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ABSTRACT

Objective: Respiratory syncytial virus (RSV) and rhinovirus (RV) are common viral infections
that may result in post-viral airway/atopic disease. By understanding the antiviral immune
response involved, and the mechanisms that translate/associate with post-viral airway disease,
further research can be directed to potential treatments that affect these mechanisms.

Data sources: Utilized peer-reviewed manuscripts listed in PubMed that had relevance to
RSV/RV and development of atopic/airway disease in both humans and mice.

Study selections: Studies that explained the mechanisms behind antiviral response
were selected.

Results: RSV infections have been associated with post-viral airway disease primarily in
those without preexisting atopy; however, the mechanistic link connecting the viral infection
with atopy is less clear. Mouse models (in particular those using Sendai virus, a virus related
to RSV) provide a potential mechanistic pathway that may explain the linkage between RSV
and post-viral airway disease. RV infection also can drive post-viral airway disease, but unlike
RSV, this seems to occur only in those with preexisting atopy. Studies explore this link by
demonstrating an impaired interferon response in atopic individuals, which may make them
more susceptible to development of post-viral airway disease with RV infection.

Conclusion: Both RSV and RV are associated with a risk for developing post-viral airway
disease and atopy. However, the mechanisms that connect these viruses with post-viral dis-
ease appear to be disparate, suggesting that treatments to prevent post-viral airway disease
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may need to be specific to the viral etiology.

Introduction

Asthma is a chronic disorder that is consistently
increasing among the global pediatric population; this
has caused an impactful burden on the healthcare sys-
tem (1). Asthma not only causes recurrent hospital
admissions for pediatric patients, but also presents a
lifelong burden for these patients (1). There are a few
hypotheses for the increasing prevalence of asthma
including environmental factors as well as host factors
such as atopic disease (1). Another possible explanation
for the onset of asthma in the pediatric population is
the prevalence of viral respiratory tract infections (2).
Almost all children by the age of 2 years have had a
respiratory syncytial virus (RSV) infection and almost
all have had a rhinovirus (RV) infection within one
year of life (3). These viral respiratory tract infections

induce wheezing episodes, an early marker of asthma
development, which may continue well past the course
of the infection. This review will explore the differences
between RSV (respiratory syncytial virus) and RV
(rhinovirus) in the development of post-viral airway
disease (asthma), and potential mechanisms responsible
for the difference between these two viruses.

Methods

Primary database used was PubMed and searches
included the following MeSH terms: [asthma AND
RSV], [asthma AND RV], [allergic sensitization AND
RV], [allergic sensitization AND RSV], [neutrophils
AND RSV], [neutrophils AND RV], [atopy AND
RSV], and [atopy AND RV]. Results were filtered to
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include only Clinical Trial, Randomized Controlled
Trial, or Review. Using this search process, peer-
reviewed journals and literature reviews were selected
with around 800 search results with a total of 31
papers chosen for the review. The paper selection was
informed by our prior literature reviews (4,5). If par-
ticular papers did not fit the premise of this review
but were included in the MeSH term search, we
examined other papers by the same authors to select
papers that highlighted the mechanisms of RSV, RV,
and development of post-viral wheeze. Potential flaws
in this methodology include incorporating older sour-
ces and using MeSH terms that may be too broad or
not specific to the particular review premise.

Results/discussion
Epidemiology

RSV and RV are the two main viral infections that
induce viral wheezing in children and infants (6).
Both RSV and RV differ in their manifestations in the
pediatric population as well as their effects on the
development of asthma and other atopic disease
including allergic sensitization.

Respiratory syncytial virus

Bronchiolitis is inflammation of the small airways of
the lung, and there have been several studies suggest-
ing that RSV is one of the main pathogens respon-
sible for the onset of bronchiolitis in pediatric
patients (7,8). Studies looking at RSV bronchiolitis
have shown that having RSV related bronchiolitis in
the first year of life is a risk factor for development
of wheezing (7). Further, studies describe that wheez-
ing in the first 3years of life is associated with an
increased risk of asthma at ages 6, 8, and 11 years
but not significantly at 13 years (9). On the contrary,
Sigurs’ group suggests that RSV bronchiolitis is a
risk factor for asthma and recurrent wheezing in
early adolescence and well into early adulthood
(10,11). Further exploration suggests that the differ-
ence in findings from Sigurs’ study could be due to
the severe viral disease in a patient population
<lyear of age as well as “differences in populations,
climatic factors, and also allergen load” (10).

