PKR or mda-5 in TLR3 signaling) [17,71]?

What is the gene product of the identifiedmouse locus implied in the

TLR3- and PKR-independent response to dsRNA [41]?

How do the signals elicited by TLR3 and RIG-I differ?
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that our appreciation of the role of TLR3 in the antiviral
response can only grow.
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