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Abstract Despite its impact on global health, there is no vaccine available for the
prevention of respiratory syncytial virus (RSV) infection. Failure to develop a
licensed vaccine is not due to lack of effort, as numerous vaccine candidates have
been characterized in preclinical and clinical studies spanning five decades. The
vaccine candidates thus far explored can be generally divided into four categories:
(1) whole inactivated virus, (2) replication competent, attenuated virus including
recombinant viruses, (3) gene-based vectors, and (4) subunit and particulate forms
of RSV antigens. The first clinically tested RSV vaccine candidate was a formalin-
inactivated purified virus preparation administered to infants and children in the
late 1960s. Due to the disastrous outcome of these trials and results of animal
models investigating the mechanisms involved, there have been no further studies
with inactivated RSV vaccines. Rather, efforts have focused on development of
other approaches. In this chapter, we review the history and status of purified
proteins, peptides, virus-like particles, virosomes, and nanoparticles and discuss
their future potential.
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1 Target Populations for RSV Vaccines

Human RSV infection affects different populations with variable severity, and each
can be considered as a potential vaccine target group. RSV is the single most
important cause of acute viral lower respiratory tract disease in infants and young
children worldwide (Karron 2008), with an estimated 33.8 million RSV cases and
199,000 deaths worldwide in 2005 alone (Nair et al. 2010). The incidence and
severity of RSV is greatest in the first 6 months of life, with hospitalization rates of
17/1000 infants in the USA. However, children 2–5 years of age, another target
group, comprise a substantial proportion of RSV illness burden, and likely provide
the reservoir for infection of newborns. The epidemiology and impact of RSV in
the elderly, adults with underlying cardiopulmonary disease and hematologic stem
cell and solid organ transplant recipients have also been described (Walsh et al.
1999). Estimates of RSV attributable deaths in adults in the USA range from
10,000 to 17,000 annually, with hospitalizations ranging from 14,000 to 177,000
(Falsey et al. 2005; Falsey and Walsh 2000; Han et al. 1999; Thompson et al.
2003; Zhou et al. 2012). Another vaccine target population is pregnant women
because of the potential protective role of maternal antibodies for very young
infants. Because each of these populations has notable differences in the properties
and robustness of their immune responses and immunological history, it will be
likely necessary to tailor RSV vaccines to each specific population.

2 Considerations for Types of RSV Vaccine Candidates

Live-attenuated virus vaccines are often considered, in general, the most effective
due to their stimulation of broad innate and adaptive T and B cell immunity.
However, they may cause disease in immunocompromised persons, an expanding

286 T. G. Morrison and E. E. Walsh



population due to increased use of immune modulators for inflammatory diseases
and cancer, the HIV pandemic, and organ transplantation. Recombinant live
viruses, currently being developed for RSV (reviewed in the chapter by Karron
2008, this volume), likely similarly pose dangers to immunocompromised popu-
lations. Live virus vaccines in infants also raise concerns, particularly the ones that
require intranasal inoculation such as those based on other respiratory viruses
(reviewed in (Graham)). In addition, perhaps due to the immunological immaturity
of young infants, some live-attenuated RSV vaccines may be incompletely
attenuated in this population. Thus, infectious virus vaccine candidates, discussed
in the chapter by Karron 2008 in this volume, may not always be appropriate for
these populations.

In contrast, inactivated or protein subunit vaccines usually do not pose an
immediate safety risk and are often the vaccine of choice for infants and immu-
nocompromised populations. However, using classical methods for inactivated
vaccine preparation, a formalin-inactivated preparation of purified virus (FI-RSV)
not only failed to protect infants from infection, but also unexpectedly resulted in
enhanced respiratory disease (ERD) upon subsequent infection with RSV
(reviewed in Collins and Crowe 2007; Openshaw and Tregoning 2005). Eighty
percent of infected infants vaccinated, when less than 6 months of age, were
hospitalized and two died. In contrast, older RSV-experienced infants receiving
this vaccine did not manifest ERD. The mechanisms responsible for this unusual
response to a classical approach to vaccine preparation are not completely
understood even after decades of research using animal models (see chapters by
M.S. Boukhvalova and J.C.G. Blanco, P.J. Openshaw, R.J. Pickles and by G.
Taylor, this volume). However, this experience has significantly affected the
development of all inactivated or subunit RSV vaccine candidates and has
heightened concerns about their safety, especially in sero-negative infants.

