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ABSTRACT

Follicular Th (Tfh) cells are a distinct subset of Th cells that

help B cells produce class-switched antibodies. Studies

have demonstrated that Tfh cells are highly prone to HIV

infection and replication. However, the molecular mech-

anisms underlying this phenomenon are largely unclear.

Here, we show that murine and human Tfh cells have

diminished constitutive expression of IFN-stimulated

genes (ISGs) inclusive of antiviral resistance factor MX

dynamin-like GTPase 2 (MX2) and IFN-induced trans-

membrane 3 (IFITM3) compared with non-Tfh cells. A

lower antiviral resistance in Tfh was consistent with a

higher susceptibility to retroviral infections. Mechanisti-

cally, we found that BCL6, a master regulator of Tfh cell

development, binds to ISG loci and inhibits the expression

of MX2 and IFITM3 in Tfh cells. We demonstrate further

that inhibition of the BCL6 BR-C, ttk, and bab (BTB)

domain function increases the expression of ISGs and

suppresses HIV infection and replication in Tfh cells. Our

data reveal a regulatory role of BCL6 in inhibiting antiviral

resistance factors in Tfh cells, thereby promoting the

susceptibility Tfh cells to viral infections. Our results

indicate that the modulation of BCL6 function in Tfh

cells could be a potential strategy to enhance Tfh

cell resistance to retroviral infections and potentially de-

crease cellular reservoirs of HIV infection. J. Leukoc. Biol.

102: 527–536; 2017.

Introduction
CD4+ T cells, responding to a variety of environmental cues, can
differentiate into several distinct subsets of Th that confer
specific effector functions. Tfh cells are a newly identified CD4

Th subset that can help B cells form GCs and produce class-
switched antibodies [1, 2]. Tfh cells produce the signature
cytokine IL-21 and express key transcription factors, including
BCL6, which is required for the generation, survival, expansion,
and function of both murine and human Tfh cells [3–5].
Whereas overproduction of Tfh cells can lead to autoimmunity
[6], Tfh cells are critical for the proper production of class-
switched, high-affinity antibodies against various viral infections
or in response to vaccination.
Interestingly, chronic viral infections, such as HIV-1 in-

fection, promote the drastic expansion of Tfh cells, possibly as
a result of constant antigenic stimulation [7–9]. Accumula-
tion of Tfh cells is associated with increased frequency of
activated GC B cells [7, 8] and is thought to contribute to the
GC hyperplasia and lymphadenopathy during HIV infection.
The production of class-switched BnAbs against HIV is
thought to be dependent on Tfh cell function during HIV
infection [9]. However, despite the fact that increased Tfh cells
and GC reactions are observed in HIV patients, Tfh functional
capacity is proposed to be dysregulated in viremic HIV-infected
subjects that lose their ability to generate properly robust HIV-
specific and de novo humoral responses to new infections or
vaccinations [9].
Strikingly, the Tfh cell population in HIV patients contains the

highest percentage of CD4+ T cells having HIV DNA [10], and
GC Tfh cells harbor much higher HIV RNA than non-Tfh cells in
viremic individuals [10, 11]. These data raise the possibility that
Tfh cells may serve as the major CD4+ T cell compartment and
reservoir for HIV infection, replication, and production. Indeed,
in situ hybridization on LN sections from untreated, HIV-1-
infected individuals revealed higher frequencies of HIV-1 RNA
(+) cells in GCs [11]. Furthermore, Tfh cells are believed to be
the major reservoir of SIV following ART [8, 12]. Consistent with
these in vivo findings, ex vivo HIV infection in Tfh cells has
demonstrated that Tfh cells are substantially more permissive to
HIV infection than non-Tfh cells [10, 11]. Together, these data
suggest that Tfh cells are highly susceptible to HIV infection and
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replication, but the associated molecular mechanisms that may
act to favor greater viral infection and replication in this cell
subset remain unknown.
BCL6 is a transcriptional repressor that is required for the

lineage specification of Tfh cells. Specific deletion of BCL6 in
T cells abrogates Tfh cell generation in vivo, whereas enforced
expression of BCL6 promotes Tfh cell differentiation [2, 3, 13].
BCL6 consists of a zinc finger DNA-binding domain, a middle
repressor domain (RD2), and an N-terminal BTB repressor
domain. The BTB domain is responsible for the recruitment of
various transcriptional corepressors, including SMRTs, NCOR,
and BCOR [14]. Mice engineered to express a BCL6 BTB
mutant that cannot bind to SMRT/NCOR/BCOR show
impaired GC B cell phenotype development and diminished
Tfh generation and function in vivo [15, 16]. Peptide mimics
and small molecules that can disrupt the BCL6 BTB domain
binding to SMRT/NCOR/BCOR are able to inhibit the
BCL6-dependent growth of lymphoma in vitro and in vivo,
suggesting that BCL6 BTB domain inhibitors could be useful
targets to disrupt certain BCL6 functions for therapeutic
interventions [17].
In this report, we have examined antiviral gene expression

in Tfh and non-Tfh effector cells. We found that both murine
and human Tfh cells exhibit diminished antiviral ISG
expression compared with their counterparts, non-Tfh cells.
We found that Tfh cells exhibited diminished sensitivity to
type I IFN stimulation, most probably as a result of the direct
inhibition of ISG expression by BCL6. We showed that both
murine and human Tfh cells exhibit enhanced susceptibility
to viral infections. Importantly, inhibition of BCL6 function
enhanced ISG expression in Tfh cells and promoted Tfh cell
resistance to HIV infection. Our data reveal that the Tfh
master transcription factor BCL6 suppresses antiviral re-
sistance in Tfh cells, thereby enhancing their susceptibility to
viral infection.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Ethics statement
Mouse studies were approved by the Animal Care and Use Program at IUSM
(Protocol Number: 10006). IUSM is in compliance with all applicable
federal regulations and accredited by the Association for Assessment and
Accreditation of Laboratory Animal Care International. Daily care for the
animals was provided by the trained staff from the Laboratory Animal
Resource Center in IUSM. Collection of Tfh cells from human tonsils, LN,
and spleens was approved by the IRBs for Human Research at the IUSM
(IRB Approval Numbers: 1501544805 and 1402507097). Written, informed
consent was provided by each participant directly or by his or her parent or
guardian.

