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Abstract
Antigen-presenting cells (APCs) are critical players in the lung's immune response, bridging innate and adaptive 

immunity. This overview examines the primary types of APCs found in the pulmonary environment-dendritic cells, 
macrophages, and B cells-and their unique functions in antigen recognition, processing, and presentation. The 
article explores how these cells interact with T cells to initiate and regulate immune responses, as well as their roles 
in maintaining lung homeostasis. Furthermore, it highlights the implications of APC function in various respiratory 
diseases, including asthma, chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD), and lung infections. Understanding the 
complex dynamics of APCs in the lung may offer insights into novel therapeutic strategies aimed at modulating immune 
responses and improving outcomes in pulmonary disorders.

Introduction
The lungs represent a critical interface between the external 

environment and the immune system, constantly exposed to a 
diverse array of pathogens, allergens, and environmental pollutants. 
To maintain respiratory health, the immune system must effectively 
differentiate between harmless substances and potential threats. 
Central to this process are antigen-presenting cells (APCs), which play 
a pivotal role in initiating and modulating immune responses. APCs 
include dendritic cells, macrophages, and B cells, each with distinct 
functions and capabilities. Dendritic cells, known for their exceptional 
antigen uptake and presentation abilities, are key in activating naive T 
cells. Macrophages, the body's first line of defense, contribute to both 
innate immunity and the regulation of adaptive responses. Meanwhile, 
B cells, primarily recognized for their antibody production, also serve 
as APCs, influencing T cell activation and humoral immunity [1].

In the context of lung health, APCs must navigate a complex 
environment where tolerance and immunity must be carefully 
balanced. Dysregulation of APC functions can lead to the development 
of various pulmonary diseases, such as asthma, chronic obstructive 
pulmonary disease (COPD), and infections like influenza and 
tuberculosis. Understanding the intricate roles of APCs in the lung 
is essential for developing targeted therapeutic strategies aimed at 
enhancing immune responses or alleviating inappropriate reactions. 
This comprehensive overview aims to elucidate the diverse types of 
APCs in the lung, their functional mechanisms, and their implications 
in respiratory health and disease. By highlighting the importance of 
these cells in maintaining lung homeostasis and their potential as 
therapeutic targets, this review seeks to contribute to the growing body 
of knowledge in pulmonary immunology [2].

APCs in the lung are uniquely adapted to respond to the specific 
challenges presented by inhaled antigens. They are strategically 
positioned throughout the pulmonary tissue, including the airway 
epithelium, alveolar space, and lung interstitium, allowing for rapid 
detection and response to environmental stimuli. The dynamic interplay 
between APCs and various immune cells, such as T cells, natural killer 
(NK) cells, and regulatory T cells, underscores the complexity of 
pulmonary immune responses. In addition to their role in initiating 
immune responses, APCs are also critical for maintaining immune 
tolerance. The lung is exposed to numerous innocuous antigens, such 
as pollen and food particles. APCs help to educate T cells in a way that 
promotes tolerance, preventing excessive inflammatory responses 
that can lead to allergic reactions or autoimmune disorders. This dual 
capacity for both tolerance and immunity makes APCs essential for 
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lung health [3].

Dendritic cells in the lung can be further divided into several 
subsets, each with distinct roles. Conventional dendritic cells (cDCs) 
are primarily responsible for capturing and presenting antigens to 
T cells in lymph nodes, promoting their activation. Plasmacytoid 
dendritic cells (pDCs), on the other hand, excel at producing type I 
interferons, critical for antiviral defenses. The balance between these 
subsets is crucial for determining the overall immune response, 
influencing whether it skews towards tolerance or active inflammation. 
Macrophages are versatile cells that can adopt various activation states 
depending on the local microenvironment. In the lung, they can 
be broadly classified into pro-inflammatory and anti-inflammatory 
phenotypes. Pro-inflammatory macrophages enhance immune 
responses against pathogens, while anti-inflammatory macrophages 
play a role in tissue repair and resolution of inflammation. This 
plasticity is vital for adapting to different pathological conditions, 
making macrophages key players in both protective and detrimental 
lung responses [4].

B cells in the lung contribute to immunity through both antibody 
production and antigen presentation. They can activate T cells and 
participate in the generation of memory responses, ensuring long-
lasting protection against recurrent infections. Their ability to localize 
and respond to specific antigens makes them integral to the adaptive 
immune response in the lung. The dysregulation of APC function can 
have profound implications for respiratory health. In conditions like 
asthma, an overactive response of APCs can lead to heightened Th2-
mediated inflammation, contributing to airway hyperreactivity and 
remodeling. In COPD, altered macrophage function can exacerbate 
chronic inflammation and tissue damage. Similarly, during infections, 
the ability of APCs to respond effectively can dictate the outcome, 
influencing the severity and duration of respiratory illnesses. Given 

Maria, Cell Mol Biol 2024, 70:6

Short Communication

Antigen-Presenting Cells in the Lung: A Comprehensive Overview
Maria Leon*
Department of Cell Biology, University of Barcelona, Spain



Citation: Maria L  (2024) Antigen-Presenting Cells in the Lung: A Comprehensive Overview. Cell Mol Biol, 70: 357.

