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Summary

Infection with many encephalitic viruses is associated with the induction of
the proinflammatory cytokine interleukin (IL)-6. In some situations, induc-
tion of high levels of this cytokine is associated with a protective response, but
in others it can be linked to tissue damage and disease. In the studies reported
here, levels of serum IL-6 and virus-specific antibodies were measured on
admission to hospital and correlated with clinical outcomes. Only some
patients demonstrated raised levels of serum IL-6, and there was no correla-
tion between high levels of this cytokine and either gender or the severity of
clinical disease. A statistically significant association between raised IL-6 and
age was observed, with all individuals below the age of 26 showing normal
levels of serum IL-6, regardless of clinical presentation. Furthermore, not all
patients had detectable levels of virus-specific serum immunoglobulin G
(IgG) antibodies, but an inverse and statistically significant correlation
between raised IL-6 levels and IgG titre was observed. Consequently, serum
levels of IL-6 cannot be used as a reliable indicator of disease outcome.
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Introduction

Tick-borne encephalitis (TBE) is a severe acute disease
caused by a virus which belongs to the Flaviviridae family
[1]. The main clinical symptoms of the disease are fever,
headache, giddiness and asthenia, which sometimes lead to
severe complications such as meningitis, meningoencepha-
litis or meningomyeloencephalitis. Currently, all hospitalized
patients diagnosed with TBE are treated under intensive
nursing protocols to control fever, maintain homeostasis and
minimize rises in intracranial pressure. This process has been
shown to improve clinical outcome, but places a significant
burden on local services. If, however, patients who would
develop only fever can be identified, they can be treated with
commonly available cox 2 inhibitors and other anti-pyretics.

As is the case with most acute viral diseases, TBE infec-
tion is accompanied generally by cytokine production and
specific antibody induction. Interleukin (IL)-6 is a proin-
flammatory multi-functional cytokine which plays a key
role in maturation of antibody-producing B cells [2] and
its role in the control and pathogenesis of several viral dis-
eases has been reported [3]. Cytokine production has been
shown to be triggered by several virus components, includ-
ing surface glycoproteins, double-stranded RNA and intra-

cellular viral proteins. These viral components have been
shown to activate the major proinflammatory signalling
pathways which lead to the production of cytokines and
chemokines, with the transcription nuclear factor (NF)
kappa B playing a prominent role. Activation of these sig-
nalling pathways can be induced simply by virus binding to
the cell surface or as the result of more profound disrup-
tion of cellular metabolism, such as overloading of the
cell’s protein synthesis machinery. Raised levels of serum
IL-6 have been shown to be induced in primary herpes
simplex virus (HSV) infection [4], cytomegalovirus infec-
tions [5], acute Epstein–Barr virus infections [6], influenza
[7], viral hepatitis [8], acute human immunodeficiency
virus (HIV) infections [9] and diseases associated with
human T cell leukaemia virus [10].

In most cases, IL-6 production is associated with a protec-
tive immune response, but in some cases it has been impli-
cated as a cause of disease. Liver damage observed during
acute or chronic hepatitis B virus-induced hepatitis appears
to be caused by intrahepatic inflammatory processes, and
excessive synthesis of IL-6 has been reported to lead to liver
cirrhosis and hepatocellular carcinoma [8]. An imbalance in
the production of several inflammatory cytokines, including
IL-6, has been implicated in severe forms of influenza [11].
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The role of IL-6 in both the pathogenesis and the control of
virus-induced central nervous system (CNS) disease has been
described on several occasions. Reactivation of HSV infection
in neuronal cells has been reported to be caused by IL-6
inducing changes in the levels of the cellular transcription
factors NF-IL-6 and signal transducer and activator of tran-
scription 3 [12]. Studies with lymphocytic choriomeningitis
virus and vesicular stomatitis virus suggest that IL-6 pro-
duced in both microglial cells and astrocytes may contribute
to tissue repair mechanisms in the CNS by secretion of nerve
growth factors [3]. Studies on simian immunodeficiency
virus (SIV) infection in non-human primates have revealed
further evidence for the role of IL-6 in virus-induced CNS
disease [13,14].Research on other retroviruses have suggested
a molecular mechanism whereby the transcription of several
host genes, including those involved in the IL-6 pathways, can
be up-regulated through transactivation by the viral Tat gene
[15]. Increased synthesis of IL-6 in the brain probably serves
to protect the brain, but unregulated production can cause
harm, probably through glial activation in severe inflamma-
tory lesions. A role for IL-6 in the pathology of another
lentiviral disease, feline immune deficiency virus, has also
been reported [16,17]. In the study reported here, the role of
IL-6 in TBE was investigated by examining the levels of serum
IL-6 and virus-specific antibodies in hospitalized TBE
patients, and matching them to the patient’s age and the
severity of clinical CNS disease.

