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Abstract
Background: Donor cell engraftment is critical for the success of allogeneic bone marrow transplants. Graft failure is a
result of donor cells either failing to engraft initially or being eliminated at later time points. Donor cell engraftment is
facilitated by donor T cells, which eliminate residual host hemato-lymphoid effector cells such as NK cells and T cells.
Methods: We aimed to explore the role of host hematopoietic cell derived IL-12 on donor cell engraftment in a
murine model of BMT. We established radiation chimeras by transplanting C57BL6/J (B6) mice with BM from either
congenic B6 mice or IL-12p40 KO mice. These WT → WT or IL-12 KO → WT chimeras then underwent a secondary
transplant with allogeneic (FVB) BM. Survival, engraftment, donor T cell expansion, cytokine production by donor T cells,
as well as expression of stimulatory markers on donor T cells was analyzed.
Results: Mice whose residual host hematopoietic cells were capable of producing IL-12 had modestly higher survival,
higher donor T cell engraftment, and significantly higher donor erythroid engraftment. We have also found that an
increased number of donor T cells in IL-12 KO → WT chimeras have a regulatory phenotype, expressing FoxP3, producing
lower levels of TNF-α, higher levels of IL-10, and expressing higher levels of ICOS as well as PD-1 on CD4+ T cells.
Conclusions: To our knowledge, this is the first report of a beneficial role of IL-12 production by host cells in the context
of bone marrow engraftment in a murine model of BMT. These findings support the clinical use of exogenous IL-12 for
use in settings where graft failure is of concern.
Keywords: Interleukin-12, Engraftment, Transplantation, T-cells

Background
Donor hematopoietic cell engraftment is the cornerstone
of all successful allogeneic bone marrow transplantation
(BMT). Allograft rejection occurs when donor cells fail
to engraft initially, or when there is a loss of donor cells
at a later time point following initial engraftment. While
the overall frequency of graft failure in BMT is less than
5%, graft failure is still a major concern when the source
of the allograft is a T cell depleted (TCD) human
leukocyte antigen (HLA) – haploidentical donor, in cord
blood transplants [1], in BM grafts from unrelated
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donors [2], or in patients where non-myeloablative conditioning is used. LeBlanc et al. examined patients with
various hematological malignancies or solid tumors that
had received non-myeloablative conditioning or a higherintensity conditioning regimen followed by a hematopoietic
stem cell transplant (HSCT) from either HLA-identical
siblings or unrelated donors [3]. It was found that 6/24
patients receiving non-myeloablative conditioning experienced graft failure, compared with 1/34 patients in
the higher intensity conditioned group [3].
The addition of donor T cells to the BM graft has been
shown to facilitate engraftment in animal models [4,5].
The current model for hematopoietic cell engraftment in
allogeneic BMT is that host dendritic cells (DC) activate
donor T cells, which then promote engraftment by eliminating radio-resistant cytotoxic host immune cells, especially
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natural killer (NK) cells and host T-cells. Host DC have also
been shown to initiate graft-versus-host disease (GvHD),
and inactivation of host DC can prevent GvHD [6]. The
interplay between residual host DC and T cells represents a
delicate balance between engraftment and GvHD.
We have recently shown that tumor-bearing mice receiving BM grafts which were depleted of myeloid DC (mDC)
had enhanced survival and donor T-cell expansion compared with mice receiving unmanipulated BM grafts, which
contained both mDC and plasmacytoid DC (pDC) [7].
Using interleukin-12 knockout (IL-12p40 KO) mice as BM
donors, it was found that the increased survival in mice receiving mDC depleted grafts was dependent on the production of IL-12p40 by donor pDC [7]. IL-12 is produced
by DCs that can drive the development of donor type 1
helper T-cells (TH1) and type 1 cytotoxic T-cells (Tc1). It
has also been shown that administration of exogenous
IL-12 in a mouse model of BMT can reduce GvHD while
preserving the graft-versus-leukemia effect (GvL) [8].
While the role of IL-12 has been extensively studied in
the context of GvL and GvHD, the role of IL-12 in graft
failure has yet to be fully examined. Administration of
exogenous IL-12 can protect the bone marrow from the
effects of lethal irradiation, at the expense of sensitizing
the intestinal tract [9]. Administration of exogenous IL12 at certain doses has also been shown to facilitate
hematopoietic engraftment following lethal irradiation
[10]. We aimed to explore the role of IL-12 produced by
residual host hematopoietic cells in donor cell engraftment. As IL-12 can be produced by non-hematopoietic
cells, including keratinocytes, osteoblasts, epithelial cells,
and endothelial cells, we established radiation chimeras
in C57BL6/J (B6) mice in which only hematopoietic cells
lacked the ability to produce IL-12p40 [11,12]. After
confirmation of donor hematopoietic chimerism, mice
received lethal irradiation followed by an allogeneic
BMT (FVB or B10.BR → B6 model). Survival, engraftment,
donor T cell expansion (using luciferase positive T-cells),
and cytokine production were examined. It was found that
murine recipients that lacked production of IL-12p40 by
host hematopoietic cells had lower survival, a lower level
of donor hematopoietic engraftment, a reduced percentage
TH1 cytokine producing donor T cells, and an increased
percentage of regulatory T cells in the spleen. This is the
first report that host-derived IL-12 plays a significant role
in engraftment and has implications for the use of IL-12
in transplant settings where graft failure is of concern.