3 Challenges for Subunit and Particulate RSV Vaccine
Development

Three interrelated problems have significantly and uniquely impeded RSV vaccine
development, each of which must be overcome. First and foremost is safety, as
discussed above. The ERD observed after FI-RSV vaccination was associated with
poor neutralizing responses in infants, as well as in experimental animals, perhaps
related, in part, to elimination of protective epitopes by formalin treatment
(reviewed in Collins and Crowe 2007; Collins and Graham 2007). In addition, it
has been reported that, in mice, FI-RSV immunization as well as immunization
with purified F protein or UV-inactivated RSV, resulted in unbalanced Th2-biased
cytokine responses and low affinity, poorly neutralizing antibodies (Delgado et al.
2009). Upon RSV challenge, immunized animals had weak CD8 ? T cell
responses, pronounced lung eosinophilia, and significant lung inflammation
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(reviewed in Collins and Crowe 2007; Collins and Graham 2007). It was proposed
that inactivated viruses or purified proteins fail to adequately stimulate innate
immune responses necessary for effective adaptive responses including affinity
maturation necessary for effective neutralizing antibodies. This failure, for reasons
that are still unclear, results in the immunopathology observed upon subsequent
live virus infection (Delgado et al. 2009). In any event, the absence of the types of
immune responses associated with enhanced disease is now considered a bench-
mark for development of a successful RSV vaccine.

A second critical issue is predicting and determining efficacy. Some vaccine
candidates have proved to be highly protective in animal models, but failed to have
equivalent protection in humans (reviewed in Power 2008). In infants, this prob-
lem may be related to immunological immaturity or the inhibitory effect of
maternal antibodies. In other populations, the problem may be related to preex-
isting antibody or non-responsiveness of aging or a compromised immune system.
It is also likely that there are undefined differences in stimulation of anti-RSV
responses and in the character of these responses in animal model systems and in
humans. The lack of an animal model that is directly translatable to human pro-
tection, coupled with the lack of clearly defined immune correlates of protection in
different human populations, makes efficacy in human populations difficult to
predict for new vaccine candidates.

A third but related problem is an understanding of requirements for long-lived
and memory responses to RSV. One of the hallmarks of RSV is the observation
that humans experience repeated infection caused by the same virus serogroup
multiple times over several years or even within the same season (reviewed in Hall
2001; Power 2008). The reasons for the failure of RSV infection to protect against
subsequent infection are not clear but the inadequate immune response to RSV
natural infection illustrates a major problem to be overcome in RSV vaccine
development. As noted by Pulendran and Ahmed (2011), an optimally effective
RSV vaccine must stimulate immune responses that are more protective and more
durable than those resulting from natural infection (Pulendran and Ahmed Pu-
lendran and Ahmed 2011). Indeed, many RSV vaccine candidates have failed to
stimulate long-term protective responses (discussed in Hall 2001; Power 2008),
illustrating the lack of knowledge of immune mechanisms required to generate
long-term, protective anti-RSV immune responses in humans.

Another issue that also should be addressed in any vaccine candidate is the
existence of two major serotypes of RSV, designated group A and B, each of
which has 5–6 genotypes (reviewed in Collins and Crowe 2007; Collins and
Graham 2007; and chapters by C.B. Hall et al. and by E.H. Choi et al. this
volume). The G proteins of different RSV strains demonstrate significant antigenic
diversity while the F proteins are virtually identical. Thus, inclusion of F protein in
any vaccine candidate is usually considered necessary in order to cover both
serotypes.
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4 Subunit and Particulate Vaccine Candidates Overview

The primary goal of immunization with vaccines is the stimulation of protective
antibody responses. Indeed, the only currently effective prophylaxis for RSV
disease is a humanized monoclonal antibody specific for RSV F protein (Cardenas
et al. 2005). While too expensive for use in general populations, this reagent
clearly demonstrates that serum antibodies specific to the RSV F protein, while not
preventing infection, can reduce severity and underscores the importance of
humoral immune responses to this virus and, in particular, the importance of
antibodies to the F protein. The protective role of G protein antibodies is less clear
although recent studies have suggested that antibodies specific to the conserved
central domain of the G protein are protective in animal models and prevent ERD
stimulated by FI-RSV in those systems (Simard et al. 1995; Zhang et al. 2010).

Protein subunit and particulate vaccine candidates for RSV fall into three
categories, intact purified F protein or both F and G proteins, peptide fragments of
G protein, and particles of various types containing F and/or G proteins (sum-
marized in Table 1). All candidates have been characterized in preclinical studies
in model systems, usually in mice and/or in cotton rats, and a few in primate
models. Many of the earlier candidates have also been tested in phase I or II human

Fig. 1 Particulate RSV vaccine candidates figure illustrates four types of particulate RSV
vaccine candidates described in detail. VLP, virus-like particles. Red, RSV F protein sequences;
blue, RSV G protein sequences; green, NDV sequences; purple, RSV M sequences; gray,
influenza M1 protein; light blue, RSV N protein; black line, E. coli RNA
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clinical trials although for various reasons have failed to move forward to large-
scale phase III efficacy trials. These candidates will be described with an emphasis
on the reasons for their failure to progress and their potential for future devel-
opment (Fig. 1).

