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Editorial on the Research Topic

The Roles of Checkpoint Inhibitors in Inflammatory Diseases

The engagement of inhibitory receptors in T cells by their corresponding ligands are crucial
mediators for the maintenance of immune cell tolerance to self and for the modulation of the course
of an immune response and the return to homeostasis, once the initial antigenic stimulus has been
cleared (1). This is especially relevant in cancer treatment and inflammatory chronic diseases in
which antigen persistence prevents the contraction phase of T cell differentiation leading to T cell
dysfunction that promotes tumor escape or prevents immunopathology, respectively (2). Tumor
cells co-opt these physiological mechanisms and upregulate ligands for co-inhibitory receptors, such
as PD-L1, to defend themselves from immune attack (3, 4). Therefore, blockade of immune-
checkpoints in cancer immunotherapy has become a new paradigm in the fight against cancer.
However, the downside face of enhanced anti-tumor responses comes at the price of breaking
tolerance to self and the induction of inflammation and life-threatening autoimmune diseases, two
immune-related adverse effects (irAE) of immune-checkpoint inhibition (ICI) (5).

In line, considering skin inflammation as one of the main immune-related adverse effects (irAEs) of
immune checkpoint blockade, Ashoori et al. point out in a mousemodel of oxazolone-induced contact
hypersensitivity that skin inflammation is aggravated following PD-L1 inactivation by a neutralizing
antibody. This leads to skin CD8+ T-cell infiltration and subsequent inflammation, which is not
evidenced in recombinase deficient (RAG2-/-) mice, where oxazolone-induced skin inflammatory ear
swelling did not increase in response to PD-L1 inhibition. CD8+ T cell infiltration correlates with an
increased expression of the chemokines CXCL9 and CXCL10 in non-immune cells (CD45-) of the
inflamed ear, two cytokines produced in response to CD8 T cell activation and IFN-g secretion.

To anticipate the potential involvement of co-inhibitory ligands in the regulation of tissue specific
inflammatory T cell-mediated responses, the demonstration of expression of these ligands in the
hematopoietic and non-hematopoietic microenvironment is required. Focusing on the kidney,
Hakroush et al. determine in mouse models of ischemia/reperfusion (IRI), folic acid-induced
nephropathy (FAN), unilateral ureteral obstruction (UUO), and nephrotoxic serum nephritis (NTN)
expression of PD-L1. Linked to cellular damage in the kidney, PD-L1 is induced after IRI, FAN, and
NTN but not following post-renal UUO. Depending on the kidney injury model, PD-L1 expression is
upregulated in tubuli or glomeruli, respectively in a panel of 87 human renal samples, including
nephrectomy control kidneys, renal biopsies derived from patients with ICI-related acute interstitial
nephritis (AIN), as well as renal biopsies derived from patients without ICI treatment. Control kidneys
are PD-L1 negative, whereas in ICI-treated patients, PD-L1 expression is observed. In non-ICI treated
patients, 19 out of 68 show renal PD-L1 expression. Thus, renal PD-L1 expression might be a pre-
requisite of AKI development following ICI therapy.
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In amousemodel of ischemia-induced hind limb inflammation
following femoral artery (FA) ligation, Liu et al. tested the
hypothesis that genetic ablation or pharmacological inhibition of
PD-1 impair skeletal muscle inflammation. In corroboration, PD-1
knockout increases immune cell infiltration and pro-inflammatory
(IFN-g, TNF-a) cytokine expression. These effects also occur when
PD-1 blocking antibodies are used in wild type mice. The authors
determine the role of IFN-g in angiogenesis regulation in vitro in
HUVECs, where IFN-g stimulation suppresses migration,
proliferation, and tube formation of HUVECs, pointing to a
direct role of IFN-g in regulating angiogenesis.

Signaling through co-inhibitory receptors in T cells also
contributes to immunosuppression during sepsis (6–8).
Considering these previous data, Fallon et al. analyze the survival
and pulmonary injury after sepsis in murine and human neonates.
Following intraperitoneal cecal slurry injection to induce sepsis in 5
to 7 days old mouse pups, PD-1 deficiency (PD-1-/-) improved
survival up to 90% compared to wild type mice with only 52%
survival, although PD-L1 knockout (PD-L1-/-) mice do not
significantly showed improved survival compared to their wild
type counterparts (70% vs 52%).Moreover, in lung tissue of human
neonates, significantly more PD-1 expressing cells are detected in
samples derived from newborns with an intrauterine infection
compared to specimens without an infection.

With a mathematical modelling approach, Gillis et al. suggest
a new optimization method for sepsis treatment. As exemplified
with the combinatory use of the PD-1 specific antibody
nivolumab and the antibiotic meropenem, this methodology
can be used to assess the potency of a combined regime of
antibiotics and immunotherapy. Extending the established
setting (9), this model takes into account CTL exhaustion, T
cell reactivation and PK/PD values of the used drugs.

Nakamori et al. summarize the beneficial effect of targeting of
PD1/PD-L1 interaction to prevent immune paralysis in sepsis
and septic shock. The authors point out that based on the
complexity and heterogeneity of the disease, a uniform therapy
concept is not appropriate for an effective therapy. Therefore, the
stratification of sepsis patients into subgroups with a similar
etiology and characteristics of disease progression with the
support of artificial intelligence (AI) methodology, the
outcome of disease treatment may improve and be more cost-
effective than current approaches.
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T cell exhaustion in sepsis is not limited to the immune
checkpoint protein PD-1 and its ligand PD-L1 as outlined by
McBride et al. Other co-inhibitory pathways have been proposed
in pre-clinical and clinical studies as contributors of immune
paralysis during sepsis. These data support the assumption that
intervening with ICI signaling can be a novel concept, worth
testing to prevent/correct immune paralysis in sepsis patients.

Pfeifhofer-Obermair et al. zoomed on iron as an important
component for host-pathogen interactions. In a chronic mouse
model of Salmonella enterica serovar typhimurium infection the
negative immune checkpoint regulator T cell immunoglobulin
and mucin-domain containing protein 3 (TIM-3) was
upregulated following an iron rich diet compared to a low iron
diet. Increased TIM-3 expression blocks the differentiation of
Th1 IFN-g+ cells, which is restored employing a TIM-3
neutralizing antibody, consequently improving immunity
towards the pathogen in an iron-enriched environment.

The manuscripts collected in this Research Topic exemplify
the important role of ICIs in inflammatory diseases. Obviously,
this is a rapidly growing field, requiring further in vitro and in
vivo studies to fully understand and consequently develop the
potential of this therapy concept.
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