Results
Host-hematopoietic-derived IL-12 enhances survival
after BMT

In order to examine the role of host-immune cell derived IL-12, radiation chimeras were established in order
to create mice that lacked IL-12 in the hematopoietic
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compartment only. One day prior to transplant, congenic B6 mice were lethally irradiated with 11 Gy total
body irradiation (TBI) and transplanted i.v. with 5 × 106
BM cells from B6 or IL-12p40 KO mice. A minimum of
50 days after transplant, donor chimerism of total nucleated cells in the blood of both B6 and IL-12 KO radiation
chimeras was confirmed by flow cytometric analysis using
congenic markers (CD45.1, CD45.2, CD90.1, CD90.2)
(Figure 1A,B, representative data). Chimerism was found
to be greater than 95% in all radiation chimeras.
Radiation chimeras underwent a secondary transplant
following irradiation with 9 Gy TBI one day prior to
transplant. In B6 radiation chimeras, radioresistant hosthematopoietic cells would be capable of producing IL-12
following irradiation and transplant, along with donor
hematopoietic cells. In IL-12 KO radiation chimeras only
the donor-derived hematopoietic cells would produce
IL-12, as residual host hematopoietic cells were of IL-12
KO origin.
One day after the second irradiation course, chimeras
were transplanted i.v. with 5 × 106 TCD BM cells from
FVB donors along with 3 × 105 luciferase positive (luc+)
FVB T-cells. Control transplant mice (syngeneic) were
FVB mice transplanted i.v. with 5 × 106 TCD BM cells
from FVB donors along with 3 × 105 luc + FVB T-cells.
Survival of mice was monitored daily. Weight loss and
clinical GvHD scores were monitored twice weekly
after transplant, as described by Cooke et al. [13]. IL-12
KO → WT mice had a median survival of 65 days posttransplant (41% survival at day 105 post-transplant), which
was lower compared with WT → WT mice (median
survival day undefined, 75% survival at day 105 posttransplant), though not significant (p = 0.24) (Figure 1C).
All syngeneic-transplanted mice survived to day 105.
Percent weight loss from initial starting weight and
GvHD scores were similar between WT → WT and IL-12
KO → WT radiation chimeras (Figure 1D,E,F). Control
transplanted mice did not experience weight loss after
transplant (Figure 1D).
Host-hematopoietic-derived IL-12 enhances donor T-cell
engraftment after BMT

Next we determined the effect of host hematopoietic
derived IL-12 on the engraftment of leukocytes, red
blood cells, and platelets. On day 30 post-transplant, we
measured the red blood cell (RBC) count, white blood
cell (WBC) count, platelet number, and hemoglobin
levels in the blood of recipient mice. Recipient mice in
which host immune cells were capable of producing
IL-12 had significantly higher erythroid engraftment as
seen by significantly higher RBC counts and hemoglobin
levels (Figure 2A,B respectively). WBC counts in the
blood of recipients previously engrafted with WT BM
were slightly higher, though not significant (Figure 2C).
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Figure 1 Host-derived IL-12 enhances survival following BMT Radiation chimeras were established by lethally irradiating (11 Gy) B6
Pepboy (C57BL6/J congenic, CD45.1) mice followed by transplant with 5 × 106 BM Cells from either B6 (or BA – B6 congenic) or IL-12-p40
KO (B6 background) mice. Chimerism was confirmed a minimum of 50 days post-transplant by flow-cytometric analysis of congenic markers on
total nucleated cells (CD45.1, CD45.2) for both B6 (A) and IL-12p40 KO (B) chimeras. Flow plots are data from one representative mouse per group.
Chimeric mice were then conditioned with 9 Gy irradiation and transplanted with 5 × 106 FVB TCD BM cells along with 3 × 105 MACS-purified
luc + FVB T-cells. A syngeneic transplant was also performed using non-radiation chimera FVB mice as recipients. Survival (C), percent weight
loss from initial starting weight (D), and combined GvHD scores (E) were monitored after transplant. Data shown is combined from 3 independent
experiments of 4–5 mice per group (WT and IL-12p40 KO) or 3 mice per group (syngeneic).

Platelet counts were not significantly different among
groups (Figure 2D). We also measured the percentage of
T cells of donor (FVB) origin as a percentage of total

T cells. Radiation chimeras previously engrafted with
WT BM had a higher percentage of donor T cells
(37.87 ± 13.25) on day 30 post-transplant compared
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Figure 2 Host-derived IL-12 enhances erythroid and T-cell engraftment 30 days post-transplant. Radiation chimeras (B6 or BA and IL-12p40 KO)
were conditioned with 9 Gy irradiation and transplanted with 5 × 106 FVB TCD BM cells along with 3 × 105 MACS-purified luc + FVB T-cells. A syngeneic transplant was also performed using non-radiation chimera FVB mice as recipients. The levels of red blood cells (RBC) (A), hemoglobin (B), white
blood cells (WBC) (C), and platelets (D) were measured in the blood 30 days post-transplant. The percentage of cells of donor–origin (FVB) in the T-cell
compartment on day 30 post-transplant was determined by flow-cytometric analysis of congenic markers (CD45.1, CD45.2, CD90.1, CD90.2)
after gating on CD3+ cells (E). The percentage of mice in each group (WT or IL-12p40 KO) that exhibited greater than 50% FVB T-cell chimerism are
shown in (F). **, p < 0.01 comparing RBC of WT vs. IL-12p40 KO at day 30; *, p < 0.05 comparing Hemoglobin of WT vs. IL-12p40 KO at day 30.
Data shown is combined from 2 independent experiments of 4 mice per group (WT and IL-12p40 KO) or 3 mice per group (syngeneic).

with IL-12 KO → WT chimeras (23.69 ± 10.98) (Figure 2E).
Standard deviation in Figure 2E is very high in both
groups, as most mice had engrafted primarily with FVB
(80% or higher donor T cells of FVB origin), or had failed
to engraft (lower than 40% donor T cells of FVB origin).
On day 30 post-transplant, 40% of WT → WT chimeras
had greater than 50% donor T cell engraftment, while only
10% of IL-12 KO → WT chimeras had greater than 50%

donor T cell engraftment (Figure 2F). Mice that had failed
to engraft died. Among surviving mice on day 60 posttransplant, 50% of WT → WT chimeras had greater than
50% donor T cell engraftment, compared with 40% of
IL-12 KO → WT chimeras (Figure 2F).
Since the radiation chimeras were transplanted with
FVB TCD BM and luciferase-positive FVB T-cells, donor
T-cell engraftment could be tracked using in vivo
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bioluminescent imaging at multiple time points posttransplant. Mice were imaged every week beginning at
7 days post-transplant and continuing until 42 days
post-transplant. Representative imaging data from one
experiment is shown in Figure 3A. A greater percentage
of the WT → WT radiation chimeras had donor T cell
bioluminescent signals, and the signals were of greater
intensity, than that of IL-12 KO → WT radiation chimeras (Figure 3A). At day 42, only one IL-12 KO → WT
radiation chimera had a strong bioluminescent signal, and
the signal from donor T cells in 2/4 IL-12 KO → WT chimeras was not detectable. The strength of the signal from
each mouse in photons/second was quantified. WT →
WT chimeras had a higher average signal overall compared with IL-12 KO → WT chimeras (Figure 3B). The
signal from WT → WT radiation chimeras was significantly higher on D14 post transplant (p < 0.05), as well
as slightly higher on days 28 and 35 post-transplant (p =
0.092 and p = 0.098, respectively) (Figure 3B). T cells in
WT → WT mice had a bioluminescent signal strength
similar to or even higher than that of FVB mice receiving
a syngeneic transplant.
The absence of host-hematopoietic-derived IL-12 drives
donor CD4+ T-cells towards a tolerogenic phenotype