5 Subunit Vaccine Candidates

5.1 Purified Protein Vaccine Candidates

Following the failed FI-RSV trials, the next vaccine candidates to be developed
were purified F protein (PFP) isolated from RSV infected VERO cells. Three
versions, PFP-1, PFP-2, and PFP-3 (Table 1), were developed sequentially, each
with increasing purity. PFP-1 was isolated by affinity chromatography using a
monoclonal antibody and contained up to 10 % contaminating G protein. PFP-2
and 3 were purified by ion exchange chromatography and were 98–99 % pure. The
F proteins were combined with either aluminum hydroxide (PFP-1, PFP-2) or
aluminum phosphate (PFP-3) as adjuvant. Characterization of the conformation of
the F protein in these preparations is not reported, thus it is unknown if the antigen
is composed of pre-fusion or post fusion mature forms or unfolded, immature
forms or a mixture of these forms. It is unknown if the protein was aggregated into
rosettes as often the case in purified preparations of paramyxovirus F proteins
(Calder et al. 2000).

Limited preclinical studies in animal models are described for these early
candidates. Some reports suggest that they may prime for ERD upon subsequent
RSV challenge (Delgado et al. 2009; Murphy et al. 1990) although this conclusion
has been challenged (Hildreth et al. 1993). There have been, however, a number of
clinical trials of these vaccine candidates in various human populations, primarily
seropositive children and older adults. For example, placebo-controlled trials of
PFP-1 in seropositive children (and two inadvertently included sero-negative
children) (Belshe et al. 1993; Paradiso et al. 1994; Piedra et al. 1995; Tristram
et al. 1993) and of PFP-2 in RSV experienced children with bronchopulmonary
dysplasia (Groothuis et al. 1998) showed generally fourfold or greater increases in
serum neutralizing antibody titers with few adverse reactions. Notably, PFP-1, but
not PFP-2 or 3, also induced significant anti-G responses. Although there was a
trend toward a reduction of RSV infection in vaccine recipients during the sub-
sequent winter, the small study size precludes firm conclusions (Falsey and Walsh
1996). However, a meta-analysis of six double-blind randomized control trials
with PFP was reported in 2002 (Simoes et al. 2001). The authors concluded that
the vaccinees had a statistically significant reduction in the incidence of all RSV
infections, but not in more serious lower respiratory tract infection. Despite these
findings, the authors of this meta-analysis questioned the validity of this conclu-
sion due to possible bias in reporting of negative studies. PFP-2 was also evaluated
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in pregnant women with the goal of enhancing transmission of RSV-specific IgG
to their newborns (Munoz et al. 2003). Immunized mothers had only modest
increases in anti-RSV serum titers, as did their newborns. Again, subject numbers
were too small to assess efficacy. A much larger phase II clinical trial of PFP-3 in
older RSV seropositive children with cystic fibrosis showed a robust increase in
serum antibody titers and neutralizing antibody titers but no significant reduction
in the incidence of RSV infection (Piedra et al. 2003). Finally, PFP-2 was shown to
be immunogenic and safe in two phase I trials in healthy and frail elderly adults
(Falsey and Walsh 1996, 1997). Importantly, none of the above studies found
evidence of ERD although no formal studies in sero-negative children have been
reported. Nevertheless, the lingering specter of the FI-RSV experience and the
inconsistent results from animal models of ERD with these vaccine candidates
have inhibited their study in newborn infants. The lack of an indication of efficacy
of these vaccines in other human populations has also discouraged their further
development.

Subsequently, candidates containing both F and G proteins as well as M protein
have been characterized in two different studies (Falsey et al. 2008; Langley et al.
2009) of elderly populations. This protein mix was co-purified from RSV grown in
VERO cells. It has since been reported by others that RSV G protein made in
VERO cells lacks the carboxyl terminal sequences and is, thus, a truncated version
of the authentic G protein (Kwilas et al. 2009). The effect of this deletion on
immune responses is unknown. Furthermore, the conformation of the F protein
was uncharacterized. This vaccine formulation was reported by Murphy and col-
leagues not to induce ERD upon RSV challenge in cotton rats (Murphy et al.
1989), in contrast to their results with PFP. In phase I and II clinical trials, the
protein mix was formulated with and without alum, with both studies reporting
better F, G and neutralizing antibody responses without alum. One possible
interpretation of this result is that alum alters the conformation of the proteins, thus
interfering with stimulation of protective neutralizing antibodies, a consideration
in evaluating all RSV vaccine candidates with alum. While these studies were
specifically designed to test safety and immunogenicity and were not powered to
test efficacy, there was little indication that the vaccine protected from subsequent
RSV infection. However, there was the suggestion that risk of RSV infection was
lowered in those with the highest serum antibody. At this time, there is no indi-
cation that the F, G, M protein mixture has been further developed as a vaccine in
either adults or infants.