RSV is clearly associated with the development of
asthma, but it is also associated with allergic sensitiza-
tion and further development of atopic disease. Sigurs’
group proposes that patients with RSV had more posi-
tive skin tests as well as serum IgE tests (10).

Ultimately, Sigurs’ studies show that RSV bronchiolitis
is a risk factor for post-viral allergic disease (10).

Rhinovirus

Rhinovirus was found to be the most common patho-
gen for a patient’s viral-induced first wheeze and is
one of the most common risk factors for recurrent
wheezing (6). An important connection with RV is
the association with allergic sensitization. Several stud-
ies indicate that patients with atopic characteristics
who are infected with RV are predisposed to develop-
ment of post-viral wheeze (6-8). One study shows
that patients with high eosinophil count, eczema,
atopic eczema, and parents with allergic rhinitis who
are infected with RV may be more likely to develop
post-viral wheeze (6). Another study shows that
patients ages 1 through 6 have an increased likelihood
of wheezing with RV if these patients had allergic sen-
sitization before viral disease (8). Both studies delin-
eate the idea that RV is associated with atopy, and
preexisting atopy can result in a wheeze with
RV infection.

Similar to RSV, RV has an association with age.
According to Rubner, RV induces wheezing within
the first 3 years of life is linked to an increased risk of
asthma development at ages 6, 9, 11, and 13 years (9).
Rubner’s study exhibits a link between RV wheezing
and early adolescence unlike Rubner’s finding with
RSV (9). Sigurs’ study, mentioned above, shows that
RSV bronchiolitis has a link with increased asthma
development well into early adulthood, but did not
study the role of RV in asthma development into early
adulthood (10,11).

As seen in these studies, there is a distinct differ-
ence between the manifestations of RSV versus RV in
pediatric patients. RSV and RV are both risk factors
for viral induced wheezing and may result in the
development of asthma. RSV bronchiolitis within the
first year of life seems to result in asthma develop-
ment into early adulthood, while RV results in asthma
development into early adolescence. RV-induced
wheezing seems to be more likely to occur if the
patient has had allergic sensitization prior to the onset
of RV infection; whereas, RSV-induced wheezing is
more associated with atopic characteristics after the
onset of viral disease.

The connection between viral disease, allergic sensi-
tization, and asthma has been shown; however, there
are several discussions as to the mechanism(s) behind
this connection (12). There is an antiviral immune
response that involves cytokines and immune cell
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Figure 1. Comparison of rhinovirus (RV) and respiratory syn-
cytial virus (RSV) in development of post-viral wheezing. RSV
drives post-viral wheezing in those without preexisting atopy
through an immune response characterized by decreased CCL5
and increased IL13, IL8, and cysteinyl leukotrienes (CysLTs).
This is in contrast to RV, which drives post-viral wheezing in
those with preexisting atopy, and through an immune
response characterized by increased CCL5, and decreased type
I and Il IFN.

Virus Immune response

Post-viral
wheeze

types such as neutrophils and dendritic cells (12). The
rest of this review will discuss the mechanisms
involved in RSV and RV infections including the
inflammatory profile and cell types involved.

Mechanisms

The antiviral immune response between RSV and RV
infections differs in terms of the mechanism at play:
the difference lies not only in the virus but also in the
inflammatory profile, including specific cytokines and
cell types such as T cells, neutrophils, and dendritic
cells (see Figure 1). This difference in mechanism can
lead to different manifestations of post-viral airway
disease, as well as association with atopic disease.
Based on several studies discussed earlier, asthma can
be a manifestation of both RSV and RV viral disease.
One hypothesis, known as the Th2 hypothesis,
explains that asthma development involves the helper
T cell (Th) response; the two Th responses that are
the most common involve Thl responses and Th2
responses (13). The Th1 response involves the produc-
tion of IL-2 and IFNy while the Th2 response involves
production of IL-4, IL-5, IL-6, and IL-13 (3). The
“Th2 hypothesis” states that, in asthma, the Th2
response is up-regulated while the Thl response is
downregulated (13). This hypothesis as well as varia-
tions among mechanisms and research between RSV
and RV will be explored below.

