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Abstract: γδT cells mature in the human thymus, and mainly produce IL-17A or IFN-γ, but can also
produce IL-22 and modulate a variety of immune responses. Here, we aimed to evaluate whether IgG
from AD patients (AD IgG) can functionally modulate thymic nonatopic γδT cells. Thymic tissues
were obtained from 12 infants who had not had an atopic history. Thymocytes were cultured in mock
condition, or in the presence of either AD IgG or therapeutic intravenous IgG (IVIg). Following these
treatments, intracellular cytokine production, phenotype, and microRNA expression profiles were
investigated. AD IgG could downregulate α4β7, upregulate CLA, and induce the production of
IFN-γ, IL-17, and IL-22 in γδT cells. Although both AD IgG and IVIg could directly interact with γδT
cell membranes, AD IgG could reduce γδT cell apoptosis. AD IgG could upregulate nine miRNAs
compared to IVIg, and six when compared to the mock condition. In parallel, some miRNAs were
downregulated. Target gene prediction and functional analysis indicated that some target genes were
enriched in the negative regulation of cellular transcription. This study shows that AD IgG influences
the production of IL-17 and IL-22 by intrathymic nonatopic γδT cells, and demonstrates epigenetic
implications mediated by miRNAs.

Keywords: atopic dermatitis; IgG; IL-22; p-bodies; γδT cells; thymus; human; IL-17; miRNA

1. Introduction

γδT cells are a minority subset of T cells found in the peripheral organs and blood [1].
These cells express T-cell receptors composed of γ and δ chains (γδTCRs), and their ligands
are still unknown, as recently discussed [2–5]. γδT cells can mediate the human atopic
state [6–8], and some researchers suggest that they are involved in the development of
atopic dermatitis (AD) [9–12]. Because of the functional plasticity of γδT cells, which are
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typically divided into IL-17- and IFN-γ-producing γδT cells, γδT cells can also produce
other cytokines with modulatory effects, such as IL-22 [13].

Human peripheral γδT cells coproduce IL-17 and IL-22 at a low frequency [14]. The
same study revealed that the conditions that favored the production of IL-17A by γδT cells
also favored the production of IL-22, a feature that remains unknown, especially in the
context of skin diseases, since IL-22 production is instrumental in the maintenance of skin
homeostasis [15], as evidenced in AD development [16–18] and treatment [19].

In recent years, there has been debate about IgG molecules acting as natural ligands
of lymphocytes and modulating their functional properties on the basis of the immuno-
logical status of IgG donors [20–22]. On the basis of murine observations that maternal
IgG inhibited offspring allergy [23,24], some translational approaches have revealed that
peripheral B cells can be modulated to acquire regulatory functions by secreting IL-10 in
response to IgG from nonatopic donors [25,26]. Thymic and peripheral αβT cells’ cytokine
production may also be modulated by the donors’ atopic state. In these studies, IgG from
atopic individuals could modulate the production of IFN-γ by TCD4 and TCD8 cells [27],
IgG from AD patients modulated the production of IL-17 and IL-10 by TCD4 and TCD8
cells [28], and IgG from HIV-1-exposed noninfected individuals modulated the production
of IFN-γ by thymic TCD4 and TCD8 cells [29].

Other studies have shown that IgG from atopic or AD patients modulates thymic
innate lymphoid cell subsets (ILC1, ILC2, and ILC3) [30] and thymic iNKT cells [31]. The
effect was demonstrated in both studies by modulating cytokine production.

In terms of γδT cells, purified IgG could also modulate γδT cells. This effect was
demonstrated in a translational study that illustrates the IgG-mediated regulation of thymic
γδT cells IL-17 production, with some possible implications for allergy development [32],
and also in a human approach where IgG from nonatopic individuals can modulate the
production of IFN-γ and IL-10 on thymic and peripheral γδT cells [33].

Together, all of the aforementioned experimental approaches failed to elucidate the
mechanism by which IgG interacts with and precisely modulates T- and B-cell functions.
However, they all suggest that this effect may be more prominent on neonatal thymic cells
and that IgG may directly interact with γδT cells to mediate the modulatory effect.

γδTCR signaling is described as critical in determining the functional activity of
γδT cells, mainly determining the thymic development of two central γδT cell subsets
characterized by the production of IL-17A or IFN-γ [34]. The natural recognition of γδTCR
or other membrane receptors by IgG is not described in the literature, but given the evidence
that IgG can directly modulate thymic T cells, including γδT cells, these interactions may
occur and mediate some functional modulation.

Furthermore, it became an essential point of investigation whether the effect of IgG-
interaction with γδT cells can induce molecular alterations that result in functional mod-
ulation. This approach can be addressed by evaluating miRNA expression in these cells.
MiRNAs are short noncoding RNAs of approximately 22 nucleotides in length that can
modulate the expression of target genes through binding to their messenger RNAs (mR-
NAs) and triggering mRNA degradation, thereby inhibiting the molecular expression of
the targeted gene [35,36].