5.2 Peptide Vaccine Candidates

Other subunit vaccine candidates have been formulations that contain various
peptide sequences primarily from the G protein. BBG2Na is a peptide with
sequences from amino acid 130-230 of the G protein fused to the albumin-binding
domain of the Streptococcus G protein, which served as carrier. The protein was
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made in E. coli and formulated in alum. In mice, this antigen resulted in antibody
responses, and immunization of cotton rats with this antigen protected against
lower respiratory tract infection but not upper respiratory tract infection. Studies of
responses in healthy, seropositive humans (18–45 years) to different doses after
intramuscular inoculation were also reported by Power et al. (2001). At the highest
dose, the vaccine candidate showed no evidence of adverse reactions and stimu-
lated [4 fold increases in serum antibody titers and [2 fold increases in neu-
tralization titers. Thus the vaccine appeared to be safe and immunogenic in RSV
sero-positive adults. As reported by Murata (2009), trials in the elderly also
stimulated antibody responses but their rapid declined diminished interest in fur-
ther development of this candidate for elderly populations. Furthermore, sub-
sequent studies in rhesus macaques showed evidence of Th2 skewed responses as
determined by IL13 levels and eosinophils in lungs of challenged animals (de
Waal et al. 2004) and protective efficacy was also unclear. In addition, clinical
phase III trials of BBG2Na were halted due to adverse events in a small number of
individuals (cited in Nguyen et al. 2012). More recently, it was reported that these
adverse reactions were due to the Streptococcus component (BB component), and
work has explored the use of diphtheria toxin fragments as a carrier (Nguyen et al.
2012). These results have stimulated renewed interest in sequences from this
region (amino acids 130–230) of the G protein as a vaccine or a component of a
vaccine candidate.

It has been shown that passive transfer of anti-G protein antibodies directed to
the central cysteine rich region of the ectodomain sequence (amino acids 174–187)
is protective in mice (for example Miao et al. 2009; Trudel et al. 1991). The G
protein ectodomain includes a motif analogous to a motif responsible for the
binding of the CX3C chemokine fractalkine to its receptor (Tripp et al. 2001).
Fractalkine is involved in migration of immune cells, mainly CD8+ and NK T
cells, to sites of inflammation. It has been suggested that the soluble form of G
protein acts as a fractalkine antagonist and is involved in immune evasion by the
virus, ultimately resulting in disease (Tripp 2004). Tripp, Anderson, and col-
leagues have shown that antibodies specific to this CX3C sequence motif block the
binding of G protein to the CX3C receptor, and that immunization with a peptide
encoding the CX3C motif protected mice from RSV challenge and decreased
pulmonary inflammation (Zhang et al. 2010). These studies have recently been
extended showing some cross reaction of antibodies raised to this region to RSV-B
G protein in mice (Choi et al. 2012) indicating that inclusion of this region of the G
protein in vaccine candidates may increase protective responses to both RSV A
and B.

Other studies in mice and cotton rats utilized an antigen made in insect cells
that was a fusion of most of the ectodomain sequences from both the F and G
proteins, designated F-G. Other details of the structure of this fusion protein are
not available. Studies in cotton rats of the F-G antigen showed low levels of
neutralizing antibodies, only partial protection from challenge, and possible evi-
dence of ERD (Connors et al. 1992). A modified version of F-G linked to cholera
toxin subunit B was also studied, and when given intranasally or via intramuscular
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injection, induced serum antibody responses, but only intranasal inoculation
resulted in protection (Oien et al. 1993; Oien et al. 1994). No human clinical trials
have been reported.

6 Particulate Vaccine Candidates

6.1 Virus-Like Particles (VLPs) as Vaccines for RSV

6.1.1 General Properties of VLPs

VLPs are particles with sizes similar to authentic virus and contain repeating
protein arrays that mimic those of infectious viruses (Jennings and Bachmann
2008) and account, in part, for the potent immunogenicity of viruses (Jennings and
Bachmann 2008). VLPs are released from cells expressing viral structural proteins.
The viral surface glycoproteins are folded and inserted into the VLP membranes
typical of infectious virus, thus antigenicity of VLPs is likely very similar to live
virus. No inactivation is required, thus important epitopes are retained and new
ones are not likely generated. Since VLPs are assembled without a genome, VLPs
cannot replicate and spread from cell to cell typical of an infectious virus. Nor is
there is any chance of reversion to virulence.