While survival and donor-T cell engraftment was higher
among WT radiation chimeras compared with IL-12 KO
radiation chimeras, we next aimed to determine whether
the phenotype of engrafted T cells was different between
groups. On day 10 post-transplant, percentages of T cells
expressing FoxP3, producing Tumor necrosis factor-α
(TNF-α) or interleukin-10 (IL-10), and expressing induced costimulator (ICOS) or Programmed Death-1
(PD-1) were determined. IL-12 KO → WT chimeras had
a higher percentage of donor CD4 T cells expressing the
regulatory T cell marker FoxP3, as determined by intracellular staining for FoxP3 (p < 0.05, Figure 4C). Representative flow plots for WT → WT and IL-12 KO → WT
radiation chimeras are shown in Figure 4A,B, respectively.
The ability of host hematopoietic cells to secrete IL-12p40
also had an impact on the percentage of donor CD4
T cells that produce IL-10 and TNF-α. A greater percentage of donor CD4+ T cells from WT chimeras produced
TNF-α compared with IL-12 KO chimeras (p < 0.01,
Figure 4D), while a slightly higher percentage of CD4+ T
cells from IL-12 KO chimeras produced IL-10 compared
with WT chimeras (p = ns, Figure 4E).
Signaling through ICOS has been shown to contribute
to BM graft rejection and GvHD [14]. We measured
ICOS expression in WT and IL-12 KO chimeras on
donor CD4 and CD8 T cells 10 days post-transplant.
IL-12 KO chimeras (gray dashed line) had higher expression of ICOS on CD4+, but not CD8+ T cells compared
with WT chimeras (black solid line) (representative
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histograms, Figure 5A – CD4, 5B – CD8). Isotype control staining is indicated by a gray dotted line. The percentage of CD4+ T cells expressing ICOS was higher in
IL-12 KO chimeras (p < 0.01, Figure 5C), as well as the
median fluorescence intensity of the signal (p < 0.05,
Figure 5D), compared with WT chimeras.
The PD-1/Programmed Death Ligand 1 (PDL1) pathway
is critical for inducing peripheral deletional tolerance of
anti-donor CD8 T cells in BMT [15]. We analyzed the expression of PD-1 on CD4+ and CD8+ T-cells on day 10
post-transplant. Surprisingly, the level of PD-1 on the
surface of CD8+ T cells was similar between WT (solid
black line) and IL-12 KO chimeras (gray dashed line)
(Isotype control, gray dotted line) (Figure 5F). CD4+ T cells
in IL-12 KO → WT chimeras, however, had higher PD-1
expression (Figure 5E). The percentage of CD4+ T cells
expressing PD-1 was significantly higher in IL-12 KO →
WT chimeras (p < 0.05, Figure 5G), and the MFI was
slightly higher (Figure 5H), compared with WT → WT
chimeras. The percentages of CD8 T cells expressing
PD-1 and the MFI of the PD-1 signal were not different
comparing donor cells in WT → WT vs. IL-12 KO → WT
chimeras (Figure 5G,H).

Discussion
The role of host-derived IL-12 in engraftment has not
been examined previously. IL-12 promotes the maintenance of T-helper-type 1 (TH1) cells that are necessary for elimination of residual host hematopoietic cells
in the process of engraftment. While increased TH1
polarization might be thought to increase GvHD, administration of exogenous IL-12 has also previously been shown
to prevent GvHD while preserving GvL effects [8,16-18].
Proper engraftment is a paramount concern in clinical settings such as when the donor is HLA-haploidentical to
the recipient, in cord blood transplants, and in patients
where non-myeloablative conditioning is used. Engraftment is also a challenge in treatment of sickle cell anemia
with HSCT, due to prior host immunity resulting from
numerous blood transfusions in the patient’s history.
While IL-12 has been examined as a therapeutic agent
in reducing the severity of GvHD, we propose that these
findings could be translatable to promoting engraftment
in settings where graft failure is of concern.
In order to achieve stable engraftment in the presence
of cytotoxic host cells not eliminated by irradiation, it is
thought that host DCs directly activate donor T cells,
which then eliminate the remaining cytotoxic host cells.
Wang et al. showed that host DC can activate donor
CD4+ T cells, which in turn activate donor APC [14].
These donor APCs are then capable of cross presenting
minor histocompatibility antigens (miHA) in an MHCmatched, miHA-mismatched, model to donor CD8+ T cells
[14]. Production of IL-12 by DCs promotes maintenance of
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Figure 3 Donor T cell engraftment is increased and occurs more rapidly in mice producing host immune-derived IL-12. Radiation
chimeras (B6 or BA and IL-12p40 KO) were conditioned with 9 Gy irradiation and transplanted with 5 × 106 FVB TCD BM cells along with 3 × 105
MACS-purified luc + FVB T-cells. A syngeneic transplant was also performed using non-radiation chimera FVB mice as recipients. (A) In-vivo
bioluminescent images of mice were taken weekly beginning 7 days post transplant and ending 42 days post transplant. The color bar represents
the scale used for the pseudocolor image. Images are representative from one of two independent experiments of 4–5 mice per group (3 mice
per group, syngeneic). (B) Total signal in the region of interest (ROI) (photons/sec) was determined for the whole-body on days 7, 13, 21, 28, 35,
and 42 post-transplant. ROI data has been log transformed, however statistical analyses were completed on raw data. Data are combined from two
independent experiments of 4–5 mice per group (3 mice per group, syngeneic); *, p < 0.05 comparing WT vs. IL-12p40 KO on day 14 post-transplant;
p = 0.092 and p = 0.098 comparing WT vs. IL-12p40 KO on days 28 and 35 post transplant, respectively.
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Figure 4 Host immune-derived IL-12 drives donor-T cells towards a Th1 phenotype. Radiation chimeras (B6 or BA and IL-12p40 KO) were
conditioned with 9 Gy irradiation and transplanted with 5 × 106 BA.B10 TCD BM cells and 3 × 105 MACS-purified B10.BR T-cells. Recipient splenocytes
were prepared 10 days post transplant and analyzed via flow-cytometry for the percentages of regulatory T cells as well as TNF-α and IL-10
producing donor T-cells. Donor-T cells were gated on using congenic markers (CD45.1, CD45.2, CD90.1) and CD3. Regulatory T cells were defined as T cells
expressing both CD4 and FoxP3. Representative flow plots for B6 (A) and IL-12p40 KO (B) radiation chimeras are shown. Percentages of FoxP3+ T cells in
the CD4 T cell compartment are shown in (C); *, p < 0.05 comparing WT vs. IL-12p40 KO. Data shown are from two independent experiments of 4–5 mice
per group. Percentages TNF-α and IL-10 producing CD4+ donor-T cells are shown in (D) and (E), respectively. IL-10 data are representative
from one of two independent experiments with 4–5 mice per group using pre-transplant irradiation of 9 Gy or 10 Gy (9 Gy is shown). TNF-α
data is combined from two independent experiments with 4–5 mice per group. **, p < 0.01 comparing WT vs. IL-12p40 KO.