Murine Tfh cell isolation from secondary
lymphoid tissues
C57BL/6 mice were infected with influenza A/X-31 (H3N2; ;150 PFU/
mouse) for 8–10 d. CD4+ T cells were enriched from MLNs with CD4
microbeads (Miltenyi Biotec, San Diego, CA, USA). The enriched CD4+ T cells
were then stained with antibodies to define Tfh cells, as described in flow
methods below.

Human Tfh cell isolation from secondary
lymphoid tissues
Inflamed human tonsil, LN, and spleen tissues were obtained from Riley
Hospital for Children at IU Health or IU Hospital (Indianapolis, IN, USA)
and processed immediately in a sterile biosafety hood under the Biosafety
Level 2 conditions. In brief, tissues were cut into small pieces, removed of any
fat components, homogenized in a sterile cell strainer in PBS, digested in
0.5 mg/ml collagenase D for 10 min at a 37°C incubator with pipetting up and
down, filtered through a 70 mm sterile mesh filter, and washed twice with
culture medium. Excess cells were frozen in freezing medium for later
experiments after counting the cell number. Approximately 100 million
total tonsil cells were used to isolate total T cells by using a human T cell
enrichment kit from Thermo Fisher Scientific (Waltham, MA, USA).
T cells were then surface stained for Tfh cell markers before sorting.
CD4+CD45RO+PD-1hiCXCR5hi cells were defined as Tfh cells, whereas
CD4+CD45RO+CXCR52/loPD-12/lo cells were defined as non-Tfh cells.
Tfh/non-Tfh cells were characterized for their expressions of antiviral
genes at the both mRNA and protein levels and also tested for their
susceptibility to HIV-1 infection ex vivo.

Flow cytometry
Antibodies conjugated with appropriate fluorochromes were purchased from
BioLegend (San Diego, CA, USA), eBioscience (San Diego, CA, USA), or BD
PharMingen (San Diego, CA, USA). For murine experiments, enriched LN
CD4+ T cells were stained with antibodies against mouse CD4, CD44, PD-1,
and CXCR5 (BioLegend) and sorted into Tfh (CD4+CD44+PD-1hiCXCR5hi)
or non-Tfh (CD4+CD44+PD-12/lowCXCR52/low) cells using FACSAria (BD
Biosciences, San Jose, CA, USA). To detect mouse IFNAR1 on the Tfh or non-
Tfh cells, CD4+ T cells were stained with antibodies against mouse CD4 (Clone
RM4-5), CD44 (Clone IM7), PD-1 (Clone 29F.1A12), CXCR5 (Clone L128D7),
or IFNAR1 (Clone MAR1-5A3). After gating on CD4+CD44+PD-1+CXCR5+ or
CD4+CD44+PD-12CXCR52 cell populations, IFNAR1 expression was measured
for human experiments: anti-human CD4 (Clone RPA), CD45RO (Clone
UCHL1), PD-1 (Clone J105), CXCR5 (Clone MUSUBEE), CCR5 (Clone T21/8),
and BCL6 (Clone Bcl-UP). Anti-CXCR4/CD184 mAb (Clone 12G5) was
purchased from Thermo Fisher Scientific. Anti-HIV-1 mAb (Clone CK57) was
purchased from Beckman Coulter (Brea, CA, USA). Appropriate numbers of
human tonsil (T cell enriched) cells were surface stained for Tfh cell markers
first, fixed/permeabilized with Fix/Perm buffer (eBioscience), and stained with
anti-human BCL6 or anti-HIV-1 antibody in the infection experiments. FACS data
were acquired by LSR II or FACSCanto (BD Biosciences) and analyzed using
FlowJo software (TreeStar, Ashland, OR, USA).

Western blot analysis
Sorted murine Tfh and non-Tfh cells were washed with cold PBS. Cell pellets
were lysed in sample lysis buffer (Cell Signaling Technology, Danvers, MA,
USA) with a protease inhibitor cocktail (Thermo Fisher Scientific) and
incubated on ice for 30 min. Lysed sample was sonicated and centrifuged.
Proteins in the supernatants were heat denatured, separated by 4–12%
gradient Bis-Tris gel (Thermo Fisher Scientific), and transferred into a
nitrocellulose membrane (Bio-Rad Laboratories, Hercules, CA, USA).
Membrane was blocked with 5% of non-fat milk in TBST for 1 h at room
temperature. After washing with TBST, the membrane was incubated with the
following primary antibodies overnight: rabbit anti-BCL6 (Cell Signaling
Technology), rabbit anti-IFITM3 (Sigma-Aldrich, St. Louis, MO, USA), and
mouse anti-actin (Santa Cruz Biotechnology, Dallas, TX, USA). The
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membrane was then rinsed with TBST and incubated with the HRP-
conjugated secondary antibodies for 1 h at room temperature. ECL kit was
used for film development (Thermo Fisher Scientific).

ChIP assay
Murine total CD4+ T cells isolated from MLNs of X-31-infected mice, or
CD4+ T cells cultured under Tfh conditions were used for ChIP assay. In
brief, cells were cultured with 100 ng/ml mouse rIFN-a4 (BioLegend) and
fixed with 1% formaldehyde. Then cells were lysed by SDS lysis buffer,
including 1% SDS, 10 mM EDTA, and 50 mM Tris (pH 8.1). Anti-mouse
BCL6 antibody (Clone N-3; Santa Cruz Biotechnology) was used for
immunoprecipitation with DNA/protein complexes. After overnight of
immunoprecipitation, DNA was purified, and BCL6-binding DNA frag-
ments were measured by real-time PCR with ChIP primers (shown in
Table 1) for mouse IFITM3 or MX2. Antibody-binding value was
normalized by the amount of input DNA.

