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Abstract

Humans are well equipped to defend themselves against bacteria. The innate immune system employs diverse mechanisms to
recognize, control and initiate a response that can destroy millions of different microbes. Microbes that evade the sophisticated
innate immune system are able to escape detection and could become pathogens. The pathogens Streptococcus pneumoniae and
Staphylococcus aureus are particularly successful due to the development of a wide variety of virulence strategies for bacterial
pathogenesis and they invest significant efforts towards mechanisms that allow for neutrophil evasion. Neutrophils are a primary
cellular defense and can rapidly kill invading microbes, which is an indispensable function for maintaining host health. This
review compares the key features of Streptococcus pneumoniae and Staphylococcus aureus in epidemiology, with a specific
focus on virulence mechanisms utilized to evade neutrophils in bacterial pathogenesis. It is important to understand the complex
interactions between pathogenic bacteria and neutrophils so that we can disrupt the ability of pathogens to cause disease.
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Epidemiology of Staphylococcus aureus
and Streptococcus pneumoniae

Both S. pneumoniae and S. aureus colonize in the human
upper respiratory tract and typically have a rather commensal
lifestyle. Occasionally, the immune response may be damp-
ened or incapacitated; this weakness allows for S. pneumoniae
and S. aureus to act as pathogens that contribute towards the
development of potentially fatal diseases such as pneumonia,
meningitis, endocarditis, toxic-shock syndrome, bacteremia
and soft-tissue/skin infections (Klevens et al. 2006; Deleo
et al. 2010). Alarmingly, despite serious attempts to eradicate
it, S. aureus has remained a leading cause of healthcare and
community-associated infections in the western world over
the past decade. Furthermore, S. pneumoniae is the most com-
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mon cause of community-acquired pneumonia worldwide,
accounting for an estimated 3.5 million deaths worldwide
(Black et al. 2010). At present, approximately 1.6 million
people die from pneumococcal diseases each year, placing
pneumonia and meningitis as the most prevalent invasive
pneumococcal diseases (IPD). In western countries, the main
burden of pneumococcal disease is among adults over the age
of 50 and provides evidence that the elderly are a rapidly
expanding population with increased risk for infection
(Hussain et al. 2005).

Among the many risk factors associated with staphylococ-
cal diseases, colonization with S. aureus has the strongest
correlation. At present, approximately 20-30% of the healthy
population carries S. aureus (Weidenmaier et al. 2012).
Colonization with S. pneumoniae is most frequently detected
in young children but transient nasopharyngeal pneumococcal
carriage is common among all ages. The most at risk for de-
velopment of pneumococcal diseases are at both extremities of
life, i.e., children under the age of 4 years and adults over
50 years of age. As with S. pneumoniae, carriage of
S. aureus serves as the first step to infection as well as the
frequent source of transmission between individuals
(Wertheim et al. 2005). Although carriage of these organisms
is situated in the same niche, the upper respiratory tract,
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colonization in children with S. pneumoniae shows a strong
negative association with S. aureus carriage (Regev-Yochay
et al. 2004; Bogaert et al. 2004).

Competition is considered the most common interaction
between different organisms occupying the same niche but
host factors also contribute to the creation of a living environ-
ment that is suitable for the bacterium. Several different mech-
anisms were recently reviewed that could account for the in-
verse correlation in the nasopharyngeal space between
S. aureus and S. pneumoniae, including the composition of
the microbiome, host immune responses, production of bac-
tericidal hydrogen peroxide (H,0,) or pilus by S. preumoniae
(Reiss-Mandel and Regev-Yochay 2016). Importantly, the ef-
fects of this negative correlation is bimodal, in that S. aureus
factors could also hamper pneumococcal growth. In support
of'this, Cremers et al. reported that with controlled inoculation
of healthy human adults with S. pneumoniae, colonization
could not be established in individuals with staphylococcal-
dominated nasopharyngeal microbiomes (Cremers et al.
2014). In fact, several staphylococcal peptides have been
shown to directly kill S. pneumoniae (Cogen et al. 2010).
However, the exact molecular mechanism for this negative
interaction has yet to be determined and is further complicated
by the fact that experimental murine models do not support
colonization or transmission studies with S. aureus
(Weidenmaier et al. 2012; Baur et al. 2014).

