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Abstract: Medicinal mushroom extracts (MMEs) exert immunomodulatory effects on innate immu-
nity. The present study aimed to examine the effect of medicinal mushroom components on in vitro
immune cell responses to inflammatory stimuli by peripheral blood mononuclear cells (PBMCs)
isolated from older adults, where immune function is altered. PBMCs were treated with extracts from
Hericium coralloides (HC) and Trametes versicolor (TV) prior to stimulation with rhinovirus A1 (RVA1),
influenza A/H1N1pdm09 (H1N1), lipopolysaccharide (LPS), or house dust mite (HDM) for 48 h. In
the presence of virus, type I and II IFN significantly (p < 0.05) decreased following treatment with at
least one concentration of all extracts compared to the untreated cell controls, along with significant
increases in pro-inflammatory cytokines (IL-1β, IL-6, IL-8). In the presence of LPS, extracts from TV
reduced IL-1β compared to untreated cells. In the presence of HDM, the concentration of IL-5 and/or
IL-13 was significantly decreased with at least one dose of all extracts. MMEs exert differential effects
on the release of inflammatory and antiviral mediators in vitro. Reduced type 2 cytokine responses
to HDM may be beneficial in conditions where allergic inflammation is present, including asthma,
allergic rhinitis, and eczema. Further research is needed to examine extracts in vivo.

Keywords: peripheral blood mononuclear cells; humans; aging

1. Introduction

Medicinal mushrooms are considered functional foods because they are rich in bioac-
tive ingredients that are physiologically beneficial. Unlike edible mushrooms normally
consumed in the diet, medicinal mushrooms are not consumed whole. Rather, aqueous
extracts from both the mycelium (root system) and basidiomes (fruiting bodies) are used
as nutraceuticals [1]. Medicinal mushroom extracts (MMEs) have a variety of applica-
tions as nutraceuticals due to their known anti-inflammatory, antimicrobial, antioxidant,
and immunomodulatory properties [2]. Several mushroom species are considered to
have nutraceutical properties, including species under the genus of Hericium and Tram-
etes. The biological activity of medicinal mushrooms has, in part, been attributed to their
polysaccharide content, which consists primarily of β-glucans [3]. Evidence to date demon-
strates that polysaccharide components induce immunomodulatory activity on a number
of innate immune cells [4]. Polysaccharides from aqueous mushroom extracts induce a
pro-inflammatory effect on macrophages (i.e., increasing nitric oxide (NO) synthesis and
IL-6 release), while polysaccharides with a high molecular weight or from alkaline extracts
demonstrate anti-inflammatory effects (e.g., enhancing IL-10 release). Glucans have been
shown to enhance MHC Class II and IL12p40 on dendritic cells, which may enhance type
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I-mediated adaptive immunity required for anti-viral defense. However, there is grow-
ing interest in other bioactive ingredients, including antioxidant compounds (phenolic
compounds, flavonoids, carotenoids, and sterols).

Hericium (H.) coralloides (HC), commonly known as Coral Tooth Fungus, is an edible
mushroom belonging to the class of Agaricomycetes. Extracts from HC contain the bioactive
ingredients corallocins, and have been shown to have potent antioxidant activity, increasing
superoxide dismutase (SOD), catalase (CAT), and glutathione peroxidase (GSH-Px), and
lowering the levels of malondialdehyde (MDA) in animal models [5–7]. HC extracts
have also displayed antiviral activity, with significant inhibitory activity toward human
immunodeficiency virus-1 (HIV-1) reverse transcriptase in vitro [8].

Trametes (T.) versicolor (TV), known as Turkey Tail, is another medicinal mushroom
known to have immunomodulatory effects. Extracts from TV contain the bioactive compo-
nents, protein-bound polysaccharide-K (PSK) and polysaccharopeptide (PSP) [2]. In vitro,
TV has been shown to increase anti-inflammatory cytokines, including interleukin-1 re-
ceptor antagonist (IL-1ra) and IL-10, anti-viral cytokines interferon-gamma (IFN-γ) and
macrophage inflammatory protein-alpha (MIP-1α), as well as granulocyte-colony stim-
ulating factor (G-CSF) and IL-8 in human peripheral blood mononuclear cell (PBMC)
cultures [9]. Further, polysaccharides from TV have been shown to induce B cell activation
through nuclear factor kappa B (NFκB) and mitogen-activated protein kinase (MAPK)
signaling [10]. Interestingly, TV extracts containing a high phenolic content have been
shown to have the greatest antioxidant activity in vitro [11]. In human participants, oral
administration of TV extract has been shown to increase lymphocyte counts and natural
killer (NK) cell function, as well as CD8+ T cells and CD19+ B cells [12].

Immune function declines with increasing age, with a dampening of both adaptive
and innate immune responses shown in older adults [13]. Given that MMEs are proposed
to improve immune function, older adults are a suitable target population, in whom the
effects of these extracts have not been characterized. This study uses an in vitro approach
to testing the effects of MMEs on immune function in humans. PBMCs were isolated, and
the responses to various triggers of inflammation, including viruses (rhinovirus, influenza),
bacterial toxins (lipopolysaccharide, LPS), and common allergens (house dust mite, HDM)
were examined. Models utilizing a variety of triggers are important in understanding
how MMEs may modulate immune cell responses. Viral RNA from influenza A virus
and rhinovirus are sensed by pathogen recognition receptors (PRRs), including TLR3
and TLR7 [14,15], while LPS from Gram-negative bacteria activated TLR4 signaling [16].
Der p I from HDM activates both TLR4 signaling and protease-activated receptor (PAR)1
and PAR4 [17]. Activation of these different PRRs leads to distinct innate immune cell
responses. Commercially available MMEs are available as various preparations, targeting
the extracts of water-soluble and -insoluble components. These preparations may include
a combination of different solvents, including water, ethanol, and glycerin. The effects of
extract solvent on each formulation and the effects of biological responses are unknown.
As such, the aim of the present study is to examine the effect of medicinal mushroom (HC,
TV) extracts, which utilize various solvents, on the release of inflammatory and anti-viral
mediators in PBMCs isolated from healthy, older adults.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Design and Population