In vitro T cell culture
Murine bone marrow-derived DCs were generated as described previously
[18]. Naı̈ve CD4+ T cells were isolated from WT or BCL6-fl/fl CD4-Cre
mice (BCL6 deficient). CD4+ T cells were mixed with DCs at the ratio of
1:10 in the presence of 0.1 mg/ml soluble aCD3 under Tfh condition with
rIL-12 (5 ng/ml), rIL-21 (20 ng/ml), anti-IL-2 (20 mg/ml, Clone S4B6; Bio-
X-Cell, West Lebanon, NH, USA), and anti-IFN-g antibodies (20 mg/ml,
Clone XMG1.2; Bio-X-Cell) for 4 d. T cells were washed and treated with
rIFN-a for 6 h for the determination of antiviral genes.

Real-time PCR
RNA was extracted from cells indicated in the text with a Total RNA Miniprep
Kit (Sigma-Aldrich). RNA RT and real-time PCR were performed as described
previously [18]. Data were generated with the comparative threshold cycle
method by normalizing to hypoxanthine phosphoribosyltransferase or
GAPDH.

MSCV retroviral expression
Sorted murine Tfh or non-Tfh cells from MLNs of influenza-infected mice
were spin -infected with MSCV-IRES-GFP retrovirus at 2500 rpm for 90 min.
After retroviral infection, the cells were cultured with 20 U human IL-2 for 2 d.
GFP+ cells were measured by flow cytometry. In some experiments, cells were
precultured with CP or BCL6 inhibitor RI-BPI (Bio-Synthesis, Lewisville TX,
USA) for 1 h.

HIV-1NL4-3 viral stock preparation and ex vivo infection. HIV-1 viral stock
was prepared as described in our recent report [19]. In brief, viral DNA
pNL4-3 (plasmid construct harbering full-length HIV genome NL4-3) was
obtained from the NIH AIDS Reagent Program (Germantown, MD, USA).

After expansion (by transformation to DH5a) and purification, pNL4-3
was transfected into human embryonic kidney 293T cells by lipofect-
amine. Cell-free supernatants, 48 h post-transfection, were collected as
infectious virions by centrifugation and followed by passing through a
0.2 mm filter. Viral stocks were stored at 280°C after measuring virus titer
using quantitating p24-Gag (HIV-1 core protein) ELISA. HIV-1 infections
were carried out by adding 20 ng/ml p24 of virus solutions to the cells and
incubating at 37°C for 2 h. Infected cells were cultured in complete RPMI-
1640 medium at 37°C, with or without peptide treatment, for 2 or 4 d in
various experiments. Viral RNA or p24-Gag was quantitated as a marker of
HIV-1 replication.

BCL6 inhibitor peptide RI-BPI, CP, and IFN-a2b. CPs and RI-BPI were
synthesized from Bio-Synthesis (Lewisville, TX). IFN-a2b was purchased from
R&D Systems (Minneapolis, MN, USA). After sorting, human Tfh cells were
treated with 10 mM CP or BCL6 inhibitory peptide RI-BPI in the presence or
absence of IFN-a (100 ng/ml) at 37°C for 12 h. In HIV-1 infection
experiments, peptides remained in culture during the infection (48 h).

Statistical analysis
Graphs were generated by GraphPad Prism software (GraphPad Software, La
Jolla, CA, USA). Statistical significance was evaluated by calculating P values
using one-way ANOVA or Student’s t test. Significance between the groups was
judged based on P , 0.05 (two-tailed).

RESULTS

Diminished ISG antiviral gene expression in Tfh cells
To determine antiviral gene expression in Tfh and non-Tfh cells,
we first analyzed ISG expression in a publicized microarray data
set of murine Tfh cells (GEO #GSE40068) [20]. We found that
compared with non-Tfh cells (CD44+CXCR52BCL62), Tfh
(CD44+CXCR5+BCL6hi) cells exhibit diminished expression of
a number of ISGs (Fig. 1A). To confirm these microarray data, we
sorted murine Tfh and non-Tfh cells from the draining MLNs of
day 8 influenza X-31-infected WT mice. We sorted Tfh cells as
CD44+CXCR5+PD-1hi and non-Tfh cells as CD44+CXCR52PD-12

(Supplemental Fig. 1A). As expected, Tfh cells expressed higher
levels of the transcription factor BCL6 compared with non-Tfh cells
(Supplemental Fig. 1A). We then examined ISG expression in Tfh
and non-Tfh cells by quantitative real-time RT-PCR. We found that
a number of ISGs, including IFITMs, MX2, and SAMHD1, were
lower in Tfh than non-Tfh cells (Fig. 1B). Western blot analysis
confirmed enhanced BCL6 and diminished IFITM3 protein

TABLE 1. ChIP primers

Sites Forward primer Reverse primer

Ifitm3 gene sites

A 59-GCTCCCCCCCTTACTCTCTA-39 39-CGGTGGCTATGCAGTCATAT-59
B 59-CCGTTCATCCCACCTGTCTA-39 39-CAAATTACTCCAGGGCAGG-59
C 59-GTTTGGGGGCTGTCCTCCAC-39 39-CCGCAGGCTTTTTAGATCCC-59

Mx2 gene sites

A 59-CATCCGTGGTGGAGGAAACC-39 39-GGTGTGGTAACCACCAGGTC-59
B 59-TCCCCCATCCCTGGCACAGT-39 39-AAGAGTGTGTGAGACAGGGG-59
C 59-ATTCCAGCTTCCCTCCAGCT-39 39-GGTTCCTGGCATACAATG-59
D 59-GCTTAGTGAAAAACTGGCCC-39 39-ATGGACACCTCTGGCCCCAA-59
E 59-GTAGACAGAGGGAGAGCACA-39 39-GCCATTGCTCCAGCCTCCAA-59
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expression in Tfh cells compared with non-Tfh cells (Fig. 1C).
Taken together, these data suggest that murine Tfh cells exhibit
diminished antiviral ISG expression compared with non-Tfh
effector cells. Next, we spin infected Tfh cells and non-Tfh cells
isolated from influenza-infected mice with nonreplicating
MSCV retrovirus with a GFP reporter. We then determined GFP
expression in Tfh and non-Tfh cells as a surrogate of infection.
Consistent with diminished antiviral ISG expression, we found
that Tfh cells exhibited enhanced susceptibility to retroviral
infection, as evidenced by the higher percentages of cells
expressing GFP in Tfh cells (Fig. 1D). Thus, these results
suggested that Tfh cells have attenuated antiviral resistance and
show enhanced susceptibility to retroviral infection when
compared with non-Tfh cells.