Materials and methods

Selection of patients

Patients aged 15–80 years, hospitalized in the Eikatherinburg
City Centre of Endemic Infections (Ural Region of Russia),
and who reported flu-like symptoms (headache, giddiness
and asthenia) 5–7 days previously, and a recent tick bite by
anamnesis were recruited into the study. This area of study
was chosen as TBE has been endemic in this region for
several decades and 300–500 cases are reported every year.
Care was taken to ensure that these patients had no history of
active or passive specific prophylaxis for TBE, as vaccination
or the administration of human immunoglobulin (Ig) is
common for most visitors and TBE patients in many regions
of Russia where TBE is endemic. The study was performed

for 2 years, which included four TBE epidemic seasons in
2003–04, with samples being taken for diagnostic purposes
during the first 24 h of hospitalization. TBE diagnosis was
based on clinical presentation, a positive IgM result (accord-
ing to the manufacturer’s criteria) in a TBE-specific enzyme-
linked immunosorbent assay (ELISA) and an increase in
virus-specific IgG titres in samples taken at two or more
time-points after admission. All patients in this study had an
elevated temperature for as least 5 days; symptoms of men-
ingitis, meningoencephalitis or meningomyeloencephalitis
have been described previously [18].

No additional samples were taken for this investigation
and all human materials studied were residues from samples
taken for the routine diagnosis and management of these
patients. Ethical approval for this study was obtained from
the Clinical Ethical Review Committee of the London School
of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine.

Laboratory analysis of serum samples

Blood was obtained by venepuncture within 24 h of admis-
sion and serum obtained and stored at -20°C for less than
6 months before analysis. TBE-specific IgM and IgG anti-
bodies were measured using commercial kits from Vector-
Best Ltd (Novosibirsk Region, Russia), containing recombi-
nant virus E protein as antigen. Measurement of serum IL-6
levels was carried out using Quantikine human IL-6 kits from
R&D Systems (Minneapolis, USA); the limit of detection for
this analysis was 6 pg/ml. All laboratory analyses were per-
formed in triplicate and the data presented as an average of
three values falling within the 90% confidence interval.

Statistical analysis

Statistical analyses were carried out using Student’s t-test. A
value of 1·7 for tcritical was assumed for 90% confidence limits
of statistically significant correlations.

Results

During the period of investigation, from 2003 to 2004, which
covered four epidemic seasons, 74 patients presenting with
symptoms of TBE were studied. Of these, 52 developed men-
ingitis, meningoencephalitis or meningomyeloencephalitis
(CNS disease) and 22 fever only (Table 1). Levels of serum

Table 1. Interleukin (IL)-6 levels in serum samples from tick-borne encephalitis patients.