Immune responses to VLPs are usually quite robust. Not only do they stimulate
neutralizing antibody, but, because of their particulate nature, VLPs are taken up
and processed for presentation by both MHC class II and class I, by cross pre-
sentation pathways, resulting in broad range of T cell responses (reviewed in
Jennings and Bachmann 2008) at least in murine systems. There is evidence that
VLPs are also potent stimulators of innate responses since no adjuvant is required
for robust immune responses in most systems. Indeed, VLPs are described as ‘‘self
adjuvanting’’ (Grgacic and Anderson 2006; Ludwig and Wagner 2007). All these
responses usually translate into vaccine candidates that provide good protection of
experimental animals from challenge by live, virulent viruses (reviewed in Jen-
nings and Bachmann 2008; Kang et al. 2009). The memory responses to VLPs are
less well characterized.

Not all virus systems yield VLPs at levels sufficient for their use as immuno-
gens. Indeed, VLP release from cells expressing the structural proteins of RSV has
been reported to be very inefficient (McGinnes et al. 2010; Teng and Collins
1998). To overcome this problem, two different approaches, summarized below,
have been reported both of which take advantage of the very efficient release of
VLPs formed with core proteins of other viruses.
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6.1.2 Newcastle Disease Virus-Based VLPs

One type of RSV VLP vaccine candidate is based on Newcastle disease virus
(NDV) VLPs. Expression of the structural proteins of NDV, another paramyxo-
virus, results in extremely efficient release of VLPs and these VLPs (ND VLPs)
(Pantua et al. 2006) stimulated, without adjuvant, robust, neutralizing anti-NDV
antibodies and CD8+ and CD4+ T cell immune responses in mice that were
comparable to responses to virus (McGinnes et al. 2010). These VLPs have been
used as a platform to construct particles containing ectodomains of the RSV
glycoprotein ectodomains (McGinnes et al. 2011; Murawski et al. 2010). Efficient
incorporation of the RSV glycoproteins into ND VLPs was achieved by con-
structing chimera protein genes composed of the sequences encoding the ecto-
domains of G or F proteins fused to the sequences encoding the transmembrane
(TM) and cytoplasmic (CT) domains of the NDV HN or F glycoprotein, respec-
tively. Upon expression in cells of the chimera protein genes along with the NDV
M (membrane or matrix) protein and NP (nucleocapsid protein) genes, the NDV
domains in the chimera proteins specifically interact with the NDV NP and M
protein resulting in very efficient incorporation of the chimera protein into VLPs.
Using this approach, VLPs containing the RSV G protein ectodomain or VLPs
containing ectodomains of both the RSV G and F proteins have been generated
(McGinnes et al. 2011; Murawski et al. 2010).

The VLPs containing the RSV G (Murawski et al. 2010) or both the G and F
proteins (McGinnes et al. 2011) demonstrated striking effectiveness as a vaccine
for RSV in mice. A single intramuscular immunization of BALB/c mice with
either VLP stimulated, without adjuvant, antibody levels that were comparable to
or higher than responses to infectious RSV delivered by intranasal inoculation to
mimic natural infection (McGinnes et al. 2011). The ratios of IgG subtypes during
infection or immunization have been used as one indicator of Th1 or Th2 biased
immune responses (for example Delgado et al. 2009). VLP immunization resulted
in anti-G protein and anti-F protein IgG2a/IgG1 ratios that indicated a predominant
Th1 immune response. The neutralizing antibody titers after immunization with
VLPs containing only the G protein were relatively weak (Murawski et al. 2010).
However, after a single immunization with VLPs containing both glycoproteins,
the neutralizing antibody titers were robust (McGinnes et al. 2011). Immunization
with either VLP completely protected mice from virus replication upon live virus
challenge. Neither VLP stimulated ERD after RSV challenge as determined by
inflammation around blood vessels, airways, and in interstitial spaces (McGinnes
et al. 2011; Murawski et al. 2010).

Assessment of long-term immune responses to VLPs containing both G and F
protein in mice have also shown that these particles can stimulate durable serum
neutralizing antibody levels and long-lived memory responses, properties impor-
tant for an effective RSV vaccine (Schmidt et al. 2012). BALB/c mice immunized
with a single dose of VLPs, without adjuvant, generated stable neutralizing anti-
body titers that lasted for 14 months whereas those of RSV immunized animals
declined significantly by 3 months. This finding was reinforced by detection of
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significant levels of long-lived, bone marrow associated anti-F protein antibody
secreting cells in VLP immunized mice while none were detected in mice
immunized with an RSV infection. In addition, VLPs stimulated memory
responses while RSV infection did not, as determined by adoptive transfer of
splenic B cells from VLP immunized mice into immunodeficient Rag-/- mice.
After transfer, the recipient mice had significant levels of anti-F and anti-G protein
serum IgG antibody responses that were protective upon RSV challenge. In con-
trast, transfer of splenic B cells from RSV immunized mice produced no detectable
serum antibody in the recipients nor could these mice inhibit RSV replication upon
virus challenge. Thus these VLPs promise to be more effective than natural
infection, a requirement for a successful vaccine.