This was an in vitro study conducted using PBMCs isolated from blood samples col-
lected at a single study visit from healthy, older adults (n = 15 total: n = 8 per experiment).
Healthy, non-smoking adults aged 50 years or older were recruited from existing volunteer
databases. Exclusion criteria: smoking currently (smoked within the previous 6 months);
maintenance use of systemic corticosteroid, immunosuppressive, or antibiotic drugs; un-
stable cardiac, renal, hypertensive, pulmonary, endocrine, immunologic, or neurologic
disorders; acute or terminal illness, human immunodeficiency virus (HIV) or active cancer.
This study was conducted at the Hunter Medical Research Institute (HMRI) Newcastle,
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Australia, in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki and ICH GCP standards, with ap-
proval from the Hunter New England Human Research Ethics Committee (2021/ETH11012)
and the University of Newcastle Human Research Ethics Committee (H-2021-0348). All
participants provided written informed consent prior to study entry.

2.2. Blood Processing and Peripheral Blood Mononuclear Cell Isolation

Blood was collected via venipuncture into 9 mL ethylenediamine-tetra acetic acid
(EDTA) tubes following an overnight (≥12 h) fast. Blood samples were centrifuged at
~1700× g for 10 min at 22 ◦C, plasma was removed from the top phase with the remaining
cell fraction used to isolate PBMCs. PBMCs were isolated via density gradient centrifu-
gation using LymphoprepTM (STEMCELL Technologies, Vancouver, BC, Canada) and
50 mL SepMate™ tubes (STEMCELL Technologies, Vancouver, BC, Canada), as per the
manufacturer’s instructions. Isolated PBMCs were counted and assessed for viability via
staining with trypan blue 0.4%, then resuspended in Roswell Park Memorial Institute
(RPMI) media (RPMI-1640; Sigma-Aldrich, St. Louis, MO, USA) with 10% fetal bovine
serum (FBS) and plated in 24-well tissue culture plates (Sigma-Aldrich, United States) at a
final density of 2 × 106 live cells/mL.

2.3. In Vitro Cell Culture of Peripheral Blood Mononuclear Cells

Stock solutions of eight different MMEs (Rembiotics Pty Ltd., Ormeau, Australia)
from H. coralloides (HC) and T. versicolor (TV), species which are native to Australia, were
provided by Rembiotics Pty Ltd., Byron Bay, Australia at a concentration of 500 mg/mL.
Four different solvents were used to generate extracts from HC and TV, including water–
ethanol, with (KP) and without (WE) Kakadu Plum, water–glycerin (WG), and water–
glycerin liposomal (WGL).

Plated PBMCs were treated with each of the eight extracts, separately, at 1 mg/mL
and 10 mg/mL for 3 h. Following treatment, PBMCs were stimulated, separately, with
or without 1 multiplicity of infection (MOI) rhinovirus A1 (RVA1), 0.1 MOI influenza
A/H1N1pdm09 (H1N1) [18], 5 ng/mL lipopolysaccharide (LPS, E. coli) [19,20], and 100 µg/mL
house dust mite (HDM, D. pteronyssinus) [21,22] for a total of 48 h (35 ◦C, 5% CO2). Extract
treatment concentrations were determined using dose–response curves for IL-6 following
H1N1 and LPS stimulation, and IL-5 for HDM stimulation, respectively using PBMCs
from healthy controls. Cell culture controls included no treatment, as well as ethanol and
glycerin controls with equal concentration of ethanol and glycerin in 10 mg/mL treatments.
At 48 h, cell suspensions were spun at ~550× g for 5 min at 22 ◦C, and cell-free supernatant
was stored at −80 ◦C for analysis.

2.4. LEGENDplexTM Assay

The concentration of cytokines in cell-free supernatant was determined via the LEGENDplexTM

assay (BioLegend, San Diego, CA, USA) using the Inflammation 1 (Catalog # 740809: RVA1,
H1N1, LPS) and T Helper 2 (Catalog # 741034: HDM) panels, as per manufacturer’s
instructions. The concentration of IL-1β, IL-6, IL-8, IL-10, IFN-α2, and IFN-γ were measured
in RVA1 and H1N1-stimulated cell cultures. The concentration of IL-1β, IL-6, IL-8, IL-10,
and TNF-α were measured in LPS-stimulated cell cultures. The concentration of IL-4, IL-5,
IL-13, IL-6, IL-10 and TNF-α were measured in HDM-stimulated cell cultures.

2.5. Statistical Analysis

Data were analyzed using GraphPad Prism 9 (GraphPad Software, La Jolla, CA,
USA). Normality was assessed using Shapiro–Wilk tests. Parametric data are reported
as mean ± standard deviation (SD), and non-parametric data are reported as median (1st
quartile, 3rd quartile). The difference between the concentration of inflammatory mediators
in cell culture supernatants from treated and untreated cells was analyzed using one-way
analysis of variance (ANOVA) for parametric data, or Friedman Test for non-parametric
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data. Appropriate post hoc testing was used to compare treated cells with the untreated
cell control. Significance was accepted if p < 0.05.

3. Results
3.1. Subject Characteristics

Characteristics of the 15 subjects who participated in the study are summarized in
Table 1. The average age of participants was 69 years, and 60% of subjects were female. The
average BMI was ~29 kg/m2, indicating an overweight population. Almost half of subjects
(n = 7, 47%) were ex-smokers, with mean pack years of 13.6.