The main difference between the two pathogens is that the
most common pneumococcal diseases do not contribute to
pneumococcal transmission, suggesting that the virulence
characteristics of the pneumococcus are adaptations that in-
crease its persistence within a host during colonization
(Weiser 2010; Musher 2003). On the contrary, skin infections
caused by community-associated methicillin-resistant
S. aureus (CA-MRSA) have been shown to enhance transmis-
sibility of the pathogen (Coronado et al. 2007; Fontanilla et al.
2010). Although MRSA infections were historically restricted
to the healthcare system (Barrett et al. 1968), in the past two
decades the epidemiology shifted to community-associated
(CA-)MRSA strains that have rapidly emerged and initiated
infections in previously healthy individuals (Vandenesch et al.
2003; Li et al. 2009). Enhanced expression of virulence fac-
tors, such as the toxins alpha toxin (hemolysin, Hla), phenol-
soluble modulins (PSMs) and or Panton—Valentine leucocidin
(PVL), may have a contributory role in the epidemiological
transition (Rigby and DeLeo 2012). In addition, a recent study
found that wall teichoic acid (WTA) production is involved in
the transition to CA-MRSA because the CA-MRSA strains
that exhibited more WTA content had advanced abscess for-
mation compared to low WTA-producing strains (Wanner
et al. 2017). The enhanced virulence potential of CA-MRSA
is, in part, related to the ability of these strains to evade killing
by human neutrophils, thereby making them more prone to
cause disease.
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Antibiotic resistance drives the evolution of S. pneumoniae
and S. aureus to become important pathogens, which is further
complicated by the empty pipeline for the development of
novel therapeutics (Chambers and DeLeo 2009). High antibi-
otic usage within the healthcare system has driven significant
selective pressure for gaining antibiotic resistance. Strains for
both S. pneumoniae and S. aureus have been isolated that are
resistant for almost every antibiotic introduced into clinical
practice (Laxminarayan et al. 2013; McGuinness et al. 2017,
Charpentier and Tuomanen 2000). Resistance is mediated
through horizontal gene transfer, a process that allows for
rapid exchange of resistance genes and virulence factors either
through natural competence for S. pneumoniae or through
(pro)phage transduction and plasmid exchange for MRSA
(Barlow 2009). For instance, complete vancomycin resistance
can develop in MRSA through uptake of vancomycin-
resistant enterococci plasmids followed by an integration of
the vancomycin resistance genes into one of their resident
plasmids (Zhu et al. 2010). The implementation of effective
vaccination provides an important therapeutic strategy and has
decreased the concern that S. pneumonia has become increas-
ingly difficult to treat with antibiotics. Although vaccination is
crucial to limiting over-use of antibiotics and resistance, to
date, only a limited number of the known 93 polysaccharide
capsule serotypes are included in the current vaccines. The
selection of serotypes included in the 7-, 10- and 13-valent
pneumococcal conjugate vaccines is based upon the frequen-
cy with which these serotypes caused IPD prior to conjugate
vaccine introduction (Poland 1999). The introduction of the
pneumococcal conjugate vaccines in national vaccination
schemes has significantly reduced the incidence of pneumo-
coccal disease caused by the vaccine serotypes but, alarming-
ly, non-vaccine serotypes are being isolated from both pediat-
ric and adult patients with IPD with higher frequencies
(Weinberger et al. 2011; Miller et al. 2011). There is currently
no vaccine available for S. aureus, despite ample attempts
by a multitude of pharmaceutical companies. As such,
S. aureus remains high on the WHO priority list of most
dangerous pathogens. Altogether, this underscores the ur-
gent need for development of antimicrobials that are effec-
tive in the treatment of pneumococcal and staphylococcal
infections.

Neutrophil response to infection

Polymorphnuclear cells or neutrophils are the major cellular
defense against S. aureus and S. pneumoniae infections.
Neutrophils are the first to arrive at the local infectious nidus
and migrate out of the vasculature in an attempt to eradicate
the pathogen through an armamentarium of defenses includ-
ing protease release, production of reactive oxygen species
(ROS) and antimicrobial peptides/proteins. Neutrophils are
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essential towards combating Gram-positive pathogens and pa-
tients with deficiencies in neutrophil function, or with reduced
neutrophil numbers due to chemotherapy are particularly sus-
ceptible to S. aureus infections. Neutropenia, chronic granu-
lomatosis disease (CGD) and leukocyte adhesion deficiency
are all associated with severe bacterial infections and can com-
monly be attributed to Gram-positive bacteria as the causative
organism (Bogomolski-Yahalom and Matzner 1995; Boxer
and Morganroth 1987). However, S. pneumoniae and other
catalase-negative organisms are not frequently associated with
infection in CGD patients. In Chedaik—Higashi syndrome,
patients have a reduced capacity to produce antimicrobials
via neutrophil granules and show hampered degranulation.
Furthermore, neutrophils isolated from Chedaik—Higashi syn-
drome patients had a diminished capacity to kill S. pneumonia
and may be an explanation of the recurrent infections charac-
teristic of the disorder (Ganz et al. 1988; Root et al. 1972) In
addition, splenectomized or asplenic patients have a 50-fold
increased risk of developing an IPD and a 50-70% mortality
rate is associated with these cases (Di Sabatino et al. 2011).
Recently, populations of immature and mature neutrophils
from the spleen were recognized as key components in the
local eradication of S. pneumonia (Deniset et al. 2017). This
converging evidence suggests that neutrophils can utilize mul-
tiple mechanisms to eliminate S. aureus and S. pneumonia. It
is important to understand the mechanisms utilized by neutro-
phils to combat these pathogens, so that we may have a better
understanding of human health and capitalize on these strate-
gies for improved therapeutic techniques.

Neutrophils develop and mature in bone marrow and are
released en masse into peripheral circulation. Approximately
60% of human blood leukocytes are comprised of neutrophils
and these cells flood the vasculature during a rapid response to
infected tissue. Circulating neutrophils are directed to the in-
fected tissue by chemotactic signals that could be provided by
bacteria or released by host cells. The innate immune system
provides a rapid response and elicits an almost immediate
anticipation of neutrophils towards chemotactic signals that
promote migration and induce inflammation. During the
translation process, growing bacteria produce n-formylated
peptides, which promote chemotactic migration of the neutro-
phil towards the nidus of invading bacteria. Other important
host-derived chemotactic molecules, such as interleukin 8
(IL8), chemokine ligand 1 (CXCL1 or GROw), leukotriene
B4 (LTB4) and complement component C5a, are used by neu-
trophils to find their way into areas of infection. Further re-
cruitment is propagated with participation of resident cells
such as macrophages and endothelial cells, which produce
additional chemotactic signals to mount a proper cellular re-
sponse in the infected tissue.