Respiratory syncytial virus infections

The potential mechanism of RSV and the immune
pathway involved has been studied by using Sendai
virus (SeV) in murine models; SeV is genetically
related to RSV so the mechanism of disease with SeV
could be representative of that seen with RSV. When
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mice are infected with Sendai virus (SeV), airway epi-
thelial cells release type I interferons (IFNa/f5), which,
although having an antiviral effect, can often lead to
epithelial cell death, with the dead epithelial cells
being eventually engulfed by macrophages (13). The
chemokine, CCL5 (RANTES) protects macrophages
from virus-induced death, effectively allowing them to
participate in phagocytic viral clearance (14). In propa-
gating acute post-viral disease, CD49d + neutrophils are
recruited to the airway, where they are able to induce
expression of the high affinity IgE receptor, FceRI, on
lung conventional dendritic cells (DC) (13,15). Next,
anti-SeV IgE is produced, which binds to the DC
expressed FceRI, and then can be crosslinked by SeV,
leading to release of the chemokine CCL28 (13).
CCL28 attracts Th2 cells that then produce IL-13 (16).
IL-13 is involved in the propagation of chronic post-
viral airway disease (13,17). However, Th2 IL-13 pro-
duction is not required in the SeV model as IL-13 can
be produced by iNKT (invariant natural killer T cells)
and then by a subset of activated macrophages (13,17).
Macrophage activation requires iNKT production of
IL-13, and when macrophages are activated by IL-13
(through IL-13Ra), they produce more IL-13 (17). IL-
13 acts on the airway to drive mucous cell metaplasia
and airway hyperreactivity (17).

Severe RSV disease could be due to a variety of
mechanisms, but one potential mechanism is an IgE
type I hypersensitivity reaction resulting in mast cell
release of factors leading to inflammation and poten-
tial bronchospasm (3). As with Cheung’s study men-
tioned above, in mice there is evidence of SeV causing
an increase in antiviral IgE that binds to the high
affinity IgE receptor (FceRI) on the lung DCs (15).
An increase in IgE is associated with patients with
severe RSV disease (16,18,19). Antiviral IgE seems to
be present in higher concentrations in RSV patients
with RSV-related wheeze than those without as well
as in patients with RSV bronchiolitis (16,18,19). The
presence of antiviral-IgE during respiratory viral infec-
tion further supports the development of atopic char-
acteristics as a result of the respiratory viral disease.
In addition to the type I interferon response (men-
tioned above), the type II interferon response is very
important to the antiviral immune response and can
be interconnected with the total IgE response. IgE
production is up-regulated by IL-4 and down-regu-
lated by IFNy (type II IFN) (20). Some studies
hypothesize that an ineffective IFNy response could
lead to more severe progression of RSV disease, and
that this ineffective IFNy response could lead to a
higher level of IgE potentially resulting in a more
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robust type I hypersensitivity reaction (20). As RSV
can cause an ineffective IFNy response, this is sup-
ported with findings of increased levels of IgE in the
nasopharyngeal secretions of patients with RSV, which
potentially could explain the onset of allergic sensi-
tization post-RSV infection (16).

IFNy is an important component of the antiviral
immune response and has effects beyond just those
on the production of IgE. In fact, reduced IFNy levels
are posited to result in delayed viral clearance (20).
Considering IFNy dependent viral clearance, an
important component of the inflammatory profile are
the cells that produce IFNy. Natural killer (NK) cells
and CD8 T cells play a role in viral clearance and the
antiviral immune response in murine models (20).
Severe RSV disease involves decreased CDS8 levels,
which along with reduced IFNy levels, and reduced
viral clearance (20). Decreased CD8 levels, compared
to CD4 levels, have also been detected in the lungs of
RSV patients (21). Therefore, an impairment in the
IFNy immune response, as seen with severe RSV, can
result in a more severe immune response and poten-
tially drive post-viral allergic sensitization.