Table 1. Subject characteristics.

N 15

Age, years (range) 68.7 ± 9.5
Weight, kg 82.2 ± 16.6

BMI 1, kg/m2 28.87 ± 5.05
Male, n (%) 6 (40)

Female, n (%) 9 (60)
Ex-smokers, n (%) 7 (47)

Smoking history, pack years 13.6 ± 7.9
1 BMI, body mass index. All continuous data are normally distributed and presented as mean ± standard
deviation (SD).

3.2. Dose–Response Relationships between Mushroom Extract Concentration and Inflammatory
Mediator Release across Models of Stimulation

The effect of increasing MME concentrations on the release of inflammatory mediators
in PBMCs was examined in healthy adults aged ≤50 years, n = 3–5, in cells pre-treated
with 1, 2.5, 5, or 10 mg/mL of HC and TV (water–ethanol without Kakadu Plum (KP);
water–ethanol with KP; water–glycerin; water–glycerin liposomal), extract concentrations.
IL-6 was measured in models of virus infection (influenza A/H1N1, H1N1) and bacterial
infection (lipopolysaccharide, LPS), while IL-5 was measured in an allergen exposure
(house dust mite, HDM) model in cell culture supernatants (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Dose–response relationships between mushroom extract concentration and inflammatory
mediator release following stimulation. Peripheral blood mononuclear cells (PBMCs) were isolated
from whole blood collected from healthy volunteers (n = 3–5) and seeded at a density of 2 × 106

cells/mL. Cells were treated with 1, 2.5, 5, and 10 mg/mL Hericium (H.) coralloides and Trametes (T.)
versicolor extracts (water–ethanol without Kakadu Plum (KP), water–ethanol with KP; water–glycerin,
water–glycerin liposomal) for 3 h, and then stimulated with 0.1 MOI influenza A/H1N1pdm09 (top
panel, n = 5), 5 ng/mL lipopolysaccharide (E. coli) (center panel, n = 5), or 100 µg/mL house dust
mite (D. pteronyssinus) (bottom panel, n = 3) for a total of 48 h at 35 ◦C, 5% CO2. The concentration of
interleukin (IL)-6 (top and center panel) and IL-5 (bottom panel) were measured via DuoSet ELISA.
Data are displayed as mean ± standard deviation.

H1N1 stimulation did not affect IL-6 levels, while mushroom extract treatment gener-
ally led to dose-dependent increases in IL-6, with peak responses for most extracts occurring
at 10 mg/mL (Figure 1). In contrast, LPS stimulation increased IL-6, and there did not
appear to be a dose-dependent relationship between mushroom extract concentration
and IL-6 levels following LPS stimulation (Figure 1). At a 10 mg/mL concentration for
water–glycerin liposomal extracts, there was a decrease in LPS-induced IL-6. Following
HDM stimulation, IL-5 increases, while most extracts display a dose-dependent decrease in
IL-5 (Figure 1). The exception to this relationship was the water–ethanol extract from HC
containing Kakadu Plum (HCKP). Based on these data, extract concentrations of 1 mg/mL
and 10 mg/mL were selected for further cell culture model experiments.

3.3. Mushroom Extracts Reduce Type I and II IFN, While Increasing Pro-Inflammatory Mediator
Release to Rhinovirus and Influenza Stimulation

To examine the effects of HC and TV species in different extract solvents on innate
immune cell responses to viruses, pre-treated PBMCs from older adults were stimulated
with either rhinovirus A1 (RVA1) (Figure 2) or influenza A/H1N1pdm09 (H1N1) (Figure 3).
In cell culture supernatants from RVA1- and H1N1-stimulated PBMCs, the concentrations
of interferons (IFN-α2 and IFN-γ), pro-inflammatory cytokines (IL-1β, IL-6, and IL-8), and
anti-inflammatory cytokines (IL-10) were measured.