Neutrophil recruitment out of the circulation is mediated by
the leukocyte recruitment cascade, whereby a complex series
of cellular interactions and signaling events dictate the

neutrophil dynamics of infiltration into infected tissue
(Fig. 1). The leukocyte recruitment cascade can be divided
into four distinct stages: neutrophil rolling and/or tethering
on endothelial cells, firm adhesion and crawling of the
neutrophils, transmigration, and subsequent chemotactic mi-
gration. The first step to recruitment requires circulating
phagocytes to be slowed down near the site of infection.
Activated endothelial cells rapidly express P- and E-
selectins, which under sheer force of the blood flow are
able to interact with glycoprotein P-selectin glycoprotein
ligand-1 (PSGL-1) on the neutrophil surface. The carbohy-
drate—protein interactions result in initial tethering and sub-
sequent rolling of neutrophils along the endothelial wall
(Moore et al. 1995). The second step is the progression
from rolling to complete arrest of the neutrophils on the
endothelial lining. Neutrophils use integrin-dependent inter-
actions via leukocyte adhesion molecules, such as clusters
of differentiation molecule 11a (CD11a/CD18; LFA-1) and
CD11b/CDI18 (Mac-1), to firmly adhere to intercellular ad-
hesion molecule 1 (ICAM-1) molecules on the endothelial
cells (Diamond et al. 1990). The (32 integrins expressed on
the cellular surface can increase their affinity for ICAM-1
through inside—out signaling following activation by proin-
flammatory mediators displayed on the endothelium. Once
the neutrophil begins crawling along the endothelial cells,
the neutrophil will prepare for transmigration with cytoskel-
etal rearrangement and (32 integrins clustering to alter mor-
phology. Transmigration from the endothelium into infected
tissue occurs through the endothelial junction or
transcellularly and is facilitated by complex interactions be-
tween the receptors CD31 and CDI11b/CDI18 and junction
adhesion molecules A—C, CD47 and CD44 (Phillipson
et al. 2006). The leukocyte recruitment cascade described
above is the generally held view of recruitment of neutro-
phils into the skin or muscle. Recruitment of neutrophils to
other organs or vascular beds such as the lungs and liver
do not require selectins, indicating that alternative adhesion
molecules may be involved (McDonald et al. 2008; Yipp
et al. 2012).

When the neutrophil is internalized across the endothelial
barrier, it is guided towards the site of infection by various
chemo-attractants and becomes activated by inflammatory
stimulants. Staphylococci and pneumococci directly release
molecules that are recognized by sensors of the innate immune
system called pattern recognition receptors (PRRs), such as
Toll-like receptors (TLR) or chemoattractant receptors of the
G-protein-coupled receptor (GPCR) family. Importantly, all
PRRs recognize microbe-associated, evolutionarily conserved
structures known as pathogen-associated molecular patterns
(PAMPs). TLRs are the most studied group of PRRs and are
responsible for the distinction between endogenous immune
stimuli compared to exogenous pathogens, which constitute
the basis of the host-immune surveillance. Ligands of the TLR
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Fig. 1 Neutrophil extravasation.
Spinning disk intravital
microscopy image showing a skin
postcapillary venule (blue; CD31)
with neutrophils (red; Ly6G) in
the process of recruitment to
staphylococcal infection. The
skin of a wild-type C57BL/6
mouse was infected with

S. aureus (strain MW2-GFP
(Surewaard and Kubes 2017))
and the intravital microscopy
(IVM) image was taken 2 h later.
It captured neutrophils at different
stages of migration: rolling cells,
adhering neutrophils, cells that
extravasated out of the blood
vessel and chemotactic
neutrophils towards S. aureus
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are of relevance for staphylococcal and pneumococcal infec-
tions and include an incredibly diverse range of agonists in-
cluding: bacterial lipoproteins (TLR1, TLR2, TLR6), bacteri-
al CpG-rich DNA (TLR9), pneumolysin (TLR4) (Kawai and
Akira 2010; Koppe et al. 2012). In general, activated TLRs
initiate intracellular signal transduction cascades that enhance
phagocytosis and induce cytokine production. However, acti-
vation of TLRs alone does not stimulate neutrophil migration,
nor is it sufficient for phagocytosis. The GPCR family of
transmembrane-bound receptors is crucial for mediating di-
rected migration along a chemotactic gradient (Bestebroer
et al. 2010a). The main chemo-attractants secreted by bacteria
are PSMs and N-formylated proteins/peptides that are recog-
nized by the formyl peptide receptors (FPRs) (Le et al. 2001;
Wang et al. 2007; Kretschmer et al. 2010). One of the most
potent host-derived chemo-attractants is the small comple-
ment fragment C5a and the less-potent relative, C3a. The
complement fragments are generated during the activation of
the complement cascade. Along with chemokines such as ILS,
LTB4 and GRO«, which are released by tissue resident cells,
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all these signals engage specific GPCRs leading to polariza-
tion, priming or activation. All theses chemotactic factors are
integrated by signal transduction cascades in the neutrophil
resulting in directed migration towards the site of infection
(Mullaly and Kubes 2006; Phillipson and Kubes 2011).

The main mechanism by which neutrophils destroy patho-
gens is a process known as phagocytosis. Neutrophil phago-
cytosis starts with the recognition and binding of bacteria,
followed by their ingestion. Complement and immunoglobu-
lins serve as activated serum proteins that coat the extracellu-
lar surface of the pathogen and greatly enhance phagocytose,
through a process called opsonization. The complement sys-
tem is normally inactive and is constitutively present at high
concentrations in the serum or interstitial fluid. When a path-
ogen is recognized through PRRs or specific IgGs, there is an
activation of the proteolytic complement cascade, which di-
rects the deposition of complement on the microbial surface.
Neutrophils display leukocyte Fc gamma receptors (FcyR)
and the complement receptors (CR); these receptors recognize
IgG or activated complement fragment C3b on opsonized
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bacteria. Upon cross-linking by ligand binding, the CRs and
FcyR mediate the initial uptake, or phagocytosis of the path-
ogen. Internalization of the pathogen initiates a series of ve-
sicular transport events along with fusion and fission of neu-
trophil granules to develop the phagolysosome. As a result of
granule fusion, the contents are released into the lumen of the
phagolysosome and there is subsequent activation of proteases
or enzymes. Phagocytosis also initiates signaling complexes
that are responsible for the generation of ROS and acidifica-
tion of the phagosome (Kinchen and Ravichandran 2008).