Cellular release of cytokines is a largely studied
component of RSV-related post-viral disease; some of
these cytokines include CCL5, IL-8, IL-6, and IL-10.
Sheeran’s study finds epithelial cell produced CCL5 in
the nasal wash (NW) and tracheal aspirate (TA) of
patients with RSV (14). Furthermore, Sheeran finds
that non-intubated patients had higher levels of CCL5
than intubated patients; specifically, they find that TA
CCL5 inversely correlated with RSV disease severity
(22). This suggests that low CCL5 levels may have a
role in propagating the severity of RSV disease.

Aside from disease severity, CCL5 has been found
to be a regulator of allergic inflammation further sug-
gesting the connection between RSV and post-viral
allergic disease/airway disease. In addition to CCLS5,
high levels of IL-8, produced by Thl cells, have been
found in the nasal secretions and TA of RSV patients
(14,15). IL-8 is a chemo-attractant for neutrophils to
the lung (22). Neutrophils produce a significant portion
of inflammatory mediators and IL-8’s role in bringing
them to the lung could explain why several studies have
shown neutrophils were the predominant cell type in
the nasopharyngeal aspirate (NPA) and broncho-alveolar
lavage (BAL) of infants infected with RSV (21-23).
Neutrophils were found in the upper and lower respira-
tory tracts of these infants infected with RSV and were
noted to produce large amounts of inflammatory prod-
ucts resulting in significant airway inflammation (21).
IL-8, while produced by Thl cells, has also been shown

to be produced during RSV infection by alveolar macro-
phages and airway epithelial cells (20,21). As mentioned
earlier, a specific subset of neutrophils, the CD49d
expressing cells, seems to play a large role in the respira-
tory viral response in mice. As Cheung’s study demon-
strates, the CD49d + neutrophils induce the expression
of dendritic cell FceRI, which, when bound IgE is cross-
linked, leads to the production of CCL28, a Th2 chemo-
attractant (15). Fullmer’s study finds that RSV infection
in mice leads to the release of CysLT (cysteinyl leuko-
trienes) (24). Furthermore, Cheung, et al, finds that
CysLT1 signaling led to an accumulation of the
CD49d + neutrophils in the airways of mice (15).
Neutrophils, particularly the CD49d + subset, point to a
potential important role in the antiviral immune
response during an RSV infection. Sigua, et al, further
explores the CD49d + neutrophils’ role in atopy and
found that these neutrophils were present at higher con-
centrations in human atopic patients’ nasal lavage and
peripheral blood (25). With Sigua’s study suggesting
that the CD49d + neutrophils have a role in atopy, the
prevalence of this subset of neutrophils during RSV
infection could further provide mechanistic possibilities
in the development of allergic disease after viral infec-
tion (25).

Like CCL5 and IL-8, Sheeran also finds increased
levels of IL-10 and IL-6, produced by Th2 cells, in the
NW and TA of RSV patients (22). Both IL-10 and IL-
6, according to Sheeran, play a role in inflammatory
response in the respiratory tract with RSV infection,
supporting the up-regulated Th2 hypothesis involved
in asthma (22). Together, both Thl (increased levels
of IL-8) and Th2 (increased levels of IL-6 and IL-10)
responses are at play in Sheeran’s examination of the
RSV inflammatory profile. While IL-8 does not specif-
ically attract one subset of neutrophil, RSV is associ-
ated with elevated lung CysLTs, which could lead to
an increase in CD49d + neutrophils (15,22). The
increased CD49d + neutrophils in the airways could
then upregulate the FceRI receptor on DC, which
could propagate the Th2 response (15). So, in this
way a Thl response (IL-8) could be tied to the subse-
quent development of a Th2 response.