In the presence of RVA1 and H1N1, type I (IFN-α2) and II (IFN-γ) IFNs were elevated
compared to media controls. RVA1 induced. Type I IFN (IFN-α2) in the presence of
RVA1 was reduced with 10 mg/mL of all extracts, except for HC water–ethanol extract
(HCWE) (Figure 2a). There was also a decrease in RVA1-induced IFN-α2 with 1 mg/mL
water–glycerin liposomal (WGL) extracts from both HC (p = 0.003) and TV (p = 0.003). The
concentration of IFN-γ decreased with 10 mg/mL HCWG, HCWGL, TVWG, and TVWGL
(Figure 2b). In contrast, in RVA1 models, IL-6 increased with both 1 and 10 mg/mL HCWG,
as well as 10 mg/mL of all TV extracts except WGL (WE, KP, and WG) (Figure 2d). IL-8
increased with at least one dose of all mushroom extracts, following RVA1 compared to
RVA1 media controls (Figure 2e). Following RVA1 stimulation, both IL-1β (Figure 2c) and
IL-10 (Figure 2f) were increased with 10 mg/mL HCWG compared to untreated cells.
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Figure 2. Effects of Hericium coralloides and Trametes versicolor extracts on immune cell responses to
rhinovirus A1 (RVA1) stimulation. Peripheral blood mononuclear cells (PBMCs) were isolated from
whole blood (n = 8) and seeded at a density of 2 × 106 cells/mL. Cells were treated with 1 (solid color)
or 10 mg/mL (check pattern) mushroom extracts (HC, Hericium coralloides; TV, Trametes versicolor) for
3 h, and then stimulated with 1 MOI RVA1 for a total of 48 h at 35 ◦C, 5% CO2. The concentration of
(a) interferon (IFN)-α2, (b) IFN-γ, (c) interleukin (IL)-1β, (d) IL-6, (e) IL-8, and (f) IL-10 were measured
via the LEGENDplexTM assay. Data are displayed as mean with standard deviation, analyzed using
one-way ANOVA with Holm–Sidak multiple comparisons where appropriate. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01,
*** p < 0.001, **** p < 0.0001, compared to RVA1 media control. M, media control; E, ethanol control;
G, glycerin control; WE, water–ethanol; KP, water–ethanol with Kakadu Plum; WG, water–glycerin;
WGL, water–glycerin liposomal.
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Figure 3. Effects of Hericium coralloides and Trametes versicolor extracts on immune cell responses to
influenza A/H1N1pdm09 (H1N1) stimulation. Peripheral blood mononuclear cells (PBMCs) were
isolated from whole blood (n = 8) and seeded at a density of 2 × 106 cells/mL. Cells were treated
with 1 (solid color) or 10 mg/mL (check pattern) mushroom extracts (HC, Hericium coralloides; TV,
Trametes versicolor) for 3 h, and then stimulated with 0.1 MOI H1N1 for a total of 48 h at 35 ◦C,
5% CO2. The concentration of (a) interferon (IFN)-α2, (b) IFN-γ, (c) interleukin (IL)-1β, (d) IL-6,
(e) IL-8, and (f) IL-10 were measured via the LEGENDplexTM assay. Data are displayed as mean with
standard deviation, analyzed using one-way ANOVA with Holm–Sidak multiple comparisons where
appropriate. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001, **** p < 0.0001, compared to H1N1 media control. M,
media control; Et, ethanol control; Gl, glycerin control; WE, water–ethanol; KP, water–ethanol with
Kakadu Plum; WG, water–glycerin; WGL, water–glycerin liposomal.
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Like RVA1 stimulation, H1N1 increased IFN-α2 following stimulation, and IFN-α2
levels were significantly lower in cells pre-treated with at least one concentration of each
extract (p < 0.05) (Figure 3a). These effects were similar for IFN-γ (Figure 3b) in the presence
of H1N1, compared to untreated cells. Further, in the H1N1 model, the release of IL-6
increased with HCWE (10 mg/mL), HCWG (1 mg/mL, 10 mg/mL), TVWE (10 mg/mL),
TVKP (10 mg/mL), and TVWG (10 mg/mL) (Figure 3d). Similarly, IL-8 increased following
H1N1 stimulation with at least one concentration of each extract compared to untreated
cells (Figure 3e). The concentration of IL-1β induced by H1N1 stimulation increased with
10 mg/mL HCWG treatment, compared to untreated cells (Figure 3c), while H1N1-induced
IL-10 increased with HCWG (1 mg/mL, 10 mg/mL) and TVWE (10 mg/mL, p = 0.033)
(Figure 3f).

3.4. Interleukin-1β Is Decreased with Mushroom Extracts from Trametes versicolor in the Presence
of Lipopolysaccharide

To examine the effects of MME pre-treatment on innate immune cell responses to
inflammatory stimuli, PBMCs from older adults were stimulated with lipopolysaccharide
(LPS) (Figure 4), a Toll-like receptor 4 (TLR) agonist. Cell culture supernatants from LPS-
stimulated PBMCs were analyzed for the concentrations of pro-inflammatory (IL-1β, IL-6,
IL-8, and TNF-α) and anti-inflammatory (IL-10) cytokines.
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Figure 4. Effects of Hericium coralloides and Trametes versicolor extracts on immune cell responses to
lipopolysaccharide (LPS) stimulation. Peripheral blood mononuclear cells (PBMCs) were isolated
from whole blood (n = 8) and seeded at a density of 2 × 106 cells/mL. Cells were treated with
1 (solid color) or 10 mg/mL (check pattern) mushroom extracts (HC, Hericium coralloides; TV, Trametes
versicolor) for 3 h, and then stimulated with 5 ng/mL LPS (E. coli) for a total of 48 h at 35 ◦C, 5% CO2.
The concentration of (a) interleukin (IL)-1β, (b) IL-6, (c) IL-8, (d) tumor necrosis factor (TNF)-α,
and (e) IL-10 were measured via the LEGENDplexTM assay. Data are displayed as mean with
standard deviation, analyzed using one-way ANOVA with Holm–Sidak multiple comparisons where
appropriate. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001, compared to LPS media control. M, media control; E,
ethanol control; G, glycerin control; WE, water–ethanol; KP, water–ethanol with Kakadu Plum; WG,
water–glycerin; WGL, water–glycerin liposomal.

The concentration of LPS-induced IL-1β was reduced with 1 mg/mL TVWE (p = 0.021),
TVKP (p = 0.001), and TVWG (p < 0.001) treatment, compared to untreated LPS control cells
(Figure 4a). In the presence of 10 mg/mL TVWGL, LPS-induced IL-6 (p = 0.005, Figure 4b)
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and IL-10 (p = 0.006, Figure 4e) were reduced, while 10 mg/mL HCWGL decreased LPS-
induced IL-10 only (p = 0.008). There was also an increase in TNF-α in the presence of LPS
with 10 mg/mL TVWG (p = 0.016, Figure 4d). LPS stimulation increased IL-8, while extract
pre-treatment had no effect on LPS-stimulated cells compared to untreated cells (Figure 4c).
HCWGL (10 mg/mL) pre-treatment reduced IL-10 (p = 0.009).