The NADPH oxidase is responsible for ROS production
in neutrophils and functions by pumping electrons across
the phagosomal membrane to produce O”". This superoxide
anion is almost instantly converted to hydrogen peroxide
(H,0,) by superoxide dismutase. Unique to neutrophils,
myeloperoxidase can catalyze a reaction of H,O, with chlo-
ride to form the microbiocidal hypochlorous acid (HOCI).
In addition, other secondary reactions generate hydroxyl
radical, chloramines, hydroperoxyl radical and singlet oxy-
gen, all very potent antimicrobial compounds (Babior
1999). In addition to oxidant-dependent killing mecha-
nisms, neutrophils also undergo degranulation, a process
whereby neutrophil granules fuse with phagosomes. As a
result of granule fusion, the contents are released into the
lumen of the phagolysosome and there is subsequent acti-
vation of proteases or enzymes. Degranulation will enrich
the antimicrobial milieu of the phagolysosomal lumen, as
these granules are packed with antimicrobial proteins such
as: bactericidal/permeability-increasing protein, lysozyme,
defensins and lactoferrin and the serine proteases, neutro-
phil elastase, proteinase 3 and cathepsin G (de Leeuw et al.
2010; Amulic et al. 2012).

Next to phagocytosis and intracellular killing by neutro-
phils, a new antimicrobial strategy has been described in
which neutrophils actively release their DNA together with
several cytosolic and granular proteins. These so-called neu-
trophil extracellular traps (NETs) prevent further dissemina-
tion by trapping pathogens (Brinkmann et al. 2004). NETs
have been shown to bind and kill microbes in vitro and have
been found in various disease models in vivo (McDonald et al.
2012). Importantly, neutrophils lack the ability to directly
catch bacteria out of the bloodstream; therefore, release of
NETs can assist in the capture of invading pathogens from
the circulation (McDonald et al. 2012). A follow-up study
from the same group used intravital microscopy to show that,
in vivo, a neutrophil could release DNA without cell lysis or
death, a process referred to as “vital NETosis” (Yipp et al.
2012). While the potential role of NETs in the innate immune
system appear promising and may be of vital importance,
there is currently a knowledge gap in our understanding of
the molecular signaling events that underlie NET formation,
that will require further investigation.

Taken together, neutrophils are extremely capable of rec-
ognizing and destroying bacterial pathogens. Many patho-
gens, such as S. aureus and S. pneumoniae, have co-evolved
with the human innate immune system. Therefore, it is not
surprising that these pathogens have an abundant repertoire
of factors aimed at evasion of the innate system, which are
used to thwart host defense and cause disease. The secreted
and surface-attached molecules produced by S. aureus and
S. pneumoniae have the potential to evade and/or disrupt al-
most the entire antimicrobial capacity of neutrophils. The re-
mainder of this review will highlight recent findings and the
most important strategies of these pathogens to circumvent the
activation, recognition, uptake and killing by neutrophils
(Fig. 2).

Evasion of recognition
Capsule

Perhaps the best-studied virulence factor of S. pneumonia is its
capsular polysaccharide (CPS). Over 90 different pneumococ-
cal capsular serotypes exist and all differ in their polysaccha-
ride chemistry and antigenicity. The CPS functions to mini-
mize or inhibit recognition by the host, achieving this feature
by hiding and/or modifying the bacterial surface. This strategy
critically relies on the production of CPS to form the bacterial
capsule, which will protect the pneumococcus against phago-
cytic clearance by blocking the deposition of immunoglobu-
lins (Ig) and complement on the pneumococcal cell surface
(Abeyta et al. 2003; Hostetter 1986). Furthermore, the CPS
can decrease trapping by NETs, compounding the complexity
of evasion strategies utilized by these pathogens (Wartha et al.
2007). Pneumococcal strains that produce CPS in vitro are
more virulent in vivo (Mac and Kraus 1950), although it
should be noted that the degree of encapsulation does not
strongly impact nasopharyngeal colonization
(Hammerschmidt et al. 2005). Not surprisingly, the pneumo-
coccus spends significant effort in producing CPS and is over-
all recognized as its main virulence factor.

There is an emerging body of evidence that staphylococcal
strains also have some degree of encapsulation. To date, eight
different CPS were described with serotype 5 and 8, which
account for the majority of the clinical isolates. The staphylo-
coccal capsule has been shown to be a virulence factor in
animal models of bacteremia, surgical wound infection, arthri-
tis and renal or skin abscess formation. Although, there is a
clear role of the CPS in animal virulence, only 40% of all
circulating S. aureus strains express a capsule and expression
is limited to the stationary phase in humans (Bagnoli et al.
2012). Notwithstanding, all the endemic USA300 CA-
MRSA strains that presently account for the majority of
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Modulation of neutrophil effector functions
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infections lack encapsulation, providing evidence that staph-
ylococcal strains without a capsule are fully virulent.