This epigenetic mechanism was demonstrated to regulate T and B cells’ functions,
including the maturation and function of lymphocytes [37,38]. Several studies have found
that miRNA expression is significantly dysregulated in inflammatory disorders, such as
AD [39]. Furthermore, in a murine model of atopic disease, a recent study from our
group revealed that the thymic functional modulation of IL-17-producing γδT cells had
epigenetic implications, as evidenced by the modulation of miRNAs expression on neonatal
thymus [40].

On the basis of the information presented above, we first sought to determine whether
IgG molecules purified from AD patients could regulate the functional properties of γδT
cells, whether IgG molecules could directly interact with γδT cell membranes, and whether
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this interaction could exert functional modulation with some epigenetic implication by
controlling the expression of miRNAs.

2. Methods
2.1. Patient Samples

Thymic tissues were obtained from 12 neonate patients aged less than 7 days
(3.4 ± 0.54 days), and six infant patients aged 5 to 6 months (5.4 ± 0.23 months) who
had undergone corrective cardiac surgery at the Hospital do Coração (HCor) Sao Paulo, Sao
Paulo, Brazil. Patients were required to meet the following criteria: no immunodeficiency,
no genetic syndromes or allergic reactions, and no immunosuppressants. The parental
history of allergic disease was reviewed, and only children of nonatopic parents were
included in this study.

Similar to previous studies performed by our group [28,31], we recruited 14 adult
patients diagnosed with AD according to Hanifin and Rajka’s criteria, and clinically cate-
gorized them as moderate or severe using the eczema area and severity index (EASI) [41].
There were eight male patients and six female patients. The patients’ ages ranged from
24 to 35 years. The average disease duration was 26 years. The selected patients were
admitted to the study during a scheduled visit to the Dermatology Outpatient Clinic service
at the University of Sao Paulo, Sao Paulo, Brazil. None of the patients was given systemic
corticosteroids (intravenous, oral, or potent topical) or immunosuppressants for at least
four weeks. The health controls (HC) group included 23 clinically diagnosed non-AD
volunteers aged 20 to 40 years.

Each thymus was obtained from a different donor, and the results were obtained
through six independent experiments. This study was approved by the HCor and the School
of Medicine ethics committees at the University of Sao Paulo (CAAE: 15507613.4.0000.0060).

2.2. Thymic Tissue Dissociation, Cell Isolation, and Storage

Thymocytes were released from the tissue samples using enzymatic dissociation as
previously described [42]. The thymus was divided into small fragments and transferred
to conical centrifuge tubes containing RPMI medium, 0.5 mg/mL collagenase A and
0.02 mg/mL DNase I (Roche Diagnostics, Mannheim, Germany), as previously standard-
ized by our group [28]. The digested fragments were homogenized, filtered through a
plastic sieve to remove aggregates, and washed with the resulting cell suspensions. The
cells were then resuspended, and the low-density fraction was collected via Ficoll gradi-
ent centrifugation (GE Healthcare Bio-Science, Uppsala, Sweden). The thymic cells were
snap-frozen and kept in liquid nitrogen until needed.

2.3. IgG Purification, Isotypes Evaluation, and Labeling

As previously described, IgG purification from pooled sera from HC and AD was
performed using the Melon Gel IgG Spin Purification Kit (Thermo, Waltham, MA,
USA) [29,31,32,43,44]. The purification gel was transferred to a column coupled to a
polypropylene conical tube and was then centrifuged. The supernatant was discarded, and
the purification gel was resuspended in a mild purification buffer at physiological pH. The
supernatant was discarded, and the purification gel was resuspended in the same purifica-
tion buffer. A pooled serum sample from each group (HC or AD) was added to the gel, and
the mixture was homogenized. The supernatant (purified IgG from AD patients—hereafter
AD IgG; purified IgG from HC—hereafter HC IgG) was collected, sterilized, and stored
at −80 ◦C for subsequent cell culture experiments. According to the manufacturer’s in-
structions, IgG concentration was determined using Coomassie Protein Assay Reagent
(Pierce, Waltham, MA, USA). The purity of IgG, evaluated by SDS-PAGE, was above 95%.
IgG isotypes (IgG1, IgG2, IgG3, and IgG4) were determined in purified IgG samples by
ELISA (IgG Subclass Human ELISA Kit, ThermoFisher, USA) as per the manufacturer’s
instructions. All technical steps were performed under sterile conditions, and endotoxin
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contamination was determined using the Pierce LAL Chromogenic Endotoxin Quantitation
Kit (ThermoFisher, Waltham, MA, USA) to be undetectable levels (<0.01 EU/mL).