3.5. Type 2 Cytokines Induced by House Dust Mite Are Suppressed by Treatment with Mushroom Extracts

To examine the effects of MMEs on type 2 responses to common allergens, PBMCs from
older adults were stimulated with house dust mite (HDM) extract from D. pteronyssinus
(Figure 5). The HDM extract contains the common aeroallergen Der p I, which induces
proliferative responses from Th2 cells [23], leading to the release of inflammatory mediators,
including type 2 cytokines (IL-4, -5, and -13).
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Figure 5. Effects of Hericium coralloides and Trametes versicolor extracts on immune cell responses to
house dust mite (HDM) stimulation. Peripheral blood mononuclear cells (PBMCs) were isolated from
whole blood (n = 8) and seeded at a density of 2 × 106 cells/mL. Cells were treated with 1 (solid color)
or 10 mg/mL (check pattern) mushroom extracts (HC, Hericium coralloides; TV, Trametes versicolor)
for 3 h, and then stimulated with 100 µg/mL HDM (D. pteronyssinus) for a total of 48 h at 35 ◦C,
5% CO2. The concentrations of (a) interleukin (IL)-4, (b) IL-5, (c) IL-13, (d) IL-6, (e) tumor necrosis
factor (TNF)-α, and (f) IL-10 were measured via the LEGENDplexTM assay. Data are displayed
as medians with an interquartile range, analyzed using the Friedman Test with Dunn’s multiple
comparisons where appropriate. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001, **** p < 0.0001, compared to
HDM media control. M, media control; E, ethanol control; G, glycerin control; WE, water–ethanol;
KP, water–ethanol with Kakadu Plum; WG, water–glycerin; WGL, water–glycerin liposomal.

HDM induced the release of type 2 cytokines (IL-4, -5, and -13), pro-inflammatory
cytokines (IL-6, IL-8, and TNF-α), and anti-inflammatory cytokine (IL-10) by PBMCs.
Following HDM exposure, there was no significant difference in IL-4 (Figure 5a) or IL-6
(Figure 5d) following any extract treatment compared to untreated cells. The concentration
of HDM-induced IL-5 decreased with 10 mg/mL HCWG, HCWGL, TVWE, TVWG, and
TVWGL, compared to untreated cells (Figure 5b). Additionally, HDM-induced IL-5 de-
creased with 1 mg/mL HCWG treatment. Further, at least one dose of all treatments, except
KP extracts, led to reduced HDM-induced IL-13 compared to untreated cells (Figure 5c).
In contrast, HDM-induced TNF-α increased with 10 mg/mL HCWG, TVKP, and TVWG
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treatments compared to untreated cells (Figure 5e). Interestingly, in the presence of HDM,
IL-10 increased with both 1 and 10 mg/mL HCWG, as well as 10 mg/mL TVWE (Figure 5f).

4. Discussion

The present study aimed to examine the effects of in vitro treatment of human PBMC
with extracts from medicinal mushrooms, HC and TV, on the release of mediators following
stimulation with respiratory viruses (RVA1, H1N1), bacterial endotoxin (LPS), and common
aeroallergen (HDM) in a population of healthy, older adults. In the presence of viruses,
the overall observation was that MMEs reduced type I and II IFN coupled with enhanced
inflammatory responses. Interestingly, following HDM exposure, the release of type
2 cytokines (IL-5 and IL-13) decreased with treatment. For HC water–glycerin and TV
water–ethanol extracts, this was coupled with an increase in HDM-induced IL-10.

The cell culture models presented in this paper examined the effects of MMEs on
early innate immune cell responses to both influenza virus and rhinovirus, demonstrating
deficient virus-induced IFN-α and IFN-γ at 48 h, with some extracts demonstrating this
combined with elevated IL-6. These data are consistent with previous research demonstrat-
ing aqueous extracts from the mycelium of TV decrease IFN-γ from unstimulated PBMC
cultures in a dose-dependent manner [9], suggesting a reduced Th1 response required
for anti-viral immunity, as robust T-helper 1 (Th1) responses to virus infection, consisting
of IFN-γ-secreting T cells specific to the virus and cytotoxic T cells, is required for the
clearance of infection [24,25].

The present study found in vitro treatment of PBMCs with MMEs elevated IL-6 in
the presence of both influenza and rhinovirus. Previous research indicates (1,3)-β-glucans
present in medicinal mushrooms exert pro-inflammatory effects that are, in part, depen-
dent on NLRP3 inflammasome activation and dectin-1/Syk signaling [26]. In addition,
polysaccharides from Agaricus blazei Murill (AbM) have been shown to signal via TLR2,
inducing pro-inflammatory cytokines, including IL-6 and TNF-α in monocytes [27]. This
elevated pro-inflammatory response may have negative physiological consequences, as
recent evidence implicates an elevated IL-6 response coupled with reduced IFN-γ as a
predictor for severe disease in cases of viral respiratory infection [28]. These data sup-
port previous in vitro studies demonstrating extracts from AbM induce dose-dependent
increases in IL-1β, IL-6, IL-8, and TNF-α from monocytes [29], while extracts from the AbM
basidiomes lead to increased TNF-α and IL-8 from macrophages [30].

Elevated pro-inflammatory responses in vitro, however, may not translate to negative
physiological effects in vivo. Data from a previous study found that while in vitro treatment
with MMEs elevated concentrations of IL-6, IL-8, and TNF-α in a dose-dependent manner,
in vivo consumption of extracts led to decreased IL-1β, IL-6, and TNF-α after 12 d of
supplementation [31]. The study in question hypothesized this may be due to the movement
of antioxidant components across the intestinal mucosa, while absorption of the larger
and more complex β-glucan structures was impaired. Further, the beneficial effects of the
β-glucan content in vivo may be partially attributed to interaction with intestinal microbiota,
with extracts from H. erinaceus shown to reduce TNF-α-positive cells in colonic mucosa
and exert beneficial effects on gut bacteria in an animal model of inflammatory bowel
disease [32].