Anti-opsonic properties

S. pneumoniae and S. aureus can express several surface and
secreted proteins, which hamper opsonization. Phagocytosis
of S. pneumoniae and S. aureus can be averted by anti-opsonic
properties released directly from the pathogens. The list of
pneumococcal anti-opsonic molecules is rapidly growing;
however, they remain pale in comparison to the arsenal of
staphylococcal anti-opsonic proteins (Rigby and DeLeo
2012; Serruto et al. 2010). In the last decade, over 15 different
secreted or surface-bound molecules that inhibit serum com-
plement or IgG-mediated uptake of staphylococci have been
described. Great reviews on complement evasion by
S. pneumoniae (Andre et al. 2017) and for S. aureus (Zipfel
and Skerka 2014) have recently been published and only the
most recently discovered molecules will be mentioned in this
review.
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The complement system is incredibly important for
opsonization and, at the core of this proteolytic cascade, en-
zymatic convertase complexes are formed. These complexes
mediate the cleavage of C3, which is essential for opsonizing
microbes with complement components C3b and iC3b,
resulting in enhanced phagocytosis. Likewise, activation of
the complement system generates C5a, a potent neutrophil
chemoattractant. The secreted staphylococcal
metalloprotease, aureolysin and pneumococcal endopeptidase
(PepO) recruit plasminogen to promote complement activa-
tion and rapid consumption of complement components
around the bacterium. Protein catabolism of complement can
lead to consequential inhibition of complement activation on
the bacterial surface targets (Laarman et al. 2011; Agarwal
et al. 2015). Aureolysin and PepO inhibit complement activa-
tion via C3, the central molecule in the complement system.
Aureolysin resembles cobra venom factor and can efficiently
activate C3 in a nonspecific manner, thereby inhibiting phago-
cytosis and killing of bacteria by neutrophils (Laarman et al.
2011). Staphylokinase can bind and activate plasminogen on
the surface of bacteria, which results in cleavages of opsonins
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<« Fig. 2 Immune evasion factors targeting neutrophils from Staphylococcus aureus and Streptococcus pneumoniae. Depicted are different stages in
neutrophil responses towards pathogenic bacteria. The first column represents the detection of invading microorganisms by neutrophils and recruitment
to the site of infection. In the gray boxes, the bacterial evasion strategies with bacterial evasion proteins/compounds in white, bacterial toxins in red and
the host’s molecular targets in black. Details for S. preumoniae are grouped on the top and information for S. aureus is grouped on the bottom. The first
column represents strategies for evasion of neutrophil activation/recruitment and toxins that lyse neutrophils. Pneumococcal phosphorylcholine (ChoP)
esterase (CbpE) depletes platelet-activating factor (PAF) for molecular mimicry resulting in decreased neutrophil activation and pneumococcal killing.
Zinc metalloproteinase C (ZmpC) is utilized by S. pneumoniae and staphylococcal superantigen-like protein 5 (SSL5) by S. aureus to inhibit p-selectin
glycoprotein 1 (PSGL-1), by either degradation of the glycoprotein or by antagonism, respectively. Staphylococcal extracellular adherence protein (EAP)
binds and blocks intracellular adhesion molecule 1 (ICAM-1). Many G-protein-coupled receptors are required for activation and are inhibited by
S.aureus; formyl-peptide receptors 1 (FPR1/2) are inhibited by formyl peptide receptor-like 1 inhibitor (FLIPr) and FLIPr-like (FLIPr-L). Chemotaxis
inhibitory protein of S. aureus (CHIPS) inhibits the complement receptors C5aR and FPR1. Staphopain (ScpA) blocks signaling from the chemokine
receptor CXCR2. SSL6 blocks cluster of differentiation 47 (CD47). Secreted staphylococcal toxins bind specific receptors on neutrophils to promote cell
lysis. The bi-component pore-forming leukocidins (Luk) include LukAB that utilizes CD11b or macrophage antigen 1 (Mac-1) to facilitate lysis. LukED
and y-haemolysin CD (HIgCD) use both CXCR1 and CXCR2 to mediate neutrophil lysis. Additionally, C5aRs on neutrophils are used by HIgAB and
Panton—Valentine leucocidin (PVL). Alpha toxin or hemolysin alpha (Hla) can lyse neutrophils through a disintegrin and metalloproteinase domain-
containing protein 10 (ADAM10) and phenol-soluble modulins (PSM) lyse neutrophils independently of a receptor but are recognized at sub-lytic
concentrations by FPR2. Pneumococal toxin pneumolysin (Ply) uses cholesterol in the plasma membrane to form pores; this is a host-receptor-
independent process. Ply is recognized by neutrophils through Toll-like receptor 4 (TLR4). The second column represents molecules that inhibit
opsonization and phagocytosis. The capsular polysaccharide (CPS) protects the pneumococcus from opsonization with complement and immunoglob-
ulin (Ig), thereby preventing phagocytosis. Pneumococcal IgA protese, staphylococcal protein A (SpA), staphylococcal binder of IgG and SSL7 all
function on immunoglobulins to interfere directly with Ig opsonization or prevent the classical complement pathway. Pneumococcal surface protein A
(PspA) can interfere with complement opsonization by blocking complement reactive protein (CRP) and or activating factor B. PspC, transcription
elongation factor (Tuf) and staphylococcal protein SdrE all recruit factor H to their surface to prevent further complement opsonization. Pneumococcal
endopeptidase (PepO) and staphylokinase SAK interact with plasminogen and activation of this zymogen leads to reduced opsonization with C3.
Pneumococcal x-Enolase (Eno) recruits another negative regulator of complement, C4 binding protein (C4BP). Staphylococcal complement inhibitor
(SCIN), extracellular fibrinogen-binding protein (Efb) and extracellular complement-binding protein (Ecb) inhibit C3 or C5 convertases; and aureolysin
cleaves the complement factor C3, which all compromise opsonization. Clumping factor A (CIfA) and Efb both recruit fibrinogen to the surface to cloak
the surface from recognition; Efb needs to additionally interact with surface-bound C3 for this mechanism. Anchored collagen adhesin (Cna) inhibits
complement component 1q (C1q) and FLIPr and FLIPr-L both block Fcy receptors (FcyR) to IgG mediated to prevent phagocytosis. The last column
represents molecules that inhibit bacterial killing by neutrophils. Pneumococcal pyruvate oxidase (SpxB), glutathione reductase (gor), pneumococcal
NADH oxidase (nox), pneumococcal superoxide dismutase (SodA), thiol peroxidase (TpxD) and staphylococcal staphyloxanthin/superoxide dismutase
(SodA/SodM), catalase KatG and alkylhydroperoxide reductase (AhpC) are all anti-oxidants that reduce oxidative stress caused by phagosomal reactive
oxygen species (ROS) generation. Staphylococcal peroxidase inhibitor (SPIN) inhibits MPO and thereby prevents damage from hydrogen peroxide. CPS
and aureolysin hamper antimicrobial peptides (AMPs) from functioning. Additionally, the DIt operon mediates D-alanyl esterification of teichoic acids
and MprF modifies phosphatidylglycerol with alanine or lysine, to protect staphylococci from AMPs. Eap, EapH1 and EapH2 inhibit neutrophil serine
proteases and OatA O-acetylates peptidoglycan, preventing it from degradation by the lysozyme

and reduced phagocytosis in vitro (Rooijakkers et al. 2005a).
Staphylococcal complement inhibitor (SCIN) and homologs

moieties on the cell wall, which inhibits complement-
mediated opsonization. Not surprisingly, complement factor