Rhinovirus infections

Like most viral immune responses, the antiviral
response in RV involves a type I interferon response.
However, RV infected asthmatic patients have both
reduced IFNf and IFNo responses (26). In primary
bronchial epithelial cells (PBEC) isolated from asth-
matic donors, there is reduced baseline IFNf



expression in response to viral infection. Further, plas-
macytoid dendritic cells (pDCs) from asthmatic indi-
viduals have demonstrated reduced ability to produce
IFNua ex vivo in response to a viral infection (27,28).
This proposes the idea that asthmatic individuals have
a reduced type I interferon response in viral infec-
tions. According to Cakebread, RV is recognized after
replication as dsDNA, which essentially activates
interferon release factor (IRF) that drives the release
of IFNf (27). IENf activates the STAT (signal trans-
ducer and activator of transcription proteins) pathway
which prompts the transcription of antiviral genes
(27). Giving exogenous sources of IFNS to PBEC’s
from asthmatic patients reduced viral replication (27).
They find that giving just IFNf to PBECs from asth-
matic and non-asthmatic patients resulted in no sig-
nificant up-regulation of CCL5 or IL-6 in either (27).
However, they found that when an IFNf pretreatment
was given to the cells prior to an RV infection, there
was decreased production of CCL5 and IL-6 in PBECs
of asthmatic patients, but not in PBECs from non-
asthmatic patients (27). Further, without pretreatment
there were increased levels of CCL5 in both groups
with RV infection (27). Thus, in asthmatic bronchial
epithelial cells (PBECs), there is a disrupted innate
immune response involving reduced type I interferon
signaling, which leads to a more severe viral disease
(29). This suggests that in atopic individuals, the
inflammatory cytokines CCL5 and IL-6 could be
responsible for the increased severity of viral disease
in these patients as a result of an impaired type I
interferon response (27). In fact, patients with preex-
isting asthma (i.e. prior to RV infection) have reduced
IFNJ expression in PBECs, which as mentioned above
could correlate with a more severe RV infection
(13,27). These studies support the idea that preexisting
atopy in patients who are infected with RV could
result in more severe disease. Unlike RSV, where the
virus increases the risk of wheeze and/or atopy post-
viral infection in those who are not initially atopic,
allergic sensitization prior to viral disease seems to
increase the risk of wheezing with RV infection. The
requirement for preexisting atopy may demonstrate
the need for an impaired antiviral response (present
as a result of the atopic condition) to translate RV
infection into a wheezing illness (8). Further empha-
sizing the role of the type I interferon response in the
antiviral immune response, Gill finds reduced IFNu«
production in the plasmacytoid dendritic cells (pDCs)
of asthmatic individuals. During viral infections, pDCs
play an important role in releasing IFNo (28). In
humans, pDCs express the high affinity IgE receptor,
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FceRl, and atopic patients (such as those with asthma)
have elevated IgE levels (28). Using pDCs from asth-
matic and non-asthmatic patients, Gill finds that pDC
from patients with asthma have evidence of increased
cross-linking of FceRI, which correlated with reduced
IFNo production from the pDCs in vitro as well as
reduced toll-like receptor 7 (TLR7) expression.
Stimulating pDCs with TLR7 agonists increased IFNo
production from pDCs 0.27 Thus, this further sug-
gests that an impaired type I interferon response in
patients with allergic disease could be associated more
with severe viral disease, and that producing IgE (i.e.
being atopic) may be required to fully depress the
type I IFN response (8).

Aside from the type I interferon response, Jackson
argues (similar to Aberle’s comments on RSV) that
children with more susceptibility to allergic sensitiza-
tion have lower IFNy responses, and that a decreased
IFNy response could associate with early childhood
post-viral wheeze (8,20). The inflammatory profile,
particularly the interferon response, is strongly associ-
ated with RV infection and an impaired interferon
response due to previous allergic sensitization. The
impaired interferon response in RV leads to a reduced
viral clearance which may result in a more severe viral
disease outcome and consequent post-viral wheeze.

Cell types involved in RV infection are less com-
monly studied than cell types in RSV; nonetheless,
similar to RSV, cell types do appear to play an
important role in the development of viral disease
with RV infection. RV specifically targets and binds to
respiratory epithelial cells causing airway inflamma-
tion, airway remodeling, and eventually post-viral air-
way disease (28). Preexisting allergic inflammation can
impair the respiratory epithelial cell barrier making it
more susceptible to RV infection, primarily through
goblet cells (8). Goblet cells are abundant in airways
of individuals with allergic disease and are especially
vulnerable to RV infection, suggesting that atopic
individuals have a higher ability to be infected than
non-atopic individuals (8). Further studies on the cel-
lular components of the anti-RV immune response
are needed, especially with respect to how these
responses differ in atopic and non-atopic individuals.