6.1.3 Influenza-Based RSV VLPs

Expression of baculovirus encoded influenza M1 (matrix) protein in SF9 insect
cells results in efficient release of VLPs (Latham and Galarza 2001). Taking
advantage of this observation, Quan et al. (2011) produced influenza M1 based
VLPs containing an RSV glycoprotein by co-expressing influenza M1 and either
the RSV G or F proteins. The RSV glycoproteins were presumably passively
incorporated into M1 containing particles released from the insect cells. In mice,
these particles stimulated anti-F or anti-G antibody responses, both of which were
neutralizing. Antibodies, particularly after both a prime and boost immunization
were predominantly IgG2a suggesting Th1 biased immune responses. Further-
more, immunization with either of these particles provided protection from RSV
challenge. Surprisingly, immunization with G protein containing VLPs showed
higher neutralization titers and marginally better protection from challenge than
the F protein containing VLPs. Whether this difference between the two VLPs is
related to antigen dose is unclear since the amounts of F or G proteins in these
particles were not reported. The safety of these VLPs, as determined by analysis of
markers of ERD upon RSV challenge of immunized animals was not assessed. In
addition, the authors have not reported construction of VLPs containing both RSV
glycoproteins. Clinical trials of these VLPs as RSV vaccine candidates have not
been reported.

6.2 Virosomes

Another type of particulate RSV vaccine candidate recently described is a viro-
some (Kamphuis et al. 2012; Stegmann et al. 2010). Virosomes are defined as
phospholipid vesicles containing viral glycoproteins. The recently described RSV
virosomes contain both RSV F and G proteins and were formed by reconstituting
solublized virus envelopes with various combinations of phosphatidyl choline,
phosphatidyl serine, cholesterol, and sphingomyelin. The particles formed were
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relatively homogeneous with a diameter from 70–130 nm. These particles have
also been reconstituted to include the adjuvants MPL, a TLR-4 agonist, or
P3CSK4, a TLR-2 agonist. The particles stimulated robust anti-RSV antibody
responses and neutralizing antibody responses. Without inclusion of either adju-
vant, the particles stimulated predominantly a Th2 response as determined by
IgG2a/IgG1 ratios, and by IFNc and IL5 levels. However, inclusion of either
adjuvant shifted the response to a more balanced one, but MPL was more effective
in promoting this shift.

Particles with adjuvants included stimulated protective responses as determined
by virus lung titers after challenge. Importantly, the adjuvanted particles showed
no evidence of ERD upon virus challenge in either mice or cotton rats as assessed
by cytokine secretion and lung histology. Thus these virosomes show promise as
potential vaccine candidates. No clinical trials have been reported. In addition, the
conformation of the F protein in the particles has not been characterized.

6.3 Nanoparticles

Another RSV vaccine candidate is described as a nanoparticle (Patent application
#WO 2010/077717A1). This particle is composed entirely of a mutant version of
the RSV F protein, which was synthesized in baculovirus-infected insect cells and
purified by column chromatography. These particles are described as rosettes of F
protein trimers that are 20–40 nm in diameter. The conformation of the F protein
has not been reported. How this form of F protein differs from previously char-
acterized purified protein vaccine candidates (PFP-1, 2, and 3) is unclear. Results
of preclinical trials in either mice or cotton rats have not been reported, and,
importantly, nor have safety studies in mice or cotton rats. However, phase 1
clinical trials of the material have recently been conducted (clinical trials.gov,
NCT 01290419).

7 Considerations for Future Development of Subunit
and Particulate RSV Vaccines

7.1 Overview

There are a number of lessons from past preclinical and, particularly, clinical trials
of subunit vaccine candidates. In addition, results of recent studies of RSV protein
structure and function and the immunology of RSV infections and vaccine can-
didates suggest important modifications to future RSV vaccine candidates, mod-
ifications that could significantly impact their safety and efficacy and, ultimately,
their approval for use in human populations. Studies of potential improvements
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should minimally consider F protein conformation, G protein conformation,
adjuvant incorporation, and supramolecular structures containing repeating arrays
of antigens. Because murine or cotton rat immune responses are likely different
than human responses, there must be careful assessment of the human immune
response, perhaps informed by studies in humanized murine systems.