Page 2 of 2

Volume 70 • Issue 6 • 1000357Cell Mol Biol, an open access journal
ISSN: 1165-158X

the central role of APCs in these processes, there is increasing interest 
in exploring their potential as therapeutic targets. Strategies aimed at 
modulating APC activity, enhancing tolerance, or boosting protective 
responses could pave the way for novel treatments for a range of 
pulmonary diseases [5].

Discussion
The intricate roles of antigen-presenting cells (APCs) in the lung 

underscore their importance in both immune defense and homeostasis. 
As a critical interface between the environment and the immune 
system, the lung necessitates a finely tuned immune response, balancing 
the need for protection against pathogens with the maintenance of 
tolerance to benign antigens. This duality is particularly relevant in the 
context of respiratory diseases, where dysregulation of APC function 
can lead to detrimental outcomes. 

APCs are essential in achieving a delicate equilibrium between 
tolerance and immunity. In healthy lungs, mechanisms that promote 
tolerance are vital to prevent unnecessary inflammatory responses to 
non-threatening antigens, such as pollen and food proteins. Dendritic 
cells play a crucial role in this process by presenting these antigens in a 
context that promotes regulatory T cell differentiation. Conversely, in 
conditions such as asthma, the activation of APCs can lead to excessive 
Th2 responses, resulting in inflammation and airway hyperreactivity. 
Understanding the signaling pathways and micro environmental 
cues that dictate APC behavior is critical for developing strategies to 
modulate these responses in allergic diseases [6].

The diverse subtypes of APCs present in the lung-each with 
specialized functions-highlight the complexity of pulmonary 
immunity. For instance, the ability of conventional dendritic cells to 
activate naive T cells contrasts with the role of plasmacytoid dendritic 
cells in antiviral defense. This specialization raises important questions 
about how APC interactions with other immune cells influence 
overall immune outcomes. Future research should aim to dissect these 
interactions, exploring how different APC populations communicate 
and coordinate responses to various stimuli [7].

 The contribution of APCs to the pathogenesis of respiratory diseases 
such as asthma, COPD, and lung infections is profound. In asthma, 
for example, enhanced activity of dendritic cells and macrophages 
can perpetuate a cycle of inflammation, leading to chronic symptoms. 
Similarly, in COPD, the plasticity of macrophages can lead to persistent 
inflammation and tissue remodeling. These insights not only provide a 
better understanding of disease mechanisms but also suggest potential 
therapeutic targets. For instance, targeting specific APC functions could 
mitigate inflammation in asthma or promote resolution in COPD [8].

The modulation of APC function represents a promising 
therapeutic avenue in the management of respiratory diseases. 
Strategies aimed at enhancing the tolerogenic properties of APCs could 
be particularly beneficial in allergic conditions, potentially reducing 
the severity of responses to common allergens. Conversely, in cases 
of infection, enhancing the ability of APCs to present antigens and 
activate T cells could improve immune responses, potentially leading to 
better outcomes in diseases like influenza and tuberculosis. Moreover, 
advancements in immunotherapy, such as the use of dendritic cell 
vaccines, are beginning to leverage the properties of APCs to promote 
protective immunity against pathogens. These approaches highlight 
the potential of APCs not just as targets but also as tools in therapeutic 
interventions [9].

As our understanding of APCs in the lung evolves, several areas 
warrant further investigation. The role of the lung microbiome in 

shaping APC function and the impact of environmental factors, 
such as air pollution, on APC behavior are critical areas of research. 
Additionally, elucidating the molecular mechanisms underlying APC 
activation and differentiation in the context of various diseases will 
provide insights into novel therapeutic targets. Antigen-presenting 
cells are central to the immune landscape of the lung, playing vital roles 
in both health and disease. By continuing to explore their functions and 
interactions within the pulmonary immune system, researchers can 
uncover new strategies for the prevention and treatment of respiratory 
diseases, ultimately improving patient care and outcomes [10].

Conclusion
In conclusion, antigen-presenting cells (APCs) are integral to 

the lung's immune system, serving crucial roles in both maintaining 
homeostasis and orchestrating responses to pathogens and allergens. 
Their ability to balance tolerance and immunity is vital for preventing 
excessive inflammation while ensuring effective defense against threats. 
The diverse subtypes of APCs-dendritic cells, macrophages, and B 
cells-each contribute uniquely to these processes, highlighting the 
complexity of pulmonary immunity. Dysregulation of APC function 
is implicated in various respiratory diseases, including asthma, COPD, 
and lung infections, emphasizing the need for targeted therapeutic 
strategies. As research continues to unravel the intricate dynamics of 
APCs in the lung, there is significant potential for developing innovative 
interventions that enhance protective immunity or restore balance in 
pathological conditions, ultimately leading to improved outcomes for 
patients with respiratory disorders.
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