
 

Clues help explain why some children get
more intense RSV infections than others
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Transmission electron micrograph of RSV. Credit: CDC/ Dr. Erskine Palmer /
Public Domain

A team of researchers from Nationwide Children's Hospital in the U.S.
and Universidad de Málaga in Spain has found some clues that might
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explain why some young children develop stronger respiratory syncytial
virus (RSV) infections than other children. In their paper published in
the journal Science Translational Medicine, the group describes their
study of children with and without RSV infections and what they learned
about the disease caused by the virus.

RSV is a common ailment in young children, particularly in infants. It
accounts for the most hospitalizations of newborn babies in developed
countries. And like COVID-19, most infections are mild. Unfortunately,
in some cases, it can lead to very serious complications, and sometimes
death. In this new effort, the researchers sought to learn more about such
cases with the hope of identifying factors that might prevent them from
occurring.

Prior research has suggested that exceptional cases of RSV infections
may be due to age, viral load or other unknown factors. One factor most
agree on is that they are most likely tied to an abnormal immune
response.

In this new effort, the researchers collected blood samples from 125
infected children and 65 children who were not infected and who were
otherwise healthy. Each sample was studied for viral load, level of white
blood and other immune cells, presence of other viruses and gene
expression of molecules such as interferon that are part of an immune
response.

The researchers were surprised to find that children with milder
symptoms tended to have heavier viral loads than those with more
serious symptoms. They were also more likely to have other viruses in
their systems, such as the rhinovirus. And they showed higher expression
of interferon. Those with more serious symptoms, on the other hand, had
more expression from inflammatory and neutrophil genes and less
expression of antigen D.
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The researchers suggest their findings support theories that innate
immunity plays a key role in determining which children have mild
symptoms and which develop more serious conditions. They further
suggest that their work could be useful in helping to design clinical
studies involved in developing antivirals and vaccines against RSV.

  More information: Santtu Heinonen et al. Immune profiles provide
insights into respiratory syncytial virus disease severity in young
children, Science Translational Medicine (2020). DOI:
10.1126/scitranslmed.aaw0268
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