We used the Zenon Human IgG Labeling Kit (Invitrogen, Waltham, MA, USA) and
followed the manufacturer’s instructions for IgG labeling. In brief, the Alexa-647 fluo-
rophore attached to the monovalent affinity-purified Fab fragments directly recognizes the
Fc portion of human IgG. Because this labeling method is immunoselective, it excludes the
staining of any other proteins, including non-IgG antibodies, resulting in specific IgG stain-
ing. Thymocytes were incubated for 30 min with labeled IgG or, as controls, with Zenon
labeling and blocking reagents without purified IgG or unlabeled IgG only. This method
was standardized with 100 µg/mL of IgG, and the optimal concentration was determined
by the culture experiments results. To validate this method, we confirmed that the previous
incubation with the respective unlabeled purified IgG at the same concentration could
completely block the staining provided by labeled purified IgG.

2.4. Cell Culture and Flow Cytometry

Cell cultures were performed as in previous studies [28,31], using purified IgG from
adult AD patients and, as controls, purified IgG from adult HC, commercially used IgG for
human intravenous administration that was obtained from thousands of healthy donors
(IVIg—Endobulin Kiovig, Baxter, Lessines, Belgium) or the mock condition (absence of
IgG). Briefly, we assessed thymocyte viability using a Neubauer chamber under an optical
microscope (Laboroptik, Friedrichsdorf, Germany), and 1 × 106 viable thymocytes were
distributed to each well of a 48-well culture plate (CoStar, Glendale, CA, USA) with RPMI
medium and 10% FCS (HyClone-III, Logan, UT, USA) with a total volume of 400 µL. Viable
thymocytes were cultured in the absence (Mock control condition) or presence of 25, 50, or
100 µg/mL of IVIg, purified IgG from HC, or purified IgG from AD patients. All thymocyte
cultures were performed in individual experiments. After incubating the culture plate
for six days (a standardized period for observing lymphocyte maturation), thymocytes
were transferred to test tubes for extracellular (phenotypic) staining. Thymocytes were
fixed with formaldehyde and stained with mouse antihuman γδTCR-FITC, CD3-BV421,
anti-CLA-PE, anti-α4-PECy5, anti-β7-BV605, or isotype control antibodies to identify γδT
cells (CD3+γδTCR+) and evaluate the coexpression of α4 and β7 (α4β7+), or the expression
of CLA in this population.

To evaluate thymocyte intracellular cytokines production, they were separately cul-
tured in the same conditions (mock, IVIg, HC IgG, or AD IgG), but Brefeldin A (Sigma,
Rehovot, Israel) was added to each well of the culture plate 12 h before cell staining [42,45].
This protocol was standardized using positive (Phorbol 12-myristate 13-acetate-PMA) and
negative controls (mock condition), and due to the absence of polyclonal stimulation, we
were able to maintain brefeldin A for 12 h without decreasing cell viability [27,28,44]. The
culture conditions differ from phenotypic evaluation because we observed that brefeldin A
could impair the detection of nonconstitutive surface molecules, including α4β7 and CLA,
during the standardization period.

After the extracellular staining of γδT cells, samples were incubated with saponin. The
supernatant was then removed, and cells were stained with mouse antihuman IFN-γ-APC,
IL-9-PerCPCy5.5, IL-4-PE, IL-17-Alexa700, and IL-22A-PECy7, or an isotype control conju-
gated with the corresponding fluorochrome (BD Pharmingen, Franklin Lakes, NJ, USA).

For cell viability analysis, extracellular staining was performed as described above, and
cells were stained with the Live/Dead (PE-Texas red) fluorescent reagent (ThermoFisher,
Waltham, MA, USA). All antibodies, including the labeled IgG, were titrated until a con-
centration of 1 µg was determined to be optimal for specific staining. Cell gating was
determined using the isotype control values or the fluorochrome minus 1 (FMO) setting to
all parameters. All extracellular and intracellular analyses were performed on viable cells.

Using an LSRII Fortessa flow cytometer (BD Biosciences, Franklin Lakes, NJ, USA),
500,000 events per sample were acquired in the quadrant of lymphocytes. Adsorbed
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microspheres were used for compensation (CompBeads-BD Biosciences, Piscataway, NJ,
USA). FlowJo software was used to analyze the data (Tree Star, Ashland, OR, USA).

3. RNA Extraction

To establish a single sample for each experimental condition, an equal number of
viable thymocytes from 20 nonatopic neonatal patients were pooled together to have
sufficient cells. RNA was extracted from cultured thymocytes from each condition using the
miRCURY RNA Isolation kit (Exqon, Vedbæk, Denmark) as described in the manufacturer’s
guidelines. The extracted RNA was eluted with RNase-free water and stored at −80 ◦C
until use. Small RNAs were quantified using a Qubit 2.0 fluorometer (ThermoFisher,
Waltham, MA, USA).