7.2 Role of Conformation of F Protein in Effective Antibody
Stimulation

The paramyxovirus F protein is folded into a metastable conformation and upon
fusion activation refolds into the post fusion conformation, which is structurally
very different from the pre-fusion form (see chapter by McLellan et al. (2011) this
volume; Yin et al. 2005; Yin et al. 2006). Given current models of paramyxovirus
fusion, it is logical to assume that optimally neutralizing antibodies should bind to
pre-fusion F protein in order to block virus entry, and that an effective vaccine
candidate should contain the pre-fusion form of the protein. Recent structural
studies of the RSV F protein demonstrate that at least two neutralizing monoclonal
antibody binding sites, including the Palivizumab epitope, are accessible on the
post fusion form of the protein, suggesting that post fusion forms should stimulate
at least a subset of the potential protective neutralizing antibodies (McLellan et al.
2011; Swanson et al. 2011), at least in mice. However, it has also been reported
that a significant proportion of the neutralizing antibodies in human immune sera
do not bind to the post fusion form of the protein (Magro et al. 2012) raising the
possibility that there are human neutralizing antibody binding sites on the pre-
fusion form not present on the post fusion form. Thus, it remains to be determined
which of the two forms of the F protein is the optimal antigen for inclusion in
human vaccine candidates. Conformational intermediates between the pre and post
fusion forms should also be considered. Presumably, the PFP vaccine candidates
tested in the past were primarily in the post fusion form and stimulated only a
subset of neutralizing antibodies, a possibility that could reduce their protective
effect, as noted in clinical trials. Formulation of future vaccine candidates should
focus on inclusion of the pre-fusion or a conformational intermediate form of F
protein.

7.3 G Protein Conformation

Recent studies have indicated that antibodies to the central region of the G protein
ectodomain have a significant role in protective responses to RSV (Zhang et al
2010). There is virtually no information about the conformation of the G protein or
any conformational changes that may take place during virus entry. A more
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detailed understanding of the conformation of this protein and any changes that
occur during virus attachment and entry could suggest more directed approaches
for the inclusion of a form of the G protein that will stimulate effective antibodies
to this central region. Perhaps future vaccine candidates should present only
peptides from this region of the G protein rather than the intact protein.

7.4 Adjuvants

Stimulation of innate immunity is necessary for affinity maturation of antibodies
and long-term T and B cell responses (reviewed in Bessa et al. 2010; Guay et al.
2007; Lanzavecchia and Sallusto 2007; Pasare and Medzhitov 2005). Adjuvants
stimulate innate immunity and are often included in vaccines to enhance adaptive
immune responses. Different adjuvants stimulate through different innate immune
response pathways with different outcomes on adaptive immunity. The only
licensed adjuvant that has been tested with RSV vaccine candidates is alum.
Indeed, until just recently, alum is the only adjuvant licensed for use in vaccines in
the US. While the pathways stimulated by alum are only recently described,
precise mechanisms responsible for enhancement of antibody responses by alum
are still not clearly defined (reviewed in Lambrecht et al. 2009). It is clear,
however, that alum stimulates primarily Th2 responses (Lambrecht et al. 2009).
Thus, alum is not the appropriate adjuvant for subunit RSV vaccine candidates,
especially for use in young infants, since predominantly Th2 responses are asso-
ciated with ERD. In addition, many subunit vaccine candidates discussed above
are less likely to induce T cell responses, particularly Th1 responses, and optimal
adjuvants will be those that increase stimulation of Th1 responses. Indeed, over the
past decade, subunit or inactivated RSV vaccines combined with many different
adjuvants, particularly TLR agonists, have shown significantly improved adaptive
immune responses in animal models. For example, in a head-to-head comparison
of alum and TLR agonists, it was recently reported that inclusion of TLR 4, 3, and
7 agonists with UV-inactivated RSV promoted antibody affinity maturation and
protective responses without ERD while inclusion of alum did not (Delgado et al.
2009).

Recently one TLR4 agonist, MPL, has been approved for use in the HPV
vaccine. However, a number of other TLR agonists are in phase I-III clinical trials
(Steinhagen et al. 2011). Furthermore, recent reports clearly show that combina-
tions of TLR agonists synergize to enhance adaptive immunity (Kasturi et al.
2011; Napolitani et al. 2005; Querec et al. 2006) to a noninfectious, particulate
influenza vaccine candidate suggesting that inclusion of several different adjuvants
in vaccine candidates may be optimal. Another adjuvant included in influenza
vaccines used in Europe is MF59, an oil in water emulsion that improves
immunogenicity. However, the mechanism of action of this adjuvant is not entirely
understood (Lambrecht et al. 2009). Testing of these adjuvants and combinations
of adjuvants with RSV vaccine candidates, including older ones such as the PFP,
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will likely significantly improve efficacy and yield formulations with acceptable
properties in at least certain target populations. Inclusion of these new adjuvants
with newer particulate RSV vaccine candidates will potentially further enhance the
effectiveness of these candidates.

7.5 Supramolecular Structure of the Antigens

It is increasingly recognized that immunization with particulate antigens often
results in more robust antibody responses, in more efficient maturation of high
affinity antibodies, and in enhanced development of T cell responses compared to
responses to purified proteins. Indeed, there are two particulate vaccines licensed
for use, the vaccine for the human papilloma virus (HPV) and the vaccine for
hepatitis B virus (HBV). The HPV vaccine is a virus-like particle (VLP) composed
of the major capsid structural protein and is assembled into a structure very similar
to the virus particle. The HBV vaccine is the envelope protein embedded in a lipid
vesicle resembling, to some extend, the virus particle. Preclinical studies of par-
ticulate vaccine candidates for RSV, described above, show promise, some of
which do not require addition of adjuvant.