In the presence of LPS, the authors observed an increase in both pro-inflammatory
(IL-1β, IL-6, IL-8, and TNF-α) and anti-inflammatory (IL-10) cytokines. LPS is a ligand
for Toll-like receptor 4 (TLR4), a receptor expressed on innate immune cells that may be
activated by LPS from Gram-negative bacteria [33]. Treatment with TV extracts decreased
IL-1β in the presence of LPS stimulation, which may be beneficial in an older population.
Aging is associated with elevated inflammation, with studies demonstrating that age-
related changes in NFκB signaling upregulate the expression of pro-inflammatory genes
(IL-1β, IL-6) [34]. Further, data suggest sensitivity to LPS increases with age, demonstrating
greater upregulation of the NLRP3 inflammasome and IL-1β in aged rats versus younger
controls [35]. Validation of these observations is required in humans.
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House dust mite (HDM) is a common aeroallergen, causing clinical symptoms in
subjects with atopic conditions, including asthma, allergic rhinitis, and dermatitis. Der p I
is one of the major mite allergens isolated from D. pteronyssinus, which causes proliferative
T cell responses, mainly from T-helper 2 (Th2) cells, in subjects with sensitivity to the aller-
gen [23], resulting in the release of type 2 cytokines (IL-4, IL-5, and IL-13). These cytokines
are key in the allergic response. In the present study, the authors examined the effects
of MMEs on inflammatory mediator release by PBMCs following HDM stimulation. All
extracts, except for water–ethanol extracts containing KP, reduced IL-5 and/or IL-13 from
cells compared to untreated cells, suggesting a beneficial impact on type 2 inflammatory
responses. Previous data show that consumption of AbM extracts for 3 weeks reduced
circulating IL-5 concentrations in patients with ulcerative colitis compared to baseline [36].
Further, an extract from AbM mycelia has been shown to reduce specific IgE and basophil
sensitivity in a cohort of subjects with IgE-confirmed birch pollen allergy and asthma [37].
In contrast to the discrepancy between other pro-inflammatory cytokines, the effects on
type 2 cytokines appear consistent between in vitro and in vivo administration. More re-
search is required to examine the benefit of in vivo MME administration in subjects with
allergic disease.

In contrast to suppressive effects on type 2 cytokines, treatment with TVKP and
both TV and VC water–glycerin extracts was associated with increased TNF-α following
HDM stimulation. TNF-α is pleiotropic cytokine produced by macrophages and mast
cells and has been identified as a key mediator in the development of type 2 responses to
aeroallergens [38,39], such as HDM. However, as previously noted, whether these changes
would occur in vivo is unclear and warrants further investigation.

The present study has several strengths, including examining two concentrations
across a range of extract solvents from both HC and TV in experimental models with
three different stimulatory agents to investigate the effects of extracts across multiple in-
flammatory pathways, and comprehensive readouts with a minimum of five cytokines
measured per model with appropriate controls. However, this study also had limitations.
Foremost, the data from the literature indicate variation in cell culture responses depending
on whether immune cells are treated with extracts in vitro or exposed in vivo with extract
consumption followed by ex vivo stimulation. Further, it is unclear what components
from extracts are absorbed into circulation, and which components may act locally within
the gastrointestinal tract. Therefore, in vitro treatment of PBMCs with MMEs may expose
cells to MME components that may not be present in circulation, for example, β-glucans.
Commercially available MMEs are often consumed as whole extracts, not as individual
components. However, there is considerable variety in the molecular weight, branching,
and chemical composition of polysaccharides found in medicinal mushrooms and their ex-
tracts [4]. As such, future studies may perform analyses on extracts and examine the effects
of individual mushroom components on immune function. Further, in the present study,
a pre-treatment time of 3 h was implemented. However, as some MME components may
take longer to induce immunomodulatory activity, future research may wish to investigate
longer treatment periods. Finally, older healthy subjects were included due to evidence
demonstrating suppressed innate and adaptive immune function [13]. Though younger
healthy controls were not included, it is unknown whether the results are generalizable to
younger adult populations.

5. Conclusions

Data from the present study suggest mushroom extracts from H. coralloides and T. versi-
color modify in vitro inflammatory mediator release in PBMCs from older adults following
stimulation. Data from virus-stimulated cell cultures indicate pro-inflammatory effects of
some extracts, which may indicate enhanced immune cell activation. However, the increase
in pro-inflammatory mediators coupled with reduced type I and II IFN levels indicate
negative treatment effects. Treatment with TV extracts may play an anti-inflammatory role
in response to bacterial infection. For both mushroom species, water–ethanol and water–
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glycerin extracts reduced type 2 responses, and increased IL-10 following HDM stimulation.
This may be beneficial in the context of allergy, where increased type 2 responses drive
diseases and conditions such as asthma, allergic rhinitis, and eczema. Further studies are
warranted to understand the physiological consequences of these observations.
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11. Krsmanović, N.; Rašeta, M.; Mišković, J.; Bekvalac, K.; Bogavac, M.; Karaman, M.; Isikhuemhen, O.S. Effects of UV Stress
in Promoting Antioxidant Activities in Fungal Species Trametes versicolor (L.) Lloyd and Flammulina velutipes (Curtis) Singer.
Antioxidants 2023, 12, 302. [CrossRef]

12. Torkelson, C.J.; Sweet, E.; Martzen, M.R.; Sasagawa, M.; Wenner, C.A.; Gay, J.; Putiri, A.; Standish, L.J. Phase 1 Clinical Trial of
Trametes versicolor in Women with Breast Cancer. ISRN Oncol. 2012, 2012, 251632. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

https://doi.org/10.3390/molecules18077609
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23884116
https://doi.org/10.3390/molecules26051359
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/33806285
https://doi.org/10.3390/nu13093178
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/34579055
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jaut.2020.102576
https://doi.org/10.1615/IntJMedMushrooms.2019030840
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13399-022-03386-0
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12275-012-1372-6
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12906-019-2681-7
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.molimm.2014.11.007
https://doi.org/10.3390/antiox12020302
https://doi.org/10.5402/2012/251632
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22701186