3.1. sRNA Construction and Sequencing

Sequence libraries were generated using the TruSeq Small R.N.A. sample preparation
kit (Illumina, San Diego, CA, USA) as per the manufacturer’s instructions and a previously
published protocol [44]. A total library pool of 4 nM was prepared using a MiSeq Reagent
Kit v3 150 cycles followed by sequencing on a MiSeq system (Illumina, San Diego, CA,
USA). The libraries were sequenced on a 150-SE run on the MiSeq with a 36 base single-end
protocol [45]. After trimming the adapter sequences and sequence quality testing, each
library’s raw data were aligned to the human reference genome (hg19), combined into an
expression matrix, and processed with Strand NGS version 3.1 software (Strand Life Science
Bangalore, Karnataka, India). Only miRNAs with more than ten copies were considered for
subsequent analysis. miRNAs with a fold-change ≥ 2 were supposed to be differentially
expressed. All sequence data described here are available in online repository Zenodo
(https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.6470816, accessed on 14 June 2022).

3.2. Prediction, Gene Set Enrichment, and Functional Analysis of Target mRNA

We used online platform miRWalk v3 [46] to predict the target gene of miRNAs. The
target genes were obtained by the intersection of three prediction software programs,
TargetScan, miRDB, and miRTarBase, on the basis of the mirWALK v3 database. Functional
and gene set enrichment analyses were carried out in miRWalk using the KEGG (KEGG
Pathway Database, 2021) and REACTOME (Home—Reactome Pathway Database, 2021),
and Gene Ontology (GO) terms to demonstrate the specific biological processes (BPs),
cellular components (CCs), and molecular functions (MFs) associated with the selected
miRNAs of the resulting gene sets.

4. Statistical Analysis

GraphPad Prism 8.0 was used for statistical analysis (GraphPad Software Inc., La Jolla,
CA, USA). Data from in vitro studies were taken from 6 to 10 separate experiments with
different thymus donors, as indicated in the figure legends. According to one-way ANOVA,
differences were considered to be significant at p ≤ 0.05 (Kruskal–Wallis test, comparisons
among three or more groups).

5. Results
5.1. AD IgG Can Modulate the Expression of α4β7 and CLA, and the Production of IL-17 and
IL-22 by Human Neonatal Non-Atopic Thymic γδT Cells

Nonatopic neonatal thymocytes were cultured and compared to mock or IVIg to
investigate the in vitro effect of AD IgG. We first investigated the influence of three dif-
ferent concentrations of IgG on the frequency of γδT cells as well as the expression of
mucosal-related (α4β7) and skin-related (CLA) homing molecules in these cells. γδT cells
constituted nearly 2% of all thymocytes, and the concentration of IgG had no effect on
the observed percentage (Figure 1a); however, AD IgG at higher concentrations could
inhibit the expression of the α4β7 molecule, and induce the expression of CLA in γδT cells
(Figure 1b,c). CLA induction in γδT cells was also seen in response to an intermediate dose
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of AD IgG (Figure 1c). As a result of these observations, we decided to perform further
experiments using only the higher dose (100 ug/mL). Next, we assessed the cytokine
production profile of thymocytes in response to AD IgG and control conditions. Results
reveal that AD IgG could augment the production of IFN-γ by γδT cells when compared to
controls (Figure 2a).

Int. J. Mol. Sci. 2022, 23, x FOR PEER REVIEW 6 of 17 
 

 

5. Results 
5.1. AD IgG Can Modulate the Expression of α4β7 and CLA, and the Production of IL-17 and 
IL-22 by Human Neonatal Non-Atopic Thymic γδT Cells 

Nonatopic neonatal thymocytes were cultured and compared to mock or IVIg to in-
vestigate the in vitro effect of AD IgG. We first investigated the influence of three different 
concentrations of IgG on the frequency of γδT cells as well as the expression of mucosal-
related (α4β7) and skin-related (CLA) homing molecules in these cells. γδT cells consti-
tuted nearly 2% of all thymocytes, and the concentration of IgG had no effect on the ob-
served percentage (Figure 1a); however, AD IgG at higher concentrations could inhibit 
the expression of the α4β7 molecule, and induce the expression of CLA in γδT cells (Figure 
1b,c). CLA induction in γδT cells was also seen in response to an intermediate dose of AD 
IgG (Figure 1c). As a result of these observations, we decided to perform further experi-
ments using only the higher dose (100 ug/mL). Next, we assessed the cytokine production 
profile of thymocytes in response to AD IgG and control conditions. Results reveal that 
AD IgG could augment the production of IFN-γ by γδT cells when compared to controls 
(Figure 2a). 