T cells in a TH1 phenotype after commitment to a TH1
lineage by T-bet and subsequent upregulation of the
IL-12β2 subunit of the IL-12 receptor on T cells [19,20].
Since IL-12 producing APCs are somewhat resistant to
radiation, we hypothesized that the production of IL-12
by residual host APCs would aid in the process of
engraftment by promoting TH1 immunity while not increasing GvHD severity. Radiation chimeras were established where all cells (host and donor) were capable of
producing IL-12 (WT → WT chimeras), as well as chimeras in which only the host hematopoietic cells were
incapable of IL-12 production (IL-12 KO → WT chimeras). A dose of 9 Gy was chosen for the second BMT
using radiation chimeras as recipients, as this is generally the highest tolerated dose for a second transplant.
Our results show that mice whose host hematopoietic
cells were capable of IL-12 production had increased
survival without higher levels of GvHD or increased

weight loss. Donor T cell engraftment in mice whose
residual host-hematopoietic cells lacked the ability to
produce IL-12 was reduced compared with WT → WT
mice, as seen by both flow cytometric analysis of chimerism, as well as in in vivo bioluminescent images of mice
engrafted with luc + donor T cells (Figure 2E,F, Figure 3).
WT → WT chimeras had a higher percentage of donor
CD4+ T cells producing TNF-α and a lower percentage of
CD4+ T cells producing IL-10 on day 10 following transplant compared IL-12 KO → WT chimeras (Figure 4D,E).
This suggests that host derived IL-12 is promoting the
maintenance of donor T cells of a TH1 phenotype. These
host cells can prime donor CD8+ T cells to eliminate
cytotoxic host effectors that prevent engraftment.
WT → WT chimeras also had a lower percentage of
donor CD4+ T cells expressing the T-reg associated transcription factor FoxP3+ compared with IL-12 KO → WT
chimeras (Figure 4A-C). If a large percentage of donor
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(See figure on previous page.)
Figure 5 Host immune-derived IL-12 limits ICOS and PD1 expression by CD4+ donor T cells. Radiation chimeras (B6 or BA and IL-12p40 KO)
were conditioned with 9 Gy irradiation and transplanted with 5 × 106 BA.B10 TCD BM cells and 3 × 105 MACS-purified B10.BR T-cells. Recipient
splenocytes were harvested 10 days post transplant and analyzed via flow-cytometry. Donor T cells were gated on using congenic markers
(CD45.1, CD45.2, CD90.1) as well as CD3, and were then further differentiated using CD4 and CD8. Representative histograms are shown for
ICOS expression in CD4+ (A) and CD8+ (B) donor T-cells and PD1 expression in CD4+ (E) and CD8 + (F) donor T-cells (Isotype – fine dotted
line, WT – black solid line, IL-12p40 KO – gray dashed line). ICOS and PD-1 expression by CD4+ and CD8+ donor T cells was analyzed; Percentages of
donor T-cells expression ICOS (C) and PD1 (G) are shown as well as the median fluorescence intensity (MFI) of the signal for ICOS (D) and PD1 (H). **,
p < 0.01 comparing percentages of ICOS + CD4+ donor T-cells in WT vs. IL-12p40 KO; *, p < 0.05 comparing MFI of ICOS signal in CD4+ donor T-cells
in WT vs. IL-12p40 KO; *, p < 0.05 comparing percentages of PD1+ CD4+ donor T-cells in WT vs. IL-12p40 KO. Data shown for ICOS are representative
from one of two independent experiments with 4 mice per group using pre-transplant irradiation of 9 Gy or 10 Gy (9 Gy is shown). Data shown for
PD1 are combined from two independent experiments of 4 mice per group.

CD4+ T cells are of a regulatory phenotype, they are
unable to prime donor CD8+ T cells to eliminate cytotoxic
host cells. We also found that ICOS was present in higher
levels on CD4+ and CD8+ T cells in mice whose hosthematopoietic cells were incapable of producing IL-12.
ICOS is a CD28 superfamily member whose expression is induced on CD4+ and CD8+ T cells following T
cell activation [21]. ICOS on T cells binds ICOS ligand
(ICOSL), which is upregulated on APCs activated by
TNF-α or TLR triggering by LPS [22,23]. ICOS binding
with ICOSL can stimulate IL-10 production by T cells
[21]. Taylor and Blazar found that ICOS blockade (via
either ICOS KO mice or ICOS monoclonal antibodies)
led to higher engraftment rates in mice receiving TCD
BM following non-myeloablative irradiation (5.5 Gy). Our
data coincides with these findings, as mice whose hosthematopoietic cells did not produce IL-12 had lower
engraftment, and higher levels of ICOS on CD4+ and
CD8+ T cells (Figure 5A-D).
We also found higher percentages of PD-1+ CD4+ T cells
in mice lacking the capacity to produce IL-12 by host
immune cells (Figure 5G). PD-1 is also a member of the
CD28 superfamily and is expressed by activated T cells
[24-26]. PD-1 binds to PDL1, which is expressed on all
hematopoietic and many non-hematopoietic cells, and PD
Ligand 2 (PDL2), which is found on DCs and macrophages
[27-30]. PD-1 binding with ligands leads to negative regulation of activated T cells. The PD-1/PDL1 pathway is known
to induce deletional tolerance of alloreactive CD8+ but not
CD4+ T cells in BMT [15]. While we did not see a difference in the PD-1 expression of CD8+ T cells, there were
differences among CD4+ T cells. We speculate that the
higher percentages of PD-1+ CD4+ T cells in IL-12 KO
chimeric recipients could lead to generation of DC with
enhanced immunosuppressive properties [31,32].
It is important to note that the IL-12 KO mice used
in this study are IL-12p40 KO, resulting in recipient
mice deficient in both IL-12 and IL-23 in the hosthematopoietic compartment. IL-23 is produced by activated DCs and macrophages upon pathogen recognition
receptor activation and can stimulate the proliferation of
human and mouse activated and memory T cells, but