Nutrients 2023, 15, 2227 12 of 13

13. Meyer, K.C. Aging. Proc. Am. Thorac. Soc. 2005, 2, 433–439. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
14. Iwasaki, A.; Pillai, P.S. Innate immunity to influenza virus infection. Nat. Rev. Immunol. 2014, 14, 315–328. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
15. Yang, Z.; Mitländer, H.; Vuorinen, T.; Finotto, S. Mechanism of Rhinovirus Immunity and Asthma. Front. Immunol. 2021,

12, 731846. [CrossRef]
16. Park, B.S.; Lee, J.O. Recognition of lipopolysaccharide pattern by TLR4 complexes. Exp. Mol. Med. 2013, 45, e66. [CrossRef]
17. Jacquet, A. Characterization of Innate Immune Responses to House Dust Mite Allergens: Pitfalls and Limitations. Front. Allergy

2021, 2, 662378. [CrossRef]
18. Tolosa, J.M.; Parsons, K.S.; Hansbro, P.M.; Smith, R.; Wark, P.A. The placental protein syncytin-1 impairs antiviral responses and

exaggerates inflammatory responses to influenza. PLoS ONE 2015, 10, e0118629. [CrossRef]
19. Williams, E.J.; Guilleminault, L.; Berthon, B.S.; Eslick, S.; Wright, T.; Karihaloo, C.; Gately, M.; Baines, K.J.; Wood, L.G. Sulforaphane

reduces pro-inflammatory response to palmitic acid in monocytes and adipose tissue macrophages. J. Nutr. Biochem. 2022,
104, 108978. [CrossRef]

20. Eslick, S.; Williams, E.J.; Berthon, B.S.; Wright, T.; Karihaloo, C.; Gately, M.; Wood, L.G. Weight Loss and Short-Chain Fatty Acids
Reduce Systemic Inflammation in Monocytes and Adipose Tissue Macrophages from Obese Subjects. Nutrients 2022, 14, 765.
[CrossRef]

21. Hosseini, B.; Berthon, B.S.; Starkey, M.R.; Collison, A.; McLoughlin, R.F.; Williams, E.J.; Nichol, K.; Wark, P.A.; Jensen, M.E.;
Da Silva Sena, C.R.; et al. Children with Asthma Have Impaired Innate Immunity and Increased Numbers of Type 2 Innate
Lymphoid Cells Compared with Healthy Controls. Front. Immunol. 2021, 12, 664668. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

22. Hosseini, B.; Berthon, B.S.; Jensen, M.E.; McLoughlin, R.F.; Wark, P.A.B.; Nichol, K.; Williams, E.J.; Baines, K.J.; Collison, A.;
Starkey, M.R.; et al. The Effects of Increasing Fruit and Vegetable Intake in Children with Asthma on the Modulation of Innate
Immune Responses. Nutrients 2022, 14, 3087. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

23. Rawle, F.C.; Mitchell, E.B.; Platts-Mills, T.A. T cell responses to the major allergen from the house dust mite Dermatophagoides
pteronyssinus, Antigen P1: Comparison of patients with asthma, atopic dermatitis, and perennial rhinitis. J. Immunol. 1984, 133,
195–201. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

24. Graham, M.B.; Braciale, V.L.; Braciale, T.J. Influenza virus-specific CD4+ T helper type 2 T lymphocytes do not promote recovery
from experimental virus infection. J. Exp. Med. 1994, 180, 1273–1282. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

25. Moran, T.M.; Park, H.; Fernandez-Sesma, A.; Schulman, J.L. Th2 responses to inactivated influenza virus can Be converted to Th1
responses and facilitate recovery from heterosubtypic virus infection. J. Infect. Dis. 1999, 180, 579–585. [CrossRef]

26. Kankkunen, P.; Teirilä, L.; Rintahaka, J.; Alenius, H.; Wolff, H.; Matikainen, S. (1,3)-beta-glucans activate both dectin-1 and NLRP3
inflammasome in human macrophages. J. Immunol. 2010, 184, 6335–6342. [CrossRef]

27. Liu, Y.; Zhang, L.; Zhu, X.; Wang, Y.; Liu, W.; Gong, W. Polysaccharide Agaricus blazei Murill stimulates myeloid derived
suppressor cell differentiation from M2 to M1 type, which mediates inhibition of tumour immune-evasion via the Toll-like
receptor 2 pathway. Immunology 2015, 146, 379–391. [CrossRef]

28. Lagunas-Rangel, F.A.; Chávez-Valencia, V. High IL-6/IFN-γ ratio could be associated with severe disease in COVID-19 patients.
J. Med. Virol. 2020, 92, 1789–1790. [CrossRef]

29. Bernardshaw, S.; Hetland, G.; Ellertsen, L.K.; Tryggestad, A.M.; Johnson, E. An extract of the medicinal mushroom Agaricus blazei
Murill differentially stimulates production of pro-inflammatory cytokines in human monocytes and human vein endothelial cells
in vitro. Inflammation 2005, 29, 147–153. [CrossRef]

30. Sorimachi, K.; Akimoto, K.; Ikehara, Y.; Inafuku, K.; Okubo, A.; Yamazaki, S. Secretion of TNF-alpha, IL-8 and nitric oxide by
macrophages activated with Agaricus blazei Murill fractions in vitro. Cell Struct. Funct. 2001, 26, 103–108. [CrossRef]