Clinical presentation

Total no. of

patients studied % IL-6 positive

IL-6 mean serum concentration

among positives � s.d. (pg/ml)*

Period of observation: 2003

Fever 9 44 19·3 � 15·5

CNS disease 29 59 23·0 � 17·3

Period of observation: 2004

Fever 13 23 10·5 � 5·3

CNS disease 23 30 12·5 � 5·3

*Limit of detection was 6 pg/ml. CNS, central nervous system; s.d., standard deviation.
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IL-6 in individuals varied widely and many patients had no
detectable cytokine upon hospital admission. However, no
significant differences in the mean IL-6 levels were found
between the patient cohorts presenting with fever or devel-
oping CNS disease, or between the patient groups studied in
2003 or 2004 (Table 1 and Fig. 1). Similarly, there were no
measurable differences in IL-6 levels between males and
females in any group (data not shown). Four of the patients
with CNS disease died, but neither mortality nor the persis-
tence of clinical symptoms was related to either serum IL-6
levels or IgG titre (data not shown). The data presented here
also suggest that there is little or no IL-6 response in the
young or the very old presenting with febrile disease, but the
statistical significance of this correlation is low. There was no
overall correlation between age and serum IL-6 levels in
patients developing CNS disease. However, if all patients
are grouped as follows - adolescents and young adults
(15–25 years), middle-aged (26–60 years) the elderly
(61–81 years) - a significant difference is seen in IL-6 levels
between the first group, among whom IL-6 has not been
detected, and the other two groups (Fig. 2). Individuals
without clinical illness do not have detectable levels of IL-6
in their sera [19].

Tick-borne encephalitis virus-specific IgG levels were also
measured in serum from these patients (Fig. 3). Several of
those with a febrile presentation had no detectable virus-
specific IgG, but overall patients categorized as adolescents,
young adults and middle-aged had higher levels of specific
IgG than those classified as elderly. A similar pattern was seen
in patients developing CNS disease, although overall the
levels were lower than those seen in patients with fever. No
correlation between IL-6 levels and IgG titres was seen in
febrile patients, but those with CNS disease and high IgG0
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Fig. 1. Relationship between serum interleukin (IL)-6 titres and age

in patients with tick-borne encephalitis. Patients were classified by

their age at the time of admission to hospital and IL-6 titres were

measured as described in Methods. The limit of detection is shown by

the dotted line. (a) Patients developing fever only. (b) Patients

developing central nervous system disease.
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Fig. 2. Serum interleukin (IL)-6 titres in patients stratified according

to age.
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Fig. 3. Relationship between serum immunoglobulin (IgG) and age

in patients with tick-borne encephalitis. Patients were classified by

their age at the time of admission to hospital and IgG titres were

measured as described in Methods. (a) Patients developing fever only.

(b) Patients developing central nervous system disease.
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titres had poor IL-6 responses and vice versa. Upon statistical
analysis, however, none of the above observations on IgG
titres proved to be statistically significant. The correlation
between IL-6 concentration in all positive patients and the
level of IgG antibodies was then analysed. Three groups of
IL-6 positive patients with the IgG titres of 0 (group 1,n = 16),
1:100–1:1600 (group 2, n = 8) and 1:3200–1:6400 (group 3,
n = 6) were selected. The average IL-6 concentration in the
three groups was 11·9 pg/ml for group 1,14·6 pg/ml for group
2 and 7·3 pg/ml for group3. Formal statistical analysis indi-
cated that the difference between groups 1 and 2 was not
statistically significant (t = 0·8), nor was the difference
between groups 2 and 3 (t = 1·5). However, the difference
between groups 1 and 3 was statistically significant (t = 2·1).

Discussion

Infection with TBE virus causes acute febrile illness in
humans and can also give rise to potential fatal meningitis,
meningoencephalitis or meningomyeloencephalitis. The
number of hospitalized cases is rising in central and eastern
Europe and also throughout Russia, despite the availability
of safe and effective vaccines [20]. Intensive nursing proto-
cols are applied currently to all hospitalized TBE patients to
improve clinical outcome, but if those cases developing only
fever can be identified they can be treated with anti-pyretics
alone. Although neuroinvasion of TBE virus in humans has
been well documented, the factors which convert an acute,
non-fatal febrile infection into a severe and potentially fatal
CNS disease are not known. The unregulated induction of
proinflammatory cytokines has been described for several
virus diseases, and a potential role for IL-6 in CNS tissue
damage has been proposed. A possible mechanism for this
deregulation of IL-6 production is the transactivation of
cytokine genes by a viral protein and there is some evidence
for this hypothesis from SIV infections of non-human pri-
mates [13,14]. In addition, recent data from mice infected
experimentally with TBE virus have shown high levels of
serum IL-6 in animals with encephalitis (A. V. Timofeev,
unpublished data). Moreover, recent work by Park and col-
leagues [21] has suggested that tissue inflammation is regu-
lated by a distinct lineage of IL-17-producing CD4 T cells,
which act in concert with other cytokines such as IL-6 to
produce their effect.