not naïve T cells in vitro as well as induce IFN-γ production by T cells [33]. IL-23 is also distinct from IL-12 in
that it promotes the maintenance of TH17 cells [34].
IL-23 is also produced by APCs following BMT, subsequently inducing IL-22 expression, which has been
shown to limit intestinal and liver GvHD pathology [35].
Interpretation of results must account for the potential
role of IL-23 in this system, along with the consideration
that while the host is lacking both IL-12 and IL-23,
donor hematopoietic cells are capable of producing
both cytokines. The absence of IL-12 and IL-23 in the
host hematopoietic compartment may lead to reciprocal changes in other cytokine and signaling pathways
[36,37]. Notably, we have previously shown that the
percentages of donor T-cells producing IL-17 were
increased in spleens from recipients transplanted with
IL-12p40 KO BM, compared with WT BM, 10 days
post-transplant [7].

Conclusions
Our results demonstrate that IL-12 production by residual host cells following irradiation and transplant is a
critical factor contributing to successful engraftment.
Mice whose host hemato-lymphoid cells lacked the capacity to produce IL-12 had reduced donor T cell engraftment, lower levels of erythroid engraftment, reduced
TNF-α production by donor T cells, higher percentages
of FoxP3+ CD4+ T cells, and higher expression of ICOS
and PD-1 on CD4+ T cells after transplantation. Administration of exogenous IL-12 has been examined by
many groups as an anti-tumor therapy, as well as a
therapy for alleviating GvHD, and these results support
the potential clinical application of IL-12 as a therapy
to promote engraftment.
Materials and methods
Mice

FVB/NJ (FVB, H-2Kq, CD45.1, CD90.1), C57BL6/J (B6,
H-2Kb, CD45.2, CD90.2), B10.BR (H-2Kk, CD45.2, CD90.2,
congenic B6 Pepboy (B6.SJL-PtprcaPep3b/BoyJ, H-2Kb,
CD45.1, CD90.2), and IL-12p40 KO (B6.129S1-Il12btm1Jm/J,
H-2Kb, CD45.2, CD90.2) mice were purchased from The
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Jackson Laboratory (Bar Harbor, ME). Congenic strains
expressing CD90.1 and CD45.2 on a B6 (H-2Kb) background (BA), and CD90.1, CD45.2 on a B10.BR (H-2Kk)
background (BA.B10) were backcrossed 10 generations
to the parental strain and bred at Emory University
Animal Care Facility (Atlanta, GA, USA). The luc +
transgenic mice (FVB-L2G85) on the FVB background
were a gift from Dr. Robert Negrin (Stanford University)
[38]. All transplant recipients were monitored daily for
survival. According to the Institutional Animal Care and
Use Committee (IACUC) protocol, moribund mice, mice
with greater than 25% weight loss, and mice surviving
until the end of the experiment, were euthanized and considered to have died on the day following euthanasia for
analysis of post transplant survival. Mice were scored for
clinical signs of GvHD by weight loss, posture, activity, fur
texture, and skin integrity twice weekly for the first 30 days
post transplant, and once weekly thereafter, using a GvHD
scoring system described by Cooke et al. [13]. Procedures
conformed to the National Institutes of Health (NIH,
Bethesda, MD) animal care guidelines and were approved
by the Emory University IACUC.
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4.5 Gy given 3 hours apart [39]. On day 0, mice were
injected i.v. with 5 × 106 T-cell depleted (TCD) BM cells
from FVB donors (H-2Kq CD45.1, CD90.1) along with 3 ×
105 MACS-purified T-cells from luc + FVB donors. FVB
mice that had not undergone an initial radiation chimera
transplant were used as syngeneic control mice, and received a transplant identical to the radiation-chimera
mice. Secondary transplants corresponding to experiments shown in Figures 4 and 5 were done using BA.B10
(H2Kk, CD45.2, CD90.1) bone marrow donors and B10.
BR (H2Kk, CD45.2, CD90.2) T-cell donors. All transplant
recipients were monitored for survival and clinical signs
of GvHD daily. Mice were scored for clinical signs of
GvHD by weight loss, posture, activity, fur texture, and
skin integrity twice weekly for the 30 days, and then
weekly as described by Cooke et al. [13]. According to
IACUC protocol, moribund mice, mice with greater than
25% weight loss, and mice surviving until the end of the
experiment, were euthanized and considered to have died
on the day following euthanasia for analysis of posttransplantation survival.
Flow cytometry

Cell preparation

Donor mice were killed in a humane manner and femurs,
tibias, and spleens were removed ascetically. BM cells and
splenocytes were harvested with sterile phosphate buffered saline (PBS). T cells were purified by incubating splenocytes with a cocktail of biotinylated anti-CD11b, antiB220, anti-DX5, and anti-TER119 antibodies, followed by
anti-biotin microbeads, and negative magnetic activated
cell sorting (MACS) selection using an LS magnetic
column (MACS, Miltenyi Biotec). CD3+ T cells were
depleted from BM cells by incubation of BM with biotinylated CD3 antibodies, followed by anti-biotin microbeads, and negative MACS selection using an LS
magnetic column (MACS, Miltenyi Biotec).
Radiation chimeras

On day-1 prior to transplantation, recipient congenic B6
Pepboy mice (CD45.1) received a total of 11 Gy irradiation,
divided into two doses of 5.5 Gy given 3 hours apart [39].
On day 0, mice were injected i.v. with 5 million BM cells
from WT B6 donors (CD45.2) or IL-12p40 KO donors
(CD45.2). Chimerism was confirmed a minimum of 50 days
post-transplant using flow cytometric analysis of blood
stained with anti-CD3-PE-Cy7, anti-CD19-APC-Cy7, antiCD45.1-PE, anti-CD45.2-FITC, anti-CD90.1-PerCP, and
anti-CD90.2-APC (BD Biosciences, San Diego, CA).