BCL6 regulates expression of ISG antiviral genes
To probe the potential mechanisms by which Tfh cells
exhibit lower antiviral ISG expression in vivo, we first
investigated whether murine Tfh cells exhibit diminished

sensitivity to type I IFN treatment. Therefore, we measured
the expression of ISGs (MX2, IFITM1, and IFITM3) in
sorted Tfh and non-Tfh cells following ex vivo IFN-a
treatment. Our results showed that Tfh cells exhibited
diminished MX2 and IFITM3 expression following IFN-a
stimulation compared with non-Tfh cells, suggesting that
Tfh cells have lower sensitivity to type I IFNs (Fig. 2A). We
also cultured naı̈ve or BCL6-deficient CD4+ T cells under
Tfh conditions and treated the cells with IFN-a (Fig. 2B). We
found that in the absence of BCL6, CD4+ T cells exhibited
enhanced ISG expression following IFN-a treatment, sug-
gesting that BCL6 may suppress IFN-a sensitivity in CD4+

T cells. As the diminished sensitivity of Tfh cells to type I
IFNs could result from decreased type I IFNR expression, we
examined IFNAR1 expression on Tfh and non-Tfh cells.
However, we found that Tfh and non-Tfh cells have
comparable IFNR expression (Fig. 2C). BCL6 has been
shown to regulate Stat1 expression in osteoblasts [21].
However, we found that Tfh and non-Tfh cells showed

Figure 1. Murine Tfh cells exhibit diminished antiviral gene expression and enhanced retroviral infection. (A) Relative antiviral ISG expression in
published microarray data (GEO #GSE40068) Tfh (BCL6hiCXCR5+) and non-Tfh (BCL62CXCR52) cells isolated from keyhole limpet
hemocyanin/CFA immunized mice. (B) Tfh or non-Tfh cells were sorted from MLNs of X-31-infected mice at day 8 postinfection. Antiviral
genes were determined by real-time PCR. (C) IFITM3 and BCL6 protein levels were measured by Western blot in sorted Tfh and non-Tfh cells.
(D) Sorted Tfh and non-Tfh cells were infected with nonreplicating MSCV-IRES-GFP retrovirus in vitro, and GFP+ cells were measured by flow
cytometry at 2 d postinfection. Data are representative of 2 experiments or pooled from 3 (B and D) independent experiments. *P , 0.05
significant differences.
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similar levels of total STAT1 expression (Fig. 2D). Further-
more, Tfh cells exhibited comparable STAT1 phosphorylation
following IFN-a stimulation compared with non-Tfh cells. BCL6
is a transcriptional repressor that can bind directly to specific
DNA-binding sequences to repress target gene expression [14].
We reasoned that BCL6 may directly bind to ISG loci to inhibit
their expression in Tfh cells. Consistent with this idea, we found
that MX2 and IFITM3 loci contain several potential BCL6
binding sites. Indeed, the BCL6 ChIP assay confirmed that
BCL6 could bind to these sites, including the promoter and 39
conserved untranslated region (Fig. 2E and Supplemental Fig.
2). Together, these data suggest that BCL6 directly binds to ISG
loci to repress their expression.

Inhibition of BCL6 BTB domain activity enhances Tfh
cell resistance to viral infection
The BCL6 BTB domain is required for the recruitment of
corepressors to inhibit target gene transcription, which can be

abrogated by a peptide inhibitor, RI-BPI [17]. To determine
whether the BCL6 BTB domain is responsible for the enhanced
susceptibility of viral infection in Tfh cells, we infected WT Tfh
and non-Tfh cells in the presence of CP or RI-BPI. We found that
RI-BPI treatment did not significantly alter T cell CD69
expression and their survival in vitro (Supplemental Fig. 3).
However, RI-BPI treatment decreased the level of retroviral
infection of Tfh cells but not of non-Tfh cells (Fig. 3). These
results suggest that the BCL6 BTB domain is responsible for
dampening the resistance of Tfh cells to viral infection.

Human Tfh cells exhibit diminished antiviral gene
expression and enhanced susceptibility to HIV infection
We next examined whether human Tfh cells have similar
features of diminished antiviral gene expression compared with
non-Tfh cells. Analysis of published microarray data sets (GEO
#GSE50391) of tonsil Tfh cells revealed that human Tfh cells
exhibit diminished expression of several anti-HIV restriction