31. Johnson, E.; Førland, D.T.; Saetre, L.; Bernardshaw, S.V.; Lyberg, T.; Hetland, G. Effect of an extract based on the medicinal
mushroom Agaricus blazei murill on release of cytokines, chemokines and leukocyte growth factors in human blood ex vivo and
in vivo. Scand. J. Immunol. 2009, 69, 242–250. [CrossRef]

32. Diling, C.; Xin, Y.; Chaoqun, Z.; Jian, Y.; Xiaocui, T.; Jun, C.; Ou, S.; Yizhen, X. Extracts from Hericium erinaceus relieve inflammatory
bowel disease by regulating immunity and gut microbiota. Oncotarget 2017, 8, 85838–85857. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

33. Lu, Y.C.; Yeh, W.C.; Ohashi, P.S. LPS/TLR4 signal transduction pathway. Cytokine 2008, 42, 145–151. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
34. Chung, H.Y.; Kim, D.H.; Lee, E.K.; Chung, K.W.; Chung, S.; Lee, B.; Seo, A.Y.; Chung, J.H.; Jung, Y.S.; Im, E.; et al. Redefining

Chronic Inflammation in Aging and Age-Related Diseases: Proposal of the Senoinflammation Concept. Aging Dis. 2019, 10,
367–382. [CrossRef]

35. Chung, K.W.; Lee, E.K.; Kim, D.H.; An, H.J.; Kim, N.D.; Im, D.S.; Lee, J.; Yu, B.P.; Chung, H.Y. Age-related sensitivity to
endotoxin-induced liver inflammation: Implication of inflammasome/IL-1β for steatohepatitis. Aging Cell 2015, 14, 524–533.
[CrossRef]

36. Therkelsen, S.P.; Hetland, G.; Lyberg, T.; Lygren, I.; Johnson, E. Cytokine Levels After Consumption of a Medicinal Agaricus
blazei Murill-Based Mushroom Extract, AndoSan(™), in Patients with Crohn’s Disease and Ulcerative Colitis in a Randomized
Single-Blinded Placebo-Controlled Study. Scand. J. Immunol. 2016, 84, 323–331. [CrossRef]

37. Mahmood, F.; Hetland, G.; Nentwich, I.; Mirlashari, M.R.; Ghiasvand, R.; Nissen-Meyer, L.S.H. Agaricus blazei-Based Mushroom
Extract Supplementation to Birch Allergic Blood Donors: A Randomized Clinical Trial. Nutrients 2019, 11, 2339. [CrossRef]
[PubMed]

https://doi.org/10.1513/pats.200508-081JS
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16322596
https://doi.org/10.1038/nri3665
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24762827
https://doi.org/10.3389/fimmu.2021.800020
https://doi.org/10.1038/emm.2013.97
https://doi.org/10.3389/falgy.2021.662378
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0118629
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jnutbio.2022.108978
https://doi.org/10.3390/nu14040765
https://doi.org/10.3389/fimmu.2021.664668
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/34220812
https://doi.org/10.3390/nu14153087
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/35956264
https://doi.org/10.4049/jimmunol.133.1.195
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/6609976
https://doi.org/10.1084/jem.180.4.1273
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/7931062
https://doi.org/10.1086/314952
https://doi.org/10.4049/jimmunol.0903019
https://doi.org/10.1111/imm.12508
https://doi.org/10.1002/jmv.25900
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10753-006-9010-2
https://doi.org/10.1247/csf.26.103
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-3083.2008.02218.x
https://doi.org/10.18632/oncotarget.20689
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29156761
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cyto.2008.01.006
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18304834
https://doi.org/10.14336/AD.2018.0324
https://doi.org/10.1111/acel.12305
https://doi.org/10.1111/sji.12476
https://doi.org/10.3390/nu11102339
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/31581605


Nutrients 2023, 15, 2227 13 of 13

38. Choi, J.P.; Kim, Y.M.; Choi, H.I.; Choi, S.J.; Park, H.T.; Lee, W.H.; Gho, Y.S.; Jee, Y.K.; Jeon, S.G.; Kim, Y.K. An important role of
tumor necrosis factor receptor-2 on natural killer T cells on the development of dsRNA-enhanced Th2 cell response to inhaled
allergens. Allergy 2014, 69, 186–198. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

39. Choi, J.P.; Lee, S.M.; Choi, H.I.; Kim, M.H.; Jeon, S.G.; Jang, M.H.; Jee, Y.K.; Yang, S.; Cho, Y.J.; Kim, Y.K. House Dust Mite-Derived
Chitin Enhances Th2 Cell Response to Inhaled Allergens, Mainly via a TNF-α-Dependent Pathway. Allergy Asthma Immunol. Res.
2016, 8, 362–374. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Disclaimer/Publisher’s Note: The statements, opinions and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual
author(s) and contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury to
people or property resulting from any ideas, methods, instructions or products referred to in the content.

https://doi.org/10.1111/all.12301
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24191851
https://doi.org/10.4168/aair.2016.8.4.362
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27126730

	Introduction 
	Materials and Methods 
	Study Design and Population 
	Blood Processing and Peripheral Blood Mononuclear Cell Isolation 
	In Vitro Cell Culture of Peripheral Blood Mononuclear Cells 
	LEGENDplexTM Assay 
	Statistical Analysis 

	Results 
	Subject Characteristics 
	Dose–Response Relationships between Mushroom Extract Concentration and Inflammatory Mediator Release across Models of Stimulation 
	Mushroom Extracts Reduce Type I and II IFN, While Increasing Pro-Inflammatory Mediator Release to Rhinovirus and Influenza Stimulation 
	Interleukin-1 Is Decreased with Mushroom Extracts from Trametes versicolor in the Presence of Lipopolysaccharide 
	Type 2 Cytokines Induced by House Dust Mite Are Suppressed by Treatment with Mushroom Extracts 

	Discussion 
	Conclusions 
	References