SCIN-B and SCIN-C are released to prevent directed migra-
tion of neutrophils and opsonophagocytic killing of staphylo-
cocci. SCIN stabilizes surface-bound C3 convertases, thereby
impairing the enzymatic activity of the convertases,
preventing subsequent complement opsonization and C5a re-
lease (Rooijakkers et al. 2005b). Very similar to SCIN, extra-
cellular fibrinogen-binding protein (Efb) and extracellular
complement-binding protein (Ecb), bind and inhibit
convertases targeting only the alternative pathway and C5
convertases but not lectin or classical pathway convertases
(Jongerius et al. 2010). Moreover, Efb can crosslink C3b with
fibrinogen on the staphylococcal surface to cloak itself from
recognition by FcyR or CR and subsequent uptake by neutro-
phils (Ko et al. 2013). Although SCIN and homologs are
human-specific and thus cannot be tested effectively in animal
infection models, Efb has been shown to inhibit phagocytosis
of S. aureus in murine infection models (Jongerius et al.
2012). Pneumococcal surface protein A also interferes with
the deposition of C3 molecules on the pneumococcal cell wall
by inhibiting the binding of CRP to the phosphocholine

H binding seems to be a common strategy of complement
evasion as staphylococcal SrdE, pneumococcal PspC and the
transcription elongating factor, Tuf, all bind to complement
factor H. Once bound to complement factor H, complement
convertases begin to decay and function to prevent further
bacterial opsonization (Bergmann and Hammerschmidt
2006; Akong-Moore et al. 2012; Mohan et al. 2014). In addi-
tion, the pneumococcal protein Enolase was reported to bind
to C4 binding protein (C4BP), consequently coating the sur-
face of pneumococci with this complement regulatory
molecule.

The pneumococcus can express IgA protease, allowing the
specific cleavage of the most prominent Ig subclass in the
human airway and thereby limits the humoral response on
mucosal surfaces (Poulsen et al. 1996; Senior et al. 2000).
Unlike S. pneumoniae, S. aureus does not harbor an IgA pro-
tease; however, SSL7 binds immunoglobulin A (IgA) and
complement C5, thereby inhibiting IgA—FcaRI binding and
serum killing of bacteria (Langley et al. 2005). Furthermore,
SSL7 can prevent the C5a-induced phagocytosis of S. aureus
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and oxidative burst in an in vitro whole-blood inflammation
model (Bestebroer et al. 2010b). S. aureus can modulate IgG
responses through staphylococcal protein A (SpA). SpA is
expressed by all clinical S. aureus isolates and has potent
immunomodulatory properties. SpA has two distinct binding
activities for human and animal immunoglobulins with differ-
ent functions in immunology. The first discovered function of
SpA was binding to the Fcy-domain of nonspecific IgG (in the
wrong orientation), thereby blocking opsonophagocytosis of
staphylococci by neutrophils. In addition, SpA binding to the
Fab domain and cross-linking of IgM promotes B cell
superantigen activity. Elegant work from the Schneewind lab-
oratory demonstrated that, during S. aureus infection in
humans, SpA increases in clonal non-specific [gM while
IgG has no benefit in host protection (Pauli et al. 2014).
However, vaccination with SpA, mutated in the Ig-binding
domains, raised neutralizing antibodies specific for
S. aureus, promoted opsonophagocytic clearance and
protected mice against lethal staphylococcal infection (Kim
et al. 2010). Next to SpA, S. aureus has an additional 1gG
binding protein with similar functions. Sbi binds the Fcy-
domain of IgG and this protein can also form a stable tripartite
complex with C3 and FH, both pathways resulting in the in-
hibition of complement and IgG-mediated opsonization
(Haupt et al. 2008).