For chimerism analysis, peripheral blood was collected
on days 30, 60 and 100 (+/− 5 days) in tubes containing
20 μl heparin from the tail vein of transplant recipients.
For flow cytometric analysis, red blood cells were lysed
via incubation in an ammonium chloride lysis buffer.
Host- and donor-derived leukocytes and T-cells were
measured by flow cytometry using monoclonal antibodies for specific leukocyte markers expressed on B6,
congenic B6 Pepboy, IL-12p40 KO, FVB, B10.BR, and
BA.B10 strains (anti-mouse CD3-APC, CD45.1-APC-Cy7,
CD45.2-FITC, H2kb-PE; BD Biosciences, San Diego, CA).
Spleen samples were obtained on day 10 post transplant
and intracellular cytokine expression of IFN-γ, TNF-α,
IL-10, and IL-17 by donor CD4+ and CD8+ T-cells was
analyzed by using a Cytofix/Cytoperm Kit (BD Biosciences,
San Diego, CA). Presence of donor regulatory T cells in
the spleen on day 10 post transplant was analyzed by
surface staining using anti-mouse CD3-PE-Cy7, CD90.2APC, H-2Kk-FITC, CD4-Alexa-700 and CD25-APC-Cy7,
followed by intracellular staining of FoxP3-PE (BD
Biosciences, San Diego, CA). All samples were analyzed
on a FACS Canto (Beckton Dickinson, San Jose, CA) and
list mode files were analyzed using FlowJo software (Tree
Star, Inc 2007, Ashland, OR). Cells staining positive for
cytokines and FoxP3 were determined as those exhibiting
a fluorescence signal greater than that of a corresponding
isotype-control antibody (BD-Biosciences).

Secondary transplant

On day-1 prior to transplantation, recipient chimeric
mice (B6/BA or IL-12p40 KO) (CD45.2, CD90.2) received a total of 9 Gy irradiation, divided into two doses of

In vivo bioluminescent imaging

In vivo bioluminescent imaging (BLI) was performed
using a cooled charge-coupled device (CCD) camera
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system (IVIS Imaging System 100, Xenogen, Alameda,
CA, USA). Mice received a subcutaneous injection of
D-luciferin (0.15 mg/g body weight; Firefly luciferin potassium salt, Xenogen, Alameda, CA, USA). Ten minutes
later, mice were placed in the chamber of the CCD camera
system under rodent cocktail (ketamine 20 mg/ml and
xylazine 2.5 mg/ml, 0.1 ml/25 g body weight) anesthesia.
Photographic and luminescent images in the ventral projection were obtained using a 3-minute exposure time. Up
to five mice were imaged simultaneously. On each in vivo
BLI image, a region of interest (ROI) encompassing the
entire mouse was created, and the whole-body signal in
the ROI (photons/sec) was quantified using Living Image
software (Version 3.2, Xenogen, Alameda, CA, USA). The
whole-body bioluminescent signal was used as a marker
of the donor T-cell engraftment.
Statistical analyses

Analyses of data were performed using Prism version 5 for
Mac (GraphPad Software, San Diego, CA, www.graphpad.
com). Data are presented as mean ± standard deviation
(SD) of all evaluable samples. Survival differences between
groups were calculated with the Kaplan-Meier log-rank
test in a pair-wise fashion. Differences in the numbers of
cells present in blood, bioluminescence ROI values, percentages of FoxP3+, cytokine-producing, and PD-1 or
ICOS expressing cells were performed using a two-tailed
unpaired Student’s t-test or a one-way analysis of variance
(ANOVA) followed by a Bonferroni post-test to adjust for
multiple comparisons. P-values of less than 0.05 were
considered significant.
Abbreviations
BM: Bone marrow; BMT: Bone marrow transplant; HSCT: Hematopoietic stem
cell transplantation; HLA: Human leukocyte antigen; TCD: T cell depleted;
TBI: Total body irradiation; GvL: Graft-versus-leukemia; GvHD: Graft-versushost-disease; WT: Wild type; IL-12: Interleukin-12; KO: Knock out; B6: C57BL6/J;
NK: Natural killer; DC: Dendritic cells; pDC: Plasmacytoid dendritic cells;
mDC: Myeloid dendritic cells; MACS: Magnetic activated cell sorting;
FACS: Fluorescence activated cell sorting; luc+: Luciferase-positive; i.v.: Intravenous;
RBC: Red blood cell; WBC: White blood cell; PD-1: Programmed death-1;
PDL1: Programmed death ligand-1; ICOS: Induced costimulator; TH1: T-helpertype-1; ROI: Region of interest; ANOVA: Analysis of variance; SD: Standard
deviation.
Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.
Authors’ contributions
KAD and YW designed and performed experiments, analyzed results and wrote
the manuscript. JML, WACH, and CRG designed and performed experiments.
CH performed experiments. EKW designed experiments, analyzed results and
wrote the manuscript. All authors read and approved the final manuscript.
Author details
1
Department of Hematology and Medical Oncology, Winship Cancer
Institute, Emory University, 1365B Clifton Rd. NE, Room B5119, Atlanta,
GA, USA. 2Leukemia Center, Institute of Hematology and blood Diseases
Hospital, Chinese Academy of Medical Sciences, Peking Union Medical
College, Tianjin, China.