 
Figure 1. Purified adult AD IgG’s effect on the homing phenotype of infant nonatopic intra-
thymic γδT cells. Thymocytes from children under 7 days old (n = 12) were evaluated after 6 days 
in culture in RPMI medium supplemented with FCS in the absence (mock) or presence of 25, 50, or 
100 μg/mL of commercially used purified IgG (IVIg), or IgG purified from health controls (HC IgG) 
or IgG purified from adult AD patients (AD IgG). Flow cytometry was used to determine the fre-
quency of γδT (CD3+γδTCR+) cells (a) or the expression of α4+β7+ (b) and CLA (c) in γδT 
(CD3+γδTCR+). Violin plots depict the distribution of values from lowest to highest, with thick lines 
representing quartiles, and bold lines representing the mean. ** p ≤ 0.05 when compared to Mock, 
IVIg, and HC IgG conditions. 

Figure 1. Purified adult AD IgG’s effect on the homing phenotype of infant nonatopic intra-
thymic γδT cells. Thymocytes from children under 7 days old (n = 12) were evaluated after 6 days
in culture in RPMI medium supplemented with FCS in the absence (mock) or presence of 25, 50, or
100 µg/mL of commercially used purified IgG (IVIg), or IgG purified from health controls (HC IgG) or
IgG purified from adult AD patients (AD IgG). Flow cytometry was used to determine the frequency
of γδT (CD3+γδTCR+) cells (a) or the expression of α4+β7+ (b) and CLA (c) in γδT (CD3+γδTCR+).
Violin plots depict the distribution of values from lowest to highest, with thick lines representing
quartiles, and bold lines representing the mean. ** p ≤ 0.05 when compared to Mock, IVIg, and HC
IgG conditions.

On the other hand, IL-9 production by γδT cells was inhibited by AD IgG, HC IgG,
and IVIg compared to the mock condition (Figure 2b). There was no effect in γδT cell
IL-4 production in any culture condition (Figure 2c). However, only AD IgG and IVIg
were able to induce the IL-17-producing γδT cells when compared to the mock condition
(Figure 2d), and only AD IgG was able to induce IL-22-producing γδT cells in comparison
to the controls (Figure 2e). Due to the possibility of IL-17 and IL-22 coproduction by γδT
cells, we also evaluated the frequency of double-positive (IL-17+IL-22+) γδT cells, and
found that only AD IgG could induce a higher frequency of these cells compared to control
conditions (Figure 2f).

5.2. AD IgG Can Directly Interact with Nonatopic Neonatal Thymic γδT Cells Membrane and
Regulate the Induction of Apoptosis

To investigate the possibility of direct interaction of IgG molecules with thymic γδT
cells membrane, we first evaluated the frequency of IgG subclasses IgG1, IgG2, IgG3, and
IgG4 on IVIg, HC IgG, and AD IgG. No differences could be observed among the pooled
sera from each group (Figure 3a).

Next, we stained IVIg, HC IgG, and AD IgG with a fluorophore, and measured the
frequency and intensity of detection on the thymic γδT cell membrane. Our results indicate
that all stained IgG formulations could interact at a similar frequency and intensity with
thymic γδT cells (Figure 3b). However, only AD IgG could reduce the frequency of Annexin
V+ γδT cells, indicating a reduction in phosphatidylserine expression, hence reducing early
apoptosis induction compared to IVIg, HC IgG, and mock conditions (Figure 3c).
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Figure 2. Effect of purified adult AD IgG on the cytokine production of infant nonatopic intra-
thymic γδT cells. Thymocytes from children under 7 days old (n = 12) were evaluated after 6 days in
culture in RPMI medium supplemented with FCS in the absence (mock) or presence of 100 µg/mL of
commercially used purified IgG (IVIg) or IgG purified from health controls (HC IgG) or IgG purified
from adult AD patients (AD IgG). Flow cytometry was used to determine the intracellular production
of IFN-γ (a), IL-9 (b), IL-4 (c), IL-17 (d), IL-22 (e) or the coproduction of IL-17 and IL-22 (f) were
evaluated in γδT (CD3+γδTCR+) cells. Violin plots shows the distribution of values from lowest
to highest, with thick lines representing quartiles and bold lines representing the mean. * p ≤ 0.05
when compared to the mock condition. ** p ≤ 0.05 when compared to the Mock, IVIg, and HC
IgG conditions.
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Figure 3. Evaluation of IgG subclass frequency and their direct interaction with thymic γδT cells.
(a) Frequency of IgG1, IgG2, IgG3, and IgG4 isotypes in IVIg and purified AD IgG was evaluated.
Thymocytes from children under 7 days old (n = 12) were incubated for 30 min with labeling
kit reagents (Without IgG), unlabeled AD IgG, labeled IVIg, labeled HC IgG, or labeled AD IgG.
(b) Frequency and (c) intensity of IgG staining (IgG+) or (c) frequency of Anexin V staining (Anexin
V+) on thymic γδT (CD3+γδTCR+) cells. Pie charts represent the frequency of each IgG isotype
within the total amount of detected IgG. Violin plots represents values distribution from minimum
to maximum, thick lines represent quartiles, and bold lines represent the mean. ** p ≤ 0.05 when
compared to the Mock, IVIg, and HC IgG conditions.
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5.3. Identification of Differentially Expressed miRNAs and Their Target Genes