Figure 2. BCL6 binds to antiviral gene loci. (A) Sorted Tfh and non-Tfh cells were treated with IFN-a in vitro. Antiviral genes were detected 6 h
after treatment. (B) Naı̈ve WT and BCL6-deficient [knockout (KO)] CD4+ T cells were cultured under the Tfh condition for 3 d. Cells were
cultured in the absence or presence of IFN-a. Antiviral genes were determined 6 h following treatment. (C) IFNAR1 surface expression on WT Tfh
and non-Tfh cells from influenza-infected mice was measured by flow cytometry. (D) Phospho- or total-STAT1 expression was detected in WT Tfh
and non-Tfh cells from day 8 influenza-infected mice in the presence or absence of IFN-a. (E) BCL6 binding to IFITM3 or MX2 in CD4+ T cells
following IFN-a treatment was determined by ChIP. Data are representative of 2–3 independent experiments. *P , 0.05 significant differences.
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factors, including MX2, IFITMs, SAMHD1, and SLFN11 (Fig. 4A)
[9], which are the ISGs that have been shown to inhibit HIV
infection/replication [22, 23]. To confirm these results, we
isolated tonsil Tfh and non-Tfh cells from 6 donors. We
identified human Tfh cells as CD4+CD45RO+PD-1hiCXCR5hi

cells and non-Tfh cells as CD4+CD45RO+CXCR52/loPD-12/lo

(Supplemental Fig. 1B). Similar to murine Tfh cells, we found
that human Tfh expressed higher levels of BCL6 compared with
non-Tfh cells (Supplemental Fig. 1B). We determined antiviral
gene expression in sorted Tfh and non-Tfh cells by real-time RT-
PCR. Our data confirmed that Tfh cells exhibited diminished
expression of major anti-HIV genes, including IFITM3, MX2,
SAMHD1, and SLFN11 (Fig. 4B). To determine whether human
Tfh cells have enhanced susceptibility to HIV infection, we
isolated Tfh and non-Tfh cells from human secondary lymphoid
tissues (tonsil, LN, and spleen) and infected the isolated cells
with HIV-1NL4-3. We then analyzed viral gene expression levels in
Tfh versus non-Tfh cells. Consistent with the previous reports
that Tfh cells are prone to HIV-1 infection/replication [10, 11],
we detected higher viral Gag RNA levels in Tfh cells compared
with non-Tfh cells (Fig. 4C). We have also assessed HIV-1 core
protein (p24-Gag) expression levels by intracellular staining with
a Gag-specific antibody. Consistent with the viral Gag RNA levels,
we observed higher levels of HIV-1 core protein in Tfh cells
compared with non-Tfh cells (Fig. 4D). Notably, in agreement
with a previous report [11], we found that Tfh and non-Tfh cells
exhibited comparable expression levels of HIV-1 coreceptors
CXCR4 and CCR5 (Supplemental Fig. 4). Together, these data
indicate that human Tfh cells have diminished anti-HIV innate
immunity and enhanced susceptibility to HIV infection and
replication.

BCL6 inhibition leads to enhanced anti-HIV gene
expression and host resistance to HIV infection
We reasoned that the inhibition of the BCL6 BTB domain
function may increase antiviral gene expression in human Tfh
cells. To this end, we treated tonsil Tfh cells with RI-BPI in the
absence or presence of IFN-a. We found that RI-BPI treatment

augmented anti-HIV ISG expression, with and without IFN- a
treatment (Fig. 5A). To investigate further the regulatory function
of BCL6 on HIV-1 infection/replication in human Tfh cells, we
infected human tonsil Tfh cells with HIV in the presence of CP or
RI-BPI. As shown in Fig. 5B, we detected diminished levels of HIV-
1 RNA in RI-BPI-treated cells compared with CP-treated cells.
Thus, inhibition of BCL6 BTB domain function resulted in
enhanced anti-HIV ISG expression and diminished HIV infection/
replication in human Tfh cells.

DISCUSSION

In this report, we provided evidence indicating that both murine
and human Tfh cells exhibit diminished expression of antiviral
ISG ex vivo. We further showed that the Tfh lineage-defining
transcription factor BCL6 binds directly to antiviral ISG loci and
potentially represses ISG gene expression. Importantly, inhibi-
tion of the BCL6 BTB domain function enhanced ISG expression
in Tfh cells and increased their resistance to viral infection.
Therefore, our results have provided a molecular mechanism by
which Tfh cells are prone to HIV/SIV infection and also offer
novel insight into developing methods to boost anti-HIV
resistance in Tfh cells potentially to decrease HIV cellular
reservoirs following ART.
HIV and SIV infection is associated with great expansion of Tfh

cells in the host [7–9]. Indeed, Tfh cells were shown to have
multifaceted roles during HIV and SIV infection. On one hand
they are essential in regulating the development of BnAb
responses, and on the other hand, chronic Tfh cell activation
may contribute to the immunopathology of HIV and SIV
infection. Furthermore, multiple lines of evidence suggest that
Tfh cells are highly permissive to HIV or SIV infection in vitro
and are major cellular targets of HIV infection in vivo [11,
24–26]. Previous findings have suggested that HIV-1 chemokine
coreceptor expression and Tfh immune activation were not
linked to the permissivity of Tfh cells to ex vivo HIV infection
[11]. In accordance with these findings, we also found that Tfh
cells (or GC-Tfh, as referred to by the other report [11]) in our

Figure 3. Inhibition of BCL6 BTB domain function decreases the susceptibility of murine Tfh cells to retroviral infection. Sorted Tfh and non-Tfh
cells were cultured with CP or RI-BPI (a BCL6 BTB domain inhibitor) and infected with retrovirus. Percentages of GFP+ cells as a surrogate of
retroviral infection were measured by flow cytometry. Data are representative of 3 independent experiments. *P , 0.05 significant differences.
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tonsil cell populations exhibit comparable expression of CXCR4
and CCR5, suggesting that the enhanced HIV infection and
replication are not a result of the differential expression of these
two HIV coreceptors.
SAMHD1 is an important HIV restriction factor in CD4+