Page 11 of 12

Received: 7 November 2013 Accepted: 12 February 2014
Published: 28 February 2014

References
1. Rocha V, Cornish J, Sievers EL, Filipovich A, Locatelli F, Peters C, Remberger
M, Michel G, Arcese W, Dallorso S, Tiedemann K, Busca A, Chan KW, Kato S,
Ortega J, Vowels M, Zander A, Souillet G, Oakill A, Woolfrey A, Pay AL, Green
A, Garnier F, Ionescu I, Wernet P, Sirchia G, Rubinstein P, Chevret S,
Gluckman E: Comparison of outcomes of unrelated bone marrow and
umbilical cord blood transplants in children with acute leukemia. Blood
2001, 97:2962–2971.
2. Anasetti C, Logan BR, Lee SJ, Waller EK, Weisdorf DJ, Wingard JR, Cutler CS,
Westervelt P, Woolfrey A, Couban S, Ehninger G, Johnston L, Maziarz RT,
Pulsipher MA, Porter DL, Mineishi S, McCarty JM, Khan SP, Anderlini P,
Bensinger WI, Leitman SF, Rowley SD, Bredeson C, Carter SL, Horowitz MM,
Confer DL: Peripheral-blood stem cells versus bone marrow from
unrelated donors. N Engl J Med 2012, 367:1487–1496.
3. Le Blanc K, Remberger M, Uzunel M, Mattsson J, Barkholt L, Ringden O: A
comparison of nonmyeloablative and reduced-intensity conditioning for
allogeneic stem-cell transplantation. Transplantation 2004, 78:1014–1020.
4. Storb R, Epstein RB, Bryant J, Ragde H, Thomas ED: Marrow grafts by
combined marrow and leukocyte infusions in unrelated dogs selected
by histocompatibility typing. Transplantation 1968, 6:587–593.
5. Deeg HJ, Storb R, Weiden PL, Shulman HM, Graham TC, Torok-Storb BJ,
Thomas ED: Abrogation of resistance to and enhancement of
DLA-nonidentical unrelated marrow grafts in lethally irradiated dogs by
thoracic duct lymphocytes. Blood 1979, 53:552–557.
6. Shlomchik WD, Couzens MS, Tang CB, McNiff J, Robert ME, Liu J, Shlomchik MJ,
Emerson SG: Prevention of graft versus host disease by inactivation of host
antigen-presenting cells. Science 1999, 285:412–415.
7. Darlak KA, Wang Y, Li JM, Harris WA, Owens LM, Waller EK: Enrichment
of IL-12-producing plasmacytoid dendritic cells in donor bone
marrow grafts enhances graft-versus-leukemia activity in allogeneic
hematopoietic stem cell transplantation. Biol Blood Marrow Transplant
2013, 19(9):1331–9.
8. Yang YG, Sergio JJ, Pearson DA, Szot GL, Shimizu A, Sykes M: Interleukin-12
preserves the graft-versus-leukemia effect of allogeneic CD8 T cells while
inhibiting CD4-dependent graft-versus-host disease in mice. Blood 1997,
90:4651–4660.
9. Neta R, Stiefel SM, Finkelman F, Herrmann S, Ali N: IL-12 protects bone
marrow from and sensitizes intestinal tract to ionizing radiation.
J Immunol 1994, 153:4230–4237.
10. Chen T, Burke KA, Zhan Y, Wang X, Shibata D, Zhao Y: IL-12 facilitates both
the recovery of endogenous hematopoiesis and the engraftment of
stem cells after ionizing radiation. Exp Hematol 2007, 35:203–213.
11. Aragane Y, Riemann H, Bhardwaj RS, Schwarz A, Sawada Y, Yamada H,
Luger TA, Kubin M, Trinchieri G, Schwarz T: IL-12 is expressed and released
by human keratinocytes and epidermoid carcinoma cell lines.
J Immunol 1994, 153:5366–5372.
12. Bost KL, Ramp WK, Nicholson NC, Bento JL, Marriott I, Hudson MC:
Staphylococcus aureus infection of mouse or human osteoblasts induces
high levels of interleukin-6 and interleukin-12 production. J Infect Dis
1999, 180:1912–1920.
13. Cooke KR, Kobzik L, Martin TR, Brewer J, Delmonte J Jr, Crawford JM, Ferrara JL:
An experimental model of idiopathic pneumonia syndrome after bone
marrow transplantation: I. The roles of minor H antigens and endotoxin.
Blood 1996, 88:3230–3239.
14. Wang X, Li H, Matte-Martone C, Cui W, Li N, Tan HS, Roopenian D,
Shlomchik WD: Mechanisms of antigen presentation to T cells in murine
graft-versus-host disease: cross-presentation and the appearance of
cross-presentation. Blood 2011, 118:6426–6437.
15. Haspot F, Fehr T, Gibbons C, Zhao G, Hogan T, Honjo T, Freeman GJ, Sykes M:
Peripheral deletional tolerance of alloreactive CD8 but not CD4 T cells is
dependent on the PD-1/PD-L1 pathway. Blood 2008, 112:2149–2155.
16. Sykes M, Szot GL, Nguyen PL, Pearson DA: Interleukin-12 inhibits murine
graft-versus-host disease. Blood 1995, 86:2429–2438.
17. Yang YG, Dey B, Sergio JJ, Sykes M: Interleukin-12 prevents severe acute
graft-versus-host disease (GVHD) and GVHD-associated immune dysfunction
in a fully major histocompatibility complex haplotype-mismatched murine
bone marrow transplantation model. Transplantation 1997, 64:1343–1352.

Darlak et al. Journal of Hematology & Oncology 2014, 7:16
http://www.jhoonline.org/content/7/1/16