To identify miRNA expression signatures associated with thymocytes, we analyzed ac-
tive miRNA expression profiles using the Illumina small RNA sequencing approach in three
culture conditions: the absence of IgG (Mock), the therapeutic IgG formulation (IVIg), and
the experimental condition with AD IgG. When we compared AD IgG with IVIg, sequenc-
ing analysis revealed nine overexpressed miRNAs that satisfied the Bonferroni-corrected
value criterion (p ≤ 0.05) and the fold-change criterion (FC ≥ 2), showing considerable
variation between AD IgG and IVIg controls (Figure 4). When AD IgG was compared to
a mock condition, nine miRNAs were significantly dysregulated, with six and three miR-
NAs being over- and underexpressed, respectively (Figure 4). Lastly, the deep sequencing
approach identified five miRNAs underexpressed in response to IVIg compared to the
mock condition (Figure 4). Hierarchical clustering based on the significantly dysregulated
miRNAs showed a clear separation between AD IgG and control conditions. hsa-miR-4497
and hsa-miR-181b-5p (fold changes, 9.5 and 6.17, respectively) were the most upregulated
miRNAs, and hsa-miR-130b-3p was the most downregulated in response to AD IgG when
compared to the mock condition (fold change, 4.5).
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Figure 4. Unsupervised hierarchical clustering of significantly dysregulated miRNAs and sam-
ples from the Illumina deep sequencing data. The heat map contains 10 miRNAs differentially
expressed in AD vs. Mock control, AD vs. IVIg, and IVIg vs. mock control. The miRNA clustering
tree is displayed on the right. The color scale indicates the relative expression levels of miRNA across
all samples. Red indicates that the expression levels are higher than the mean, whereas blue indicates
that the expression levels are lower than the mean. Each row represents one mature miRNA, and
each column represents one sample. AD: thymocytes stimulated by IgG from patients with atopic
dermatitis; IVIg: thymocytes stimulated by therapeutic intravenous IgG.



Int. J. Mol. Sci. 2022, 23, 6872 9 of 16

The targetome prediction of seven nonredundant dysregulated miRNAs (hsa-miR-
181b-5p, 26a-5p, 4492, let-7i-5p, 4497, 342-3p, and miR-4508) between AD IgG and mock
condition revealed 122 putative targets from miRWalk. As shown in Figure 5, the miR-
NAs with the most experimentally validated targets (over 40 each) were hsa-miR-130b-3p
and Hsa-let-7i-5p. Figure 5 also shows that hsa-let-7i-5p and hsa-miR-130b-3p synergis-
tically target AGO1. This protein resides in intracellular structures known as Processing-
bodies (P-bodies). This discrete area of the cells is believed to govern the cellular mRNA
turnover [47].
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miRNAs that interact with their target genes, which are represented by orange dots.

5.4. Functional and Pathway Enrichment Analysis

Reactome, KEGG pathway, GO annotations, and enrichment analysis of the validated
122 target genes were computed by the miRWalk v3.0 online tool. Sixteen Reactome
pathways were significantly enriched (Table S1), of which the transcriptional regulation of
white adipocyte differentiation (R-HSA-381340) and transcriptional regulation by MECP2
(R-HSA-8986944) were the most enriched pathways (Table S1). Regarding the GO BPs,
the upregulated genes were mainly related to the TGF-β receptor signaling pathway
and unfavorable translation, transcription, and cell differentiation regulation. GO CCs
mainly included the p-body, and GO MFs were mainly enriched in RNA binding and
nuclear receptor activity. Upregulated genes were significantly and uniquely involved in
transcriptional misregulation in cancer regarding the KEGG pathways.

6. Discussion

To evaluate the effect of AD IgG antibodies on cytokine production by thymic γδT
cells using a well-established method [48–53], we collected human thymus from nonatopic
infants who were chosen because their mothers had no allergy history. The culture protocol
had previously been developed as an in vitro model to investigate the modulatory effect of
purified IgG on murine and human thymic and peripheral cells [24–26,28,30,32,40,54–56].