T cells, and Tfh cells exhibited lower levels of SAMHD1
expression [27]. Likewise, we found that Tfh cells exhibited
lower expression of SAMHD1. In addition, we found that murine
Tfh cells exhibited impairment in the expression of a variety of
antiviral genes downstream of type I IFN, suggesting that Tfh
cells have a global defect in innate resistance to viral infection.
Consistent with this idea, human Tfh cells exhibit impaired
expression of IFITM3, MX2, and SLFN11, 3 major HIV
restriction factors identified recently that can block HIV in-
fection and/or replication at various stages. IFITM3 blocks HIV
infection, possibly through the disruption of viral fusion [28–30],
whereas MX2 is a postentry inhibitor of HIV by antagonizing

nuclear accumulation of viral cDNAs [31–33]. SLFN11 is up-
regulated in HIV-1 elite controllers and is thought to inhibit viral
protein synthesis in HIV-infected cells by means of codon-bias
discrimination [34, 35]. The relative contributions of impaired
expression of SAMHD1, IFITM3, MX2, or SLFN11 in the
susceptibility of Tfh cells to HIV infection were not tested in this
study. However, BCL6 inhibition failed to augment SAMHD1
expression but still improved Tfh resistance to HIV infection.
One possible explanation is that IFITM3, MX2, and/or SLFN11
may supplement SAMHD1 function in this regard. In addition,
we did not firmly establish that diminished ISG expression is
responsible for the enhanced HIV infection in our study. It is
possible that other factors, including the differential activation
status of Tfh and non-Tfh, could underlie their differential
susceptibility to HIV infection. Further studies are warranted to
determine whether Tfh susceptibility to HIV infection is
regulated through the impaired expression of a single factor or a

Figure 4. Human Tfh cells exhibit lower levels of antiviral factors and are more prone to HIV-1 infection. (A) Antiviral gene expression in
published microarray data (GEO #GSE50391) from tonsil Tfh (PD-1highCXCR5high) or non-Tfh (PD-1interCXCR5inter or PD-12CXCR52) populations.
(B) Antiviral gene expression in sorted human tonsil Tfh and non-Tfh cells was determined by real-time RT-PCR. (C and D) Human Tfh and non-
Tfh cells were sorted from the secondary lymphoid organs, including tonsil, LNs, and spleen, and subjected to HIV-1 (NL4-3 strain) infection. (C)
HIV-1 Gag RNA levels were determined by quantitative real-time RT-PCR on day 4 postinfection. (D) HIV-1 core (Gag) protein levels in tonsil Tfh
and non-Tfh cells were determined by flow cytometry. Data are from 1 (A) or 3 experiments (B–D) with total sample numbers from 3 (C and D) to
6 (A and B). MFI, Mean fluorescence intensity. *P , 0.05 significant differences.
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combination of multiple factors. Notably, type I IFN treatment
inhibits cells to produce infectious HIV virions [36]. Thus, it is of
interest to investigate in the future whether Tfh cells are able to
produce more infectious virus as a result of their lower levels of
ISG expression compared with non-Tfh cells.
An interesting question raised from our study is why Tfh cells

down-regulate their antiviral gene expression compared with
non-Tfh cells. BCL6 was shown to be required for Tfh cell
survival [37]. Many ISGs are proapoptotic and/or can arrest the
cell cycle to inhibit virus dissemination [38]. Thus, the survival
and/or proliferation of Tfh cells may require the function of
BCL6 to antagonize expression or function of ISGs. To this end,
type I IFN signaling, which leads to the expression of ISGs, has
been shown to interfere with both murine and human Tfh cell
development and expansion [39, 40], suggesting that ISGs
downstream of IFN signaling could hamper the development or
maintenance of Tfh cells. Consistent with the idea, we found that
Tfh cells were less capable of up-regulating ISGs following type I
IFN treatment. Of note, 1 recent study has shown that the anti-
apoptotic protein BCL2 expression was enhanced in Tfh cells
compared with non-Tfh cells, presumably to help Tfh survival,
but may contribute to HIV propagation in B cell follicles in vivo
[41]. The relationship and functional intersection of BCL6 and
BCL2 in promoting Tfh survival and HIV propagation in vivo
require future studies.
Tfr cells are recently identified FOXP3+CXCR5+PD-1+ regu-

latory T cells that are specialized to control GC antibody
responses [42]. As a result of technical challenges of isolating live
Tfr cells, we were not able to examine ISG expression in those
cells. Given Tfr cells express high levels of BCL6 [42] similar to
Tfh cells, it could be possible that Tfr cells exhibit lower ISG
expression compared with other effector and/or regulatory cell
subsets. This hypothesis warrants future investigations.
Interestingly, although BCL6 has been found to regulate

STAT1 expression in osteoblasts [21], we found that Tfh cells
exhibited similar levels of type I IFNR and STAT1 and were able
to up-regulate similar levels of phosphorylated STAT1 expression
when compared with non-Tfh cells. As BCL6 is a transcriptional
repressor, we had hypothesized that BCL6 directly inhibits ISG

expression in Tfh cells following type I IFN exposure. Consistent
with this idea, BCL6 could bind to ISG loci, strongly indicating
that its mechanism of action includes direct inhibition of ISG
expression in Tfh cells. Genomic studies have revealed that many
BCL6-bound loci were found to be present with a STAT-binding
motif, suggesting that BCL6 may globally antagonize the
functions of STATs [16]. BCL6 may act as a negative-feedback
mechanism for type I IFN signaling, as STAT1 can also up-
regulate BCL6 expression in T cells [43]. Thus, a regulatory
balance of STAT1–BCL6 may determine the outcome of ISG
expression and its downstream effects on viral susceptibility in
Tfh cells. Notably, we did not compare comprehensively the type
I IFN downstream signaling events between Tfh cells and non-
Tfh cells other than STAT1 phosphorylation in our study. Thus,
it remains possible that other STAT1-independent defects of type
I IFN signaling contribute to the impaired ISG expression in Tfh
cells. Such a possibility requires further studies.
BCL6 contains two repressor domains: a middle RD2 and an