Inhibition of neutrophil recruitment

Neutrophils are typically the first leukocyte to be recruited
during acute inflammation and are crucial for clearing infec-
tion; therefore, inhibiting neutrophil recruitment is another
strategy by S. aureus to mediate immune evasion.
Neutrophils are signaled by specific chemokine or anaphylac-
tic toxin receptors and bacteria can specifically target these
receptors to block the initiation of the inflammatory response
and host immune defenses. Extracellular adherence protein
(Eap), chemotaxis-inhibiting protein of S. aureus (CHIPS),
staphopain A (scpA), FPR2 inhibitory protein (FLIPr), its ho-
molog FLIPr-L and staphylococcal superantigen-like (SSL)3—
5 are all small secreted staphylococcal proteins that interfere
with neutrophil activation or recruitment, as recently reviewed
(Thammavongsa et al. 2015; Spaan et al. 2013a). These pro-
teins are unique to S. aureus. S. pneumoniae has a few other
proteins directly targeting cellular receptors involved in neu-
trophil recruitment or activation. The pneumococcus uses mo-
lecular mimicy to exploit the host’s inability to recognize self-
derived molecular structures by displaying the host-derived
small molecule phosphorylcholine (ChoP) on its surface.
Decoration of pneumococcal cell-wall components with
ChoP contribute to fitness and have an important role in
inhibiting bacterial opsonization. On top of that, the genera-
tion of ChoP turned out to be an immune evasion strategy
itself. The recently discovered ChoP esterase (also known as
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CbpE) is a pneumococcal enzyme bound to the cell-wall and
utilizes platelet-activating factor (PAF) to generate ChoP.
Generation of ChoP functions to deplete PAF from the airway
lumen and renders the neutrophils ineffective in proper acti-
vation and killing of S. pneumoniae (Hergott et al. 2015).
Another mechanism that the pneumococcus utilizes to evade
neutrophil responses is through the surface protein ZmpC.
ZmpC targets the leukocyte adhesion molecule P-selectin gly-
coprotein ligand-1 (PSGL-1) and thereby hampers initial teth-
ering and rolling of leukocytes on endothelial cells. Infection
of mice with ZmpC-producing strain TIGR4 in the model of
pneumococcal pneumonia decreased neutrophil infiltration in-
to the lungs compared to animals infected with an isogenic
zmpC knock-out strain. Targeting PSGL-1 appears to be an-
other virulence mechanism shared by S. aureus and
S. pneumoniae as S. aureus can secrete the PSGL-1 inhibitor,
SSL5 (Bestebroer et al. 2007). Furthermore, Gram-negative
bacteria secrete proteases, e.g., ImpA of Pseudomonas
aeruginosa and serine protease autotransporters of
Enterobacteriaceae that cleave multiple glycoproteins includ-
ing PSGL-1, thereby contributing to bacterial pathogenesis
(Bardoel et al. 2012; Ruiz-Perez et al. 2011). All of these
proteins, except for ImpA, target PSGL-1 and depend on
proper glycosylation of the receptor. The importance of gly-
cosylation in the activation of PSGL-1 has been shown using
ligand treatment with neuraminidase to cleave the glycosidic
linkages, resulting in diminished functional properties of this
receptor. A novel function for PSGL-1 has recently been de-
scribed whereby neutrophils use this receptor for phagocytosis
of S. pneumoniae by recognition of CPS or autolysin (LytA)
(Ramos-Sevillano et al. 2016). It remains to be elucidated
whether PSGL-1 inhibitors also influence the uptake of bac-
teria by neutrophils; however, this may prove to be a promis-
ing direction for novel therapeutics.

Killing of neutrophils

One common potent virulence strategy is the secretion of
toxins or cytolysins. Pneumolysin (Ply) of S. pneumoniae is
a cholesterol-dependent pore-forming toxin, which is con-
served in all pneumococcal isolates. Ply is generally appreci-
ated as a virulence factor and its contribution to disease has
been described in multiple experimental models of infection
(Kadioglu et al. 2008). Using in vivo models of acute pneu-
monia, Ply was shown to be essential for the survival of
S. pneumoniae in the respiratory tract (Kadioglu et al. 2002).
Furthermore, Ply is required for bacterial dissemination from
the lungs to other organs via the bloodstream (Orihuela et al.
2004) and immunization against Ply protects against
S. pneumoniae infection (Alexander et al. 1994).
Intriguingly, secretion of Ply by S. pneumoniae occurs solely
upon autolysis, as Ply lacks a Gram-positive secretion signal.
This strategy may seem odd because the bacterium has to
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undergo autolysis before the toxin is released; however, pneu-
mococcal strains deficient in either LytA or puryvate oxidase
(SpxB) genes involved in apoptotic-like death of pneumococ-
cal cells were outcompeted in an in vivo model of nasopha-
ryngeal colonization. These findings suggest that release of
virulence proteins from dead pneumococcal cells contributes
to ultimate survival of pneumococcus within the host (Regev-
Yochay et al. 2007).

S. aureus is characterized by the ability to secrete many
toxins that can lyse host cells, contribute to development of
abscesses or kill neutrophils that are attempting to engulf and
destroy bacteria. A few of the toxins that play a role in bacte-
rial pathogenesis are «-toxin (or x-hemolysin, Hla), 3-hemo-
lysin, the PSMs and the bi-component toxins or leukocidins.
The leukocidins are pore-forming cytotoxins that help the
bacteria invade host cells. A few leukocidins released by
S. aureus are PVL, y-hemolysins (HIgAB and HIlgCB),
leukocidin ED (LukED), leukocidin GH (LukGH or
LukAB) and leukocidin (LukMF) (Rigby and DeLeo 2012).
Attempts have been made to characterize the role of each toxin
involved in staphylococcal pathogenesis; however, many of
these investigations are technically hampered by the species
specificity of the various toxins (Loffler et al. 2010). Although
many of these toxins were discovered nearly a century ago,
investigations into host specificity have only recently been
pursued. Interest in this area was sparked by the identification
of the cellular receptor for Hla, rapidly followed by the eluci-
dation of the leukocydin receptors. The Hla toxin functions by
binding to a disintegrin and metalloprotease domain-
containing protein 10 (ADAM10) receptor on host cells,
which initiates the assembly into a heptameric pore resulting
in subsequent lysis of the target cell (Inoshima et al. 2011).
Many cell types express ADAMI10, including endothelial and
epithelial cells, platelets and monocytes. In mouse models for
lethal pneumonia, bacteraemia and skin infections, mice ad-
ministered S. aureus with isogenic Hla mutants are hampered
in disease severity (Bubeck Wardenburg et al. 2007, 2008).
Interestingly, human neutrophils appear to be fairly resistant to
Hla, an observation that could be explained by low ADAM10
expression (Powers et al. 2015; Seilie and Bubeck
Wardenburg 2017). Discovery of the targets for staphylococ-
cal toxins has provided a cohesive explanation for cellular
tropisms and a molecular basis for the species specificity.

The leukocidins are secreted by S. aureus and can kill target
cells in minute concentrations (~1 nM) in vitro. When
leukocidin binds to receptors on myeloid cells and erythro-
cytes, these toxins assemble from two different subunits (F
and S) into an octameric pore structure followed by lysis of
the host cell. In general, the majority of receptors that are
targeted by bi-component leukocidins belong to the comple-
ment and chemokine family of receptors. For example, PVL
targets C5aRs and LukED targets CCRS5, CXCR1 and
CXCR2 (Spaan et al. 2013b; Francis et al. 2012; Reyes-

Robles et al. 2013). LukAB uniquely targets CD11b, a subunit
of the Mac-1 integrin (DuMont et al. 2013) (see Fig. 2 for all
the specific cell cellular targets of the bicomponent
leukocidins, while more detailed information can be found
in a recent comprehensive review by Spaan et al. 2017).