In the present study, AD IgG could downregulate the expression of the α4β7 molecules.
Integrin α4β7 is a heterodimeric transmembrane glycoprotein expressed as a homing
receptor in lymphocyte membranes that mediates trafficking to the gut-associated lymphoid
tissue via the interaction with mucosal addressin cell adhesion molecule-1 (MAdCAM-1),
which is predominantly expressed in the intestinal mucosa [57] but also in the lungs [58].
Therefore, the low expression of the α4β7 heterodimer by γδT cells in response to AD IgG
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suggested that these cells are not prone to migrating to mucosal sites. Otherwise, AD IgG
could upregulate the expression of CLA. This molecule is a primary skin-homing molecule
expressed by T cells, and a peripheral biomarker of AD [59]. Previous studies showed that
adults with AD have a higher frequencies of IL-22-producing TCD4 cells with high CLA
expression [17]. As a result, the overexpression of CLA in γδT cells suggests that AD IgG
may modulate intrathymic γδT cells maturation, favoring its migration to the skin.

We investigated the cytokine production profile of γδT cells and we found that AD
IgG might increase the production of IFN-γ, IL-17, and IL-22 by thymic γδT cells. Higher
levels of IFN-γ in AD serum had been described in adult AD [60], and they appeared
to occur in the absence of substantial IFN-γ production by skin-derived TCD4 cells [61].
Other investigators, on the other hand, observed that skin-derived TCD4 cells produce
lower levels of IFN-γ when compared to psoriasis-skin-derived TCD4 cells [62], and that
pediatric or adult AD skin can be characterized by decreased IFN-γ expression [63]. Our
observations reveal that γδT cells may be implicated in the IFN-γ production, opening up
a new avenue for understanding IFN-γ systemic output in AD patients.

IL-17 is a major cytokine of AD that induces inflammatory proteins in the pathogen-
esis of atopic dermatitis [64]. IL-17 production can result in eosinophil- and neutrophil-
mediated inflammation, whereas low IL-17 levels are linked to skin infection susceptibil-
ity [65,66]. A previous study found that IL-17 production in AD lesions and its levels in sera
are related to the severity of AD disorder [67]. Another study found that IL-17 upregulation
is a feature of AD initiation in children’s skin when compared to adult AD [68].

Our results also show that neonatal thymic γδT cells produce more IL-17 output in
response to AD IgG. The induction of IL-17 production mediated by AD IgG was described
in the literature in a similar thymic in vitro model, but with a focus on thymic iNKT, TCD4,
and TCD8 cells [28,31]. IgG from allergic (atopic but not AD) patients also induced in vitro
IL-17 production, and this production was induced in TCD8 [53] and γδT [32] cells.

As previously stated, adults with AD had increased frequencies of IL-22 production
by TCD4 cells [17], and the role of IL-22 in AD pathogenesis could be demonstrated in a
clinical trial using a neutralizing anti-IL-22 antibody that could induce progressive and
sustained clinical improvements in adult AD patients [19]. This was rendered possible
by IL-22’s important role in the maintenance of skin homeostasis [15]. Furthermore, AD
IgG could induce γδT cells IL-22-production. The role of γδT cells as a source of IL-22 in
AD pathogenesis is unknown, but the induction of IL-17- and IL-22-producing γδT cells
is comparable [69] and may involve some molecules that are not described as γδT cell
modulators. The same study found a low frequency of peripheral IL-17/IL-22 coproduction
by γδT cells (around 3%), whereas another study showed a higher frequency (near 20%) of
coproduction by TCD4 cells [14]. The acquisition of IL-17/IL-22 coproduction by thymic
γδT cells is unknown; we also evaluated this parameter in thymic γδT cells. Our results
show that about 10% of the total γδT cells can coproduce IL-17 and IL-22 in response to AD
IgG, which is similar to previous studies. However, in our study, this frequency represents
nearly 50% of the γδT cells that produce IL-17 or IL-22. This latter observation implies that
the coproduction of IL-17 and IL-22 γδT cells, mainly in primary organs, requires further
investigation and may differ from peripheral observations.

Although the modulatory effect of AD IgG was demonstrated in terms of phenotypic
and functional features, the potential mechanisms that could directly link IgG to γδT
cell regulation were lacking in our study and the literature. To develop an elucidative
approach to these mechanisms, we evaluated whether IVIg and AD IgG could interact with
the membrane of γδT cells. Our results reveal that IgG molecules could directly interact
with the thymic γδT cell membrane, which was previously unknown in the literature.
These interactions may be mediated by the idiotypic recognition of membrane receptors
(including clonal γδTCR) expressed by immature lymphocytes [70–73]. Although only a
small proportion of γδT cells can express IgG receptors in their membranes (CD16/FcγR3A),
they are functionally differentiated by CTL activity [74]. The staining protocol used in
our study was based on fluorophores attached to the monovalent affinity-purified Fab
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fragments directed against the Fc portion of IgG primary antibodies [75]. Therefore, the
staining method hinders CD16 interactions by occupying the Fc portion of the IgG molecule,
even allowing for simultaneous CD16 identification in complex cytometry staining panels
as described in the literature [76].