18. Yang YG, Dey BR, Sergio JJ, Pearson DA, Sykes M: Donor-derived interferon
gamma is required for inhibition of acute graft-versus-host disease by
interleukin 12. J Clin Invest 1998, 102:2126–2135.
19. Mullen AC, High FA, Hutchins AS, Lee HW, Villarino AV, Livingston DM, Kung AL,
Cereb N, Yao TP, Yang SY, Reiner SL: Role of T-bet in commitment of TH1 cells
before IL-12-dependent selection. Science 2001, 292:1907–1910.
20. Afkarian M, Sedy JR, Yang J, Jacobson NG, Cereb N, Yang SY, Murphy TL,
Murphy KM: T-bet is a STAT1-induced regulator of IL-12R expression in
naive CD4+ T cells. Nat Immunol 2002, 3:549–557.
21. Hutloff A, Dittrich AM, Beier KC, Eljaschewitsch B, Kraft R, Anagnostopoulos I,
Kroczek RA: ICOS is an inducible T-cell co-stimulator structurally and
functionally related to CD28. Nature 1999, 397:263–266.
22. Gonzalo JA, Delaney T, Corcoran J, Goodearl A, Gutierrez-Ramos JC, Coyle AJ:
Cutting edge: the related molecules CD28 and inducible costimulator
deliver both unique and complementary signals required for optimal
T cell activation. J Immunol 2001, 166:1–5.
23. Swallow MM, Wallin JJ, Sha WC: B7h, a novel costimulatory homolog of
B7.1 and B7.2, is induced by TNFalpha. Immunity 1999, 11:423–432.
24. Agata Y, Kawasaki A, Nishimura H, Ishida Y, Tsubata T, Yagita H, Honjo T:
Expression of the PD-1 antigen on the surface of stimulated mouse T
and B lymphocytes. Int Immunol 1996, 8:765–772.
25. Vibhakar R, Juan G, Traganos F, Darzynkiewicz Z, Finger LR: Activation-induced
expression of human programmed death-1 gene in T-lymphocytes.
Exp Cell Res 1997, 232:25–28.
26. Yamazaki T, Akiba H, Iwai H, Matsuda H, Aoki M, Tanno Y, Shin T, Tsuchiya H,
Pardoll DM, Okumura K, Azuma M, Yagita H: Expression of programmed
death 1 ligands by murine T cells and APC. J Immunol 2002, 169:5538–5545.
27. Dong H, Zhu G, Tamada K, Chen L: B7-H1, a third member of the B7
family, co-stimulates T-cell proliferation and interleukin-10 secretion.
Nat Med 1999, 5:1365–1369.
28. Freeman GJ, Long AJ, Iwai Y, Bourque K, Chernova T, Nishimura H, Fitz LJ,
Malenkovich N, Okazaki T, Byrne MC, Horton HF, Fouser L, Carter L, Ling V,
Bowman MR, Carreno BM, Collins M, Wood CR, Honjo T: Engagement of
the PD-1 immunoinhibitory receptor by a novel B7 family member leads
to negative regulation of lymphocyte activation. J Exp Med 2000,
192:1027–1034.
29. Latchman Y, Wood CR, Chernova T, Chaudhary D, Borde M, Chernova I,
Iwai Y, Long AJ, Brown JA, Nunes R, Greenfield EA, Bourque K, Boussiotis VA,
Carter LL, Carreno BM, Malenkovich N, Nishimura H, Okazaki T, Honjo T,
Sharpe AH, Freeman GJ: PD-L2 is a second ligand for PD-1 and inhibits T
cell activation. Nat Immunol 2001, 2:261–268.
30. Tseng SY, Otsuji M, Gorski K, Huang X, Slansky JE, Pai SI, Shalabi A, Shin T,
Pardoll DM, Tsuchiya H: B7-DC, a new dendritic cell molecule with potent
costimulatory properties for T cells. J Exp Med 2001, 193:839–846.
31. Keir ME, Francisco LM, Sharpe AH: PD-1 and its ligands in T-cell immunity.
Curr Opin Immunol 2007, 19:309–314.
32. Fife BT, Pauken KE, Eagar TN, Obu T, Wu J, Tang Q, Azuma M, Krummel MF,
Bluestone JA: Interactions between PD-1 and PD-L1 promote tolerance by
blocking the TCR-induced stop signal. Nat Immunol 2009, 10:1185–1192.
33. Oppmann B, Lesley R, Blom B, Timans JC, Xu Y, Hunte B, Vega F, Yu N,
Wang J, Singh K, Zonin F, Vaisberg E, Churakova T, Liu M, Gorman D,
Wagner J, Zurawski S, Liu Y, Abrams JS, Moore KW, Rennick D, de Waal-Malefyt
R, Hannum C, Bazan JF, Kastelein RA: Novel p19 protein engages IL-12p40 to
form a cytokine, IL-23, with biological activities similar as well as distinct
from IL-12. Immunity 2000, 13:715–725.
34. Bettelli E, Korn T, Kuchroo VK: Th17: the third member of the effector
T cell trilogy. Curr Opin Immunol 2007, 19:652–657.
35. Hanash AM, Dudakov JA, Hua G, O'Connor MH, Young LF, Singer NV, West ML,
Jenq RR, Holland AM, Kappel LW, Ghosh A, Tsai JJ, Rao UK, Yim NL, Smith OM,
Velardi E, Hawryluk EB, Murphy GF, Liu C, Fouser LA, Kolesnick R, Blazar BR,
van den Brink MR: Interleukin-22 protects intestinal stem cells from
immune-mediated tissue damage and regulates sensitivity to graft versus
host disease. Immunity 2012, 37:339–350.
36. Yi T, Zhao D, Lin CL, Zhang C, Chen Y, Todorov I, LeBon T, Kandeel F,
Forman S, Zeng D: Absence of donor Th17 leads to augmented Th1
differentiation and exacerbated acute graft-versus-host disease.
Blood 2008, 112:2101–2110.
37. Yi T, Chen Y, Wang L, Du G, Huang D, Zhao D, Johnston H, Young J,
Todorov I, Umetsu DT, Chen L, Iwakura Y, Kandeel F, Forman S, Zeng D:
Reciprocal differentiation and tissue-specific pathogenesis of Th1, Th2,
and Th17 cells in graft-versus-host disease. Blood 2009, 114:3101–3112.

Page 12 of 12

38. Nishimura R, Baker J, Beilhack A, Zeiser R, Olson JA, Sega EI, Karimi M,
Negrin RS: In vivo trafficking and survival of cytokine-induced killer cells
resulting in minimal GVHD with retention of antitumor activity.
Blood 2008, 112:2563–2574.
39. Waller EK, Ship AM, Mittelstaedt S, Murray TW, Carter R, Kakhniashvili I,
Lonial S, Holden JT, Boyer MW: Irradiated donor leukocytes promote
engraftment of allogeneic bone marrow in major histocompatibility
complex mismatched recipients without causing graft-versus-host
disease. Blood 1999, 94:3222–3233.
doi:10.1186/1756-8722-7-16
Cite this article as: Darlak et al.: Host bone marrow-derived IL-12
enhances donor T cell engraftment in a mouse model of bone marrow
transplantation. Journal of Hematology & Oncology 2014 7:16.

Submit your next manuscript to BioMed Central
and take full advantage of:
• Convenient online submission
• Thorough peer review
• No space constraints or color ﬁgure charges
• Immediate publication on acceptance
• Inclusion in PubMed, CAS, Scopus and Google Scholar
• Research which is freely available for redistribution
Submit your manuscript at
www.biomedcentral.com/submit