Potentially other types of particles may also be developed for future candidates.
Indeed, particles, described as microparticles, have recently been reported as a
potential vaccine candidate for RSV. These 10-nm polyphosphazene microparti-
cles were composed of poly[di(sodium carboxylatoethylphenoxyl)] phosphazene
and contained the truncated secreted form of F protein as well as TLR agonists
(Garlapati et al. 2012). Nanoparticles composed of the influenza HA protein as
well as TLR agonists encapsulated in 300-nm particles composed of poly(D,L-
lactic-co-glycolic acid) have been reported as potent influenza vaccine candidates
(Kasturi et al. 2011). These could potentially be developed for RSV vaccine
candidates.

Another type of nanoparticle reported contains the RSV N protein and a car-
boxyl terminal fragment of the P protein (Roux et al. 2008) and is an alternative
approach to RSV vaccines. N protein sequence includes human specific RSV T
cell epitopes. It has been reported that CD8 T cells are important for protection
from vaccine induced eosinophilia (Hussell et al. 1997, 1998) thus the goal of
these studies was to explore the potential role of N protein induced T cell
responses in protective responses. The N protein, expressed in E. coli, formed
15 nM particles composed of a ring of 10–11 N proteins associated with 70
nucleotide fragments of E. coli RNA. In adult mice, intranasal immunization with
this particle resulted in N protein specific antibody, CD4 and CD8 T cell
responses, and protection from RSV replication upon challenge as determined by
quantitative PCR of NP sequences in lungs (Roux et al. 2008). However, in
neonatal mice (Remot et al. 2012), while there was some protection, there was
evidence for ERD and a Th2 biased immune response upon RSV challenge.
Inclusion of the adjuvant CpG only partially eliminated ERD. Thus, the efficacy
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and safety of this type of vaccine candidate must be further optimized and assessed
in preclinical trials.

Thus, future endeavors that focus on defining the most appropriate form of
particulate antigen for RSV vaccines are warranted. A consideration is that many
of the early vaccine candidates, notably PFPs, were purified proteins mixed with
alum. This combination does result in particulate multivalent structures (Tritto
et al. 2009) yet these particles were not very effective vaccines in humans. It is
likely that the protein antigens in alum are not organized into repeating arrays
typical of a virus. Thus, the organization of the viral antigens in any particulate
vaccine candidate may need to be carefully considered.

7.6 Human Immune Responses to Vaccine Candidates

A major difficulty in developing an effective RSV vaccine has been the failure to
translate the positive results obtained in rodent models to humans (Power 2008). It
is possible that RSV vaccine candidate stimulation of innate and B cell immunity
in humans is different than in model animal systems (Lanzavecchia and Sallusto
2009). Definition of immune responses to vaccine candidates in humans will be a
key to the development of an effective human vaccine. The recent development of
humanized murine systems for vaccine testing (Schmidt et al. 2008; Shultz et al.
2007; Zhang et al. 2007) should facilitate these studies. Not only will formulations
most favorable for human innate immunity and B cell stimulation be identified but
also optimal routes, schedules, and doses of immunization can be tested.

8 Conclusions

Existing data suggest that subunit vaccines, despite primarily inducing antibody
without T cell responses, are safe and relatively immunogenic in adults of all ages,
although efficacy will need to be demonstrated and may require enhanced
immunogenicity. Similarly, this approach should also be safe and effective in the
RSV-experienced older child. However, subunit vaccines will need to reliably
induce balanced Th1/Th2 responses as well as neutralizing antibodies and T cells
if they are to be successfully developed for use in very young RSV-naïve infants,
the primary group in need of a vaccine. VLPs may be particularly successful for
this group as they can induce T cell immunity.

Given the history and current status of subunit and particulate vaccine candi-
dates summarized here as well as considerations described above, one may predict
that an optimal RSV vaccine candidate will include the pre-fusion form of the F
protein and a conformation of G protein or G protein fragment that exposes the
central conserved region of the protein. These proteins should be assembled in a
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virus-sized particle in an organized array typical of an infectious virus. In addition,
a combination of adjuvants targeting different innate immunity pathways will
likely increase the affinity maturation of antibodies as well as induction of long-
lived antibody secreting bone marrow plasma cells and memory B cells. Testing of
new candidates should include neonatal rodents, humanized murine systems, as
well as different human target populations. Approval of any of subunit or partic-
ulate vaccine candidates for use in humans will depend upon optimization of
efficacy and safety in these model systems. Approval for vaccines targeted to
adults and sero-positive children will be far less problematic than those targeted
for sero-negative infants.
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