Although the characterization of γδTCRs ligands is relatively new [77] and still being
debated [5], γδTCRs signaling modulates three major aspects of γδT cell biology: (i) homing
properties [78], (ii) IL-17 and IFN-γ production [79], and (iii) apoptosis [80]. Our findings
show that AD IgG could directly interact with thymic γδT cells and modulate the three
aforementioned biological aspects of γδT cells. These findings strongly suggest that the
AD IgG effect is related to γδTCR signaling.

To investigate the effect of AD IgG and its role in the development of human AD,
we decided to assess if there was an epigenetic signature that allowed for us to observe
a relationship between the in vitro observations and molecular characteristics described
in AD patients. Results reveal nine significantly deregulated miRNAs in AD IgG-induced
thymocytes vs. mock (Table S1), with many of them predicted to target genes involved in
metabolic pathways and transcriptional dysregulation in cancer. The forced expression of
hsa-miR-4497 suppresses proliferation and colony formation while inducing the apoptosis
of laryngeal squamous cell carcinoma cells by repressing antiapoptotic Bcl-2 proteins [81].
In addition to its roles in tumorigenesis, hsa-miR-4497 mediates oxidative stress and in-
flammatory injury in keratinocytes by regulating NF-κB expression [82]. Notably, oxidative
stress was linked to the pathogenesis of AD [83,84]. Thus, it is possible that hsa-miR-4497
overexpression in AD skin may promote both oxidative damage and NF-kB activation.
According to the literature, the overexpression of miR-181b-5p induces B- and T-cell dif-
ferentiation when ectopically expressed in hematopoietic stem or progenitor cells [38,85].
Thus, the abundant expression of miR-181b-5p in thymocytes suggests that this miRNA
may influence the function of B or T cells in AD. The other dysregulated has-miR-4492,
26a-5p, 4492, 4497, 342-3p, and 130b-3p have not been previously described in the context
of AD, and our results suggest that these miRNAs may play a role in AD pathogenesis.
Consistent with previous data published by Sonkoly et al. [86], who the showed elevated
expression of has-let-7i-5p in the skin lesions of AD patients, this miRNA was significantly
upregulated in thymocytes derived from the AD IgG condition compared to the mock con-
dition. The expression of has-miR-4508 did not show any significant differences between
AD IgG and mock, indicating that it is likely less relevant in the pathogenic mechanism
of AD.

In order to search for pathways that are relevant to AD, we searched the MirWlak-
database for target genes for the seven dysregulated miRNAs between AD IgG and the
mock condition, and found relevant Reactome pathways, namely, transcriptional regula-
tion of white adipocyte differentiation. This pathway was found from the target genes
for thashsa-miR-130hasp, hsa-miR-181bhas, and hsa-miR-26a-5p. A recent study by Yew
et al. [87] investigated the causal relationship between AD and obesity by performing
Mendelian randomization analysis using data extracted from GWASs of body mass index
and AD. Their results indicated a causal role of adiposity in the development of AD, and
suggested that obesity is a risk factor and a facilitator for the development of AD. Al-
though the mechanism that links obesity and AD is unknown, available data suggest that a
chronic inflammatory state caused by free fatty acids, adipokines, and adipocytokines from
adipocytes and other local cells can mediate the increased risk of AD in obese patients [88].
Our findings are the first to show that changes induced by IgG from AD patients also
affect miRNA expression in thymocytes, thus influencing their metabolism in AD. The
Reactome pathway also revealed that transcriptional regulation by methyl-CpG-binding
protein 2 (MECP2) was the second most significant pathway enriched by target genes. A
recent study by He et al. [89] showed a novel role for MeCP2 in skin fibrosis in systemic
sclerosis (scleroderma, SSc). Skin fibrosis is a principal feature in AD characterized by
elevated IL-13 and thymic stromal lymphopoietin in skin lesions. Thus, we speculated that
the dysregulated miRNAs and their target genes might be involved in AD’s progression
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via interference in the MeCP2 pathway. However, further investigation is needed to clarify
this speculation.

In this study, NF1B was one of the outstanding target genes that controlled has-
miR- 130 on the basis of the calculation of the network. Available data indicate that the
deregulation of this gene is directly associated with melanocyte function [90], and that
the loss of this gene induces the apoptosis of adjacent hair germs that take up melanin.
Although there is no direct evidence that NF1B is involved in AD, we speculated that the
dysregulation of this gene might be linked to the development of AD.

In conclusion, our cellular and molecular observations suggest that IgG from adult
AD patients can modulate the nonatopic neonatal thymic maturation of γδT cells, allowing
for them to acquire functional properties that contribute to the development of AD. The
mechanism underlying this observation is unknown, but it may involve direct idiotypic
interactions and a complex epigenetic regulation that need to be elucidated.
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