N-terminal BTB domain [14]. Each of these domains can associate
with specific corepressor complexes in B cells and macrophages.
Both the RD2 domain and BCL6 BTB domain have been shown to
be important in Tfh cell function in vivo [44–46]. We found that
RI-BPI, a peptide inhibitor that can disrupt the association of the
BCL6 BTB domain with its corepressors, was able to up-regulate
Tfh ISG expression, suggesting the BCL6 BTB domain is critically
important in suppressing ISG expression in Tfh cells. A recent
report has also suggested that inhibition of the BCL6 BTB domain
could boost type I IFN expression in myeloid cells [47]. Thus, the
inhibition of the BCL6 BTB domain function may offer a unique
opportunity to boost both type I IFN production and sensitivity to
type I IFNs in IFN-responding cells. The targeting of BCL6 may be
a promising approach to decrease HIV reservoirs in vivo. This
possibility clearly deserves further future investigation.
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5. Bollig, N., Brüstle, A., Kellner, K., Ackermann, W., Abass, E., Raifer, H.,
Camara, B., Brendel, C., Giel, G., Bothur, E., Huber, M., Paul, C., Elli, A.,
Kroczek, R. A., Nurieva, R., Dong, C., Jacob, R., Mak, T. W., Lohoff, M.
(2012) Transcription factor IRF4 determines germinal center formation
through follicular T-helper cell differentiation. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. USA
109, 8664–8669.

6. Ueno, H. (2016) T follicular helper cells in human autoimmunity. Curr.
Opin. Immunol. 43, 24–31.

7. Lindqvist, M., van Lunzen, J., Soghoian, D. Z., Kuhl, B. D., Ranasinghe,
S., Kranias, G., Flanders, M. D., Cutler, S., Yudanin, N., Muller, M. I.,
Davis, I., Farber, D., Hartjen, P., Haag, F., Alter, G., Schulze zur Wiesch,
J., Streeck, H. (2012) Expansion of HIV-specific T follicular helper cells
in chronic HIV infection. J. Clin. Invest. 122, 3271–3280.

8. Petrovas, C., Yamamoto, T., Gerner, M. Y., Boswell, K. L., Wloka, K.,
Smith, E. C., Ambrozak, D. R., Sandler, N. G., Timmer, K. J., Sun, X., Pan,
L., Poholek, A., Rao, S. S., Brenchley, J. M., Alam, S. M., Tomaras, G. D.,
Roederer, M., Douek, D. C., Seder, R. A., Germain, R. N., Haddad, E. K.,
Koup, R. A. (2012) CD4 T follicular helper cell dynamics during SIV
infection. J. Clin. Invest. 122, 3281–3294.

9. Locci, M., Havenar-Daughton, C., Landais, E., Wu, J., Kroenke, M. A.,
Arlehamn, C. L., Su, L. F., Cubas, R., Davis, M. M., Sette, A., Haddad,
E. K., Poignard, P., Crotty, S.; International AIDS Vaccine Initiative
Protocol C Principal Investigators. (2013) Human circulating
PD-1+CXCR32CXCR5+ memory Tfh cells are highly functional and
correlate with broadly neutralizing HIV antibody responses. Immunity 39,
758–769.

10. Perreau, M., Savoye, A. L., De Crignis, E., Corpataux, J. M., Cubas, R.,
Haddad, E. K., De Leval, L., Graziosi, C., Pantaleo, G. (2013) Follicular
helper T cells serve as the major CD4 T cell compartment for HIV-1
infection, replication, and production. J. Exp. Med. 210, 143–156.

11. Kohler, S. L., Pham, M. N., Folkvord, J. M., Arends, T., Miller, S. M.,
Miles, B., Meditz, A. L., McCarter, M., Levy, D. N., Connick, E. (2016)
Germinal center T follicular helper cells are highly permissive to HIV-1
and alter their phenotype during virus replication. J. Immunol. 196,
2711–2722.

12. Fukazawa, Y., Lum, R., Okoye, A. A., Park, H., Matsuda, K., Bae, J. Y.,
Hagen, S. I., Shoemaker, R., Deleage, C., Lucero, C., Morcock, D.,
Swanson, T., Legasse, A. W., Axthelm, M. K., Hesselgesser, J., Geleziunas,
R., Hirsch, V. M., Edlefsen, P. T., Piatak, ,M. Jr., Estes, J. D., Lifson, J. D.,
Picker, L. J. (2015) B cell follicle sanctuary permits persistent productive

simian immunodeficiency virus infection in elite controllers. Nat. Med.
21, 132–139.

13. Hollister, K., Chen, Y., Wang, S., Wu, H., Mondal, A., Clegg, N., Lu, S.,
Dent, A. (2014) The role of follicular helper T cells and the germinal
center in HIV-1 gp120 DNA prime and gp120 protein boost vaccination.
Hum. Vaccin. Immunother. 10, 1985–1992.

14. Bunting, K. L., Melnick, A. M. (2013) New effector functions and
regulatory mechanisms of BCL6 in normal and malignant lymphocytes.
Curr. Opin. Immunol. 25, 339–346.

15. Huang, C., Hatzi, K., Melnick, A. (2013) Lineage-specific functions of Bcl-
6 in immunity and inflammation are mediated by distinct biochemical
mechanisms. Nat. Immunol. 14, 380–388.

16. Hatzi, K., Nance, J. P., Kroenke, M. A., Bothwell, M., Haddad, E. K.,
Melnick, A., Crotty, S. (2015) BCL6 orchestrates Tfh cell differentiation
via multiple distinct mechanisms. J. Exp. Med. 212, 539–553.

17. Cerchietti, L. C., Yang, S. N., Shaknovich, R., Hatzi, K., Polo, J. M.,
Chadburn, A., Dowdy, S. F., Melnick, A. (2009) A peptomimetic inhibitor
of BCL6 with potent antilymphoma effects in vitro and in vivo. Blood 113,
3397–3405.

18. Sun, J., Dodd, H., Moser, E. K., Sharma, R., Braciale, T. J. (2011) CD4+
T cell help and innate-derived IL-27 induce Blimp-1-dependent IL-10
production by antiviral CTLs. Nat. Immunol. 12, 327–334.