The studies reported here were designed to determine
whether high levels of serum IL-6 determined at the moment
of hospitalization of the TBE patients were associated with
future severe CNS disease. If such a correlation could be
demonstrated, it would aid the development of non-invasive
diagnostic protocols and enable more appropriate clinical
care and reduce the burden on local clinical services. In the
cohorts investigated, however, only some patients, with
either febrile or CNS disease, demonstrated raised levels of
serum IL-6 and there was no correlation with high levels of
this cytokine and disease severity. Interpretation of serum

IL-6 levels as an indicator of CNS disease is difficult, as
cytokines are released from systemic sources as well as the
CNS. These results appear to be at variance with our earlier
studies, which showed raised IL-6 levels in sera from patients
with meningoencephalitis [19]. However, the number of
patients included in these earlier studies were very small and
the results were not statistically significant. Atrasheuskaya
et al. [22] also found high levels of IL-6 in sera of recently
hospitalized TBE patients with meningoencephalitis. These
patients had, however, received donor-specific Ig a few days
before hospitalization and interpretation of these studies is
difficult, as antibodies and cytokines induced by virus infec-
tion could not be distinguished from those potentially intro-
duced through donor Ig preparations. The study reported
here recruited larger numbers of patients and ensured that
they had not received any TBE-specific prophylaxis or
therapy before admission.

A positive, statistically significant association between
raised IL-6 and age was observed, with all individuals below
the age of 26 showing normal levels of serum IL-6, regardless
of clinical presentation. This observation is not accounted
for easily by host genetic factors or virus genotype. More-
over, age-related susceptibility to disease arising from defi-
ciencies in the immune system is normally reported in the
very young and the elderly [23]. Environmental or cultural
behaviours, leading to underlying subclinical conditions,
may be responsible, but no evidence is currently available to
support this conjecture.

An inverse and statistically significant correlation between
raised IL-6 levels and IgG titre was also observed. This would
suggest that despite the presence of high levels of a cytokine
(IL-6) that should stimulate antibody production, other
factors are suppressing it, suggesting that other unknown
factors must be associated with raised IL-6 levels and severe
CNS disease. Several factors could influence IL-6 synthesis in
TBE, including virus genotype, the genetic background of the
patient, pre-existing immunity to other flavivirus infections
and co-infection with other tick-borne microorganisms.
Little information is available on co-factors influencing IL-6
production in viral disease, but some studies on patient
cohorts have suggested that susceptibility to HIV infection is
associated with the haplotype of several cytokine genes,
including IL-6 [24]. Other studies by Price et al. [25] have
suggested that the susceptibility of HIV-infected individuals
to other infections is also associated with the haplotype of
some cytokine genes. Although the predisposition of infected
individuals to develop CNS disease is not understood, it is
likely to be the result of an interplay between several factors.
As with HIV susceptibility to disease, caused possibly by an
inherited inability to regulate cytokine production, could be
important. Furthermore, the ability of different virus geno-
types to induce IL-6 and other cytokines through the trans-
activation of host genes could also play a role. An additional
potential issue to consider when discussing TBE is that the
tick vector is known to carry a number of other microorgan-
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isms such as Borrelia, which are known to interfere with
immune responses [26]. A further explanation for the vari-
ability in IgG induction is that the ELISA assay used detects
only the virus E protein. However, there are no reports in the
literature of any flavivirus virus infection or vaccination with
a whole virus which induces antibodies to other virus-
encoded proteins, to the exclusion of E protein. Further clini-
cal studies are planned to test these hypotheses.

In conclusion, we have measured serum IL-6 and virus-
specific antibodies in a cohort of patients admitted to hos-
pital with suspected TBE, and developing either febrile
illness of severe CNS disease. These patients had not received
any immunotherapy prior to analysis. Raised titres of serum
IL-6 were seen in patients with either form of disease, but not
in all individuals within either group. A statistically signifi-
cant correlation was seen between IL-6 levels and age, but
not between IL-6 levels and disease severity. An inverse rela-
tionship between IL-6 levels and IgG titres was also seen, but
again not between IgG levels and disease severity. These
results suggest that raised serum IL-6 upon hospitalization
cannot be used to predict future severity of diseases reliably,
and other factors may be involved.
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