Conclusion

Respiratory tract viruses are a common contributor to
the onset of wheezing, a marker for asthma develop-
ment post-viral disease; RSV and RV are two of the
most common viruses associated with development of
wheezing (6). RSV is associated more with the
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Genetics Pre-existing atopy

Virus

Immune response

Figure 2. Development of post-viral wheezing involves multiple aligned risks. Post-viral wheezing likely requires the appropriate
genetics, presence (or absence) of atopy, an appropriate virus (RV with atopy, RSV in the absence of atopy), and a subsequent spe-
cific immune response. Like a “Swiss cheese” model, having only one or two of these risks, will likely not end up leading to post-
viral wheeze (blue and green arrows). Only when all of the “holes” are aligned will the subject go on to develop post-viral wheez-

ing and asthma.

incidence of post- viral atopic disease in patients with-
out prior atopic disease, while RV has a higher risk of
post- viral disease when the patient has atopic disease
before the incident RV infection (10). Though the
mechanism through which RSV imparts a risk of
post-viral wheezing is not clearly delineated, mouse
models have identified possible pathways to translate
a viral infection into post-viral atopic disease. In mur-
ine models, SeV infection results in a well-demarcated
pathway involving CysLTs, CD49d + PMNs, FceRI on
lung cDCs, anti-SeV IgE, CCL28, and IL-13 producing
Th2 cells (15). The IL-13 produced in the airways can
promote mucous cell metaplasia and airway hyper-
reactivity resulting in allergic inflammation and
wheeze (17). On the other hand, RV infections in
individuals with impaired type I and type II interferon
responses may drive development of post-viral wheeze
(26,29). Atopic individuals appear to have an impaired
both type I and type II interferon response, which
may explain the need for atopy to be present prior to
RV infection for post-viral wheeze to develop after
infection (8).

Understanding the mechanisms behind both the
antiviral immune response to RSV and RV and the
link with atopic disease could help to direct treatment
options, and possibly even primary prevention strat-
egies. If there are particular mechanisms in RSV and
RV that result in post-viral wheeze, these cytokines or
cell types could be targeted to prevent the onset of
post- viral wheeze and the potential complication of
long-term asthma. Moreover, recent studies have
exploring a variety of pathogenic mechanisms
involved in the development of asthma. Holtzman,
et al, explored which mechanisms control common
viral infections and how these infections eventually
cause long-term disease (30). Several mechanisms of
pathogenesis are discussed including the role of epi-
thelial immune cells and goblet cell hyperplasia (30).
They propose the “hit and run hypothesis” where

development of an asthmatic phenotype occurs after
an infection in the appropriate genetic background
(30). Indeed there is a great need for research looking
at potential endotypes, phenotypes, and genotypes
that associate with development of asthma (and recur-
rent wheezing) after a viral insult (see Figure 2). Some
research has been published trying to understand the
genetic basis of asthma and its multitude of endo-
types, with a focus on cytokine production and
immune cell response, but in general these studies fail
to account for initial viral insults (31). Certain alleles
of the gene orosomucoid-like 3 (ORMDL3), however,
have been associated with an increased risk of RV
induced wheeze (32). In this specific case it appears
that these alleles drive increased ICAM-1 (the receptor
for RV), and that may then lead to increased post-RV
wheezing (32). Less is known about other potential
genetic risks, such as those from dual specificity phos-
phatase 22 (DUSP22), Ikaros family zinc finger pro-
tein 3 (IKZF3), and runt-related transcription factor 1
(RUNXI1), where other factors such as exposure or
environment beyond just presence of a risk allele
influence the development of asthma (33). Future
research is needed to better understand the genetic
(and epigenetic) phenotypes involved in viral induced
asthma, as well as to target the variety of mechanisms
involved and develop preventative strategies with the
goal of suppressing or even preventing the onset of
post-viral wheeze.
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