19. Amet, T., Lan, J., Shepherd, N., Yang, K., Byrd, D., Xing, Y., Yu, Q.
(2016) Glycosylphosphatidylinositol anchor deficiency attenuates the
production of infectious HIV-1 and renders virions sensitive to
complement attack. AIDS Res. Hum. Retroviruses 32, 1100–1112.

20. Liu, X., Yan, X., Zhong, B., Nurieva, R. I., Wang, A., Wang, X.,
Martin-Orozco, N., Wang, Y., Chang, S. H., Esplugues, E., Flavell,
R. A., Tian, Q., Dong, C. (2012) Bcl6 expression specifies the T
follicular helper cell program in vivo. J. Exp. Med. 209, 1841–1852,
S1–24.

21. Fujie, A., Funayama, A., Miyauchi, Y., Sato, Y., Kobayashi, T., Kanagawa,
H., Katsuyama, E., Hao, W., Tando, T., Watanabe, R., Morita, M.,
Miyamoto, K., Kanaji, A., Morioka, H., Matsumoto, M., Toyama, Y.,
Miyamoto, T. (2015) Bcl6 promotes osteoblastogenesis through Stat1
inhibition. Biochem. Biophys. Res. Commun. 457, 451–456.

22. Acchioni, C., Marsili, G., Perrotti, E., Remoli, A. L., Sgarbanti, M.,
Battistini, A. (2015) Type I IFN–a blunt spear in fighting HIV-1 infection.
Cytokine Growth Factor Rev. 26, 143–158.

23. Yan, N., Chen, Z. J. (2012) Intrinsic antiviral immunity. Nat. Immunol. 13,
214–222.

24. Gratton, S., Cheynier, R., Dumaurier, M. J., Oksenhendler, E., Wain-
Hobson, S. (2000) Highly restricted spread of HIV-1 and multiply
infected cells within splenic germinal centers. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. USA
97, 14566–14571.

25. Vinuesa, C. G. (2012) HIV and T follicular helper cells: a dangerous
relationship. J. Clin. Invest. 122, 3059–3062.

26. Cubas, R. A., Mudd, J. C., Savoye, A. L., Perreau, M., van
Grevenynghe, J., Metcalf, T., Connick, E., Meditz, A., Freeman, G. J.,
Abesada-Terk, Jr., G., Jacobson, J. M., Brooks, A. D., Crotty, S., Estes,
J. D., Pantaleo, G., Lederman, M. M., Haddad, E. K. (2013)
Inadequate T follicular cell help impairs B cell immunity during HIV
infection. Nat. Med. 19, 494–499.

27. Ruffin, N., Brezar, V., Ayinde, D., Lefebvre, C., Schulze Zur Wiesch, J.,
van Lunzen, J., Bockhorn, M., Schwartz, O., Hocini, H., Lelievre, J. D.,
Banchereau, J., Levy, Y., Seddiki, N. (2015) Low SAMHD1 expression
following T-cell activation and proliferation renders CD4+ T cells
susceptible to HIV-1. AIDS 29, 519–530.

28. Chutiwitoonchai, N., Hiyoshi, M., Hiyoshi-Yoshidomi, Y., Hashimoto, M.,
Tokunaga, K., Suzu, S. (2013) Characteristics of IFITM, the newly
identified IFN-inducible anti-HIV-1 family proteins. Microbes Infect. 15,
280–290.

29. Jia, R., Pan, Q., Ding, S., Rong, L., Liu, S. L., Geng, Y., Qiao, W., Liang, C.
(2012) The N-terminal region of IFITM3 modulates its antiviral activity
by regulating IFITM3 cellular localization. J. Virol. 86, 13697–13707.

30. Lu, J., Pan, Q., Rong, L., He, W., Liu, S. L., Liang, C. (2011) The IFITM
proteins inhibit HIV-1 infection. J. Virol. 85, 2126–2137.

31. Kane, M., Yadav, S. S., Bitzegeio, J., Kutluay, S. B., Zang, T., Wilson, S. J.,
Schoggins, J. W., Rice, C. M., Yamashita, M., Hatziioannou, T., Bieniasz,
P. D. (2013) MX2 is an interferon-induced inhibitor of HIV-1 infection.
Nature 502, 563–566.
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Supplementary Figure 1 

Supplementary figure 1. Characterization of mouse and human Tfh and non-Tfh cells. A. Gating strategy 
for the identification of mouse Tfh cells from LN cells of influenza-infected mice. LN cells were stained with CD4, 
CD44, PD-1, CXCR5 and BCL6 and subjected to flow cytometry analysis. B. T cell-enriched human tonsil cells 
were stained with CD4, CD45RO, PD-1, and CXCR5 and BCL6 and subjected to flow cytometry analysis. 
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Supplementary Figure 2 

Supplementary figure 2. BCL-6 binds to ISG loci in CD4+ T cells cultured under Tfh condition.   
Naïve CD4 T cells were cultured with Tfh condition for 4 days. Cells were then stimulated with IFN-α for 6 hrs. 
BCL-6 binding to Ifitm3 and Mx2 loci were assessed through ChIP assay with increasing amount of anti-BCL-6 
Ab (0.1, 1, 4 ug) used. Representative data were obtained from two independent experiments. * indicates 
significant differences (P < 0.05). 
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Supplementary figure 3. RI-BPI treatment did not alter CD69 expression and cell survival.   
Tfh or non-Tfh cells sorted from influenza-infected mice were treated with control peptide or RI-BPI in the presence 
or absence of IFN-α for 1 day. CD69 expression and cell viability (7-AAD staining) were determined through flow 
cytometry.  Representative data are obtained from two independent experiments. 
 



Supplementary Figure 4 
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Supplementary figure 4. Tfh and non-Tfh cells exhibit similar levels of HIV-1 co-receptors. Human tonsil T cells 
were stained with CD4, CD45RO, PD-1, CXCR5, CXCR4 and CCR5. The expression levels of CXCR4 and CCR5 
were compared in gated Tfh versus non-Tfh cell populations by flow cytometry.  Representative data were obtained 
from two independent experiments. 
 