Staphylococcal toxin PSMs are highly expressed cytolytic
peptides that are only found in staphylococcus species. PSMs
are small, amphipathic o-helical peptides of approximately
20-25 (x-type) and 44 (3-type) amino acids. Two main im-
munomodulatory functions for these toxins have been pro-
posed, the first of which is the attraction of phagocytes at
nanomolar concentrations and cytolytic activity at micromolar
concentrations (Wang et al. 2007). The second immunomod-
ulatory function of PSMs is due to the amphipathic helical
structure that can facilitate lysis of neutrophils, peripheral
blood mononuclear cells and erythrocytes. Although PSMs
peptides can lyse multiple cell types or even liposomes, it
has been proposed that neutrophils are particularly susceptible
to PSMs in infection because they will sense and migrate
towards the PSM-producing bacteria (Wang et al. 2007;
Kretschmer et al. 2010). The PSM« peptides have the highest
biological potency and have a clear role in pathogenesis; how-
ever, the role of cytolysis with specific PSM« peptides re-
mains unknown. In human serum, binding of lipoproteins
has been shown to diminish the cytolytic capacity of PSMs
(Surewaard et al. 2012). While these peptides may continue to
exhibit cytolytic ability in serum-excluded extracellular envi-
ronments, such as in a skin abscess, evidence that such activity
is diminished in serum suggests that cytolytic PSMs also con-
tribute to pathogenesis in an intracellular environment.
Indeed, several studies have shown that PSMa peptides can
facilitate neutrophil killing after phagocytosis (Surewaard
et al. 2013; Geiger et al. 2012).

Another functional aspect of PSMs is the property to attract
neutrophils, which seems contradictory, as other staphylococ-
cal immune evasion molecules, such as CHIPS, FLIPr and
FLIPr-L, are employed to prevent the influx of neutrophils
during certain stages of staphylococcal disease. This strategy
is successful because the expression of these immune evasion
molecules is regulated under different conditions compared to
the PSM genes. For PSMs, production is strictly controlled by
the Agr quorum-sensing system (Queck et al. 2008), whereas
most immune evasion molecules, such as CHIPs, FLIPr and
FLIPr-L, are under control of the two-component SeaSeR
system. For instance, FLIPr is expressed upon contact with
neutrophil granule contents (Rooijakkers et al. 2006;
Malachowa et al. 2011). PSM expression is low at early stages
of infection when it may be advantageous for the bacteria to
remain unrecognized by the innate immune system and FLIPr
and FLIPr-L may help to inhibit the activity of any residual
PSMs produced by the bacteria. At the height of infection,
S. aureus may switch to an Agr-dependent toxin-based sur-
vival strategy and evasion of detection may no longer be
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feasible. Given that S. aureus is notoriously hard to kill by
neutrophils, attraction to the site of infection may possibly be
advantageous for the bacterium at certain stages of disease and
may be involved in abscess formation. This strategy may be
useful to disseminate infection to other tissues and organs
through intracellular transport where neutrophils abet the bac-
terium by acting as a ‘Trojan horse’ (Thwaites and Gant
2011).

Analogous to PSMs, Ply has also been described to act in a
pro-inflammatory nature. In a recent study, it was shown that
S. pneumoniae expressing a mutated Ply protein lacks cyto-
lytic activity and was more virulent than a pneumococcus in
which the ply gene was deleted. This pro-inflammatory action
appears to be specific for TLR4, because the non-cytolytic
mutant has been reported to activate TLR4-dependent re-
sponses (Malley et al. 2003). Despite this convincing evi-
dence, it is important to note that there is an opposing opinion
in the field that Ply and many other proposed ligands for TLRs
are based on artifact (Hajjar et al. 2001). In fact, initially PSMs
were wrongfully characterized as TLR2 ligands due to con-
taminating lipopeptides in the purification procedure.
Elucidation of a co-crystal structure would help further our
understanding of how TLR4 may be structurally associated
in complex with or without myeloid differentiation factor 2
(MD2) and the respective pneumolysin.

Intracellular survival

Once S. aureus has entered the cell, it has the capacity to
survive and even replicate intracellularly within endothelial
cells, epithelial cells, osteoclasts and in ‘professional’ phago-
cytes such as neutrophils and macrophages (Gresham et al.
2000; Koziel et al. 2009; Tuchscherr et al. 2011; Rogers
1956). When S. pneumoniae is phagocytosed, it is readily
eliminated, although some recent reports suggest invasion
and survival in ‘non-professional’ phagocytes such as epithe-
lial and endothelial cells and specialized glial cells, such as the
olfactory ensheathing cells (Macedo-Ramos et al. 2011, 2016;
Uchiyama et al. 2009; Zhang et al. 2000). This process may
involve translocation of S. pneumoniae to the central nervous
system, where it can lead to pathogenesis of disorders such as
meningitis.

Neutrophils can release serine proteases (e.g., elastase, ca-
thepsin G and proteinase 3) into the phagolysosome, which
are believed to facilitate the killing of kill S. pneumoniae.
However, it has been suggested that several enzymes will
function to facilitate survival with exposure to oxidative stress
by acting as anti-oxidants. S. pneumoniae can encounter ROS
stress either from neutrophils or from the endogenously pro-
duced H,O,. Interestingly, the pneumococcus has the remark-
able ability to produce up to 2 mM of H,0,, which is largely
mediated through the catalytic activity of pyruvate oxidase
(SpxB). The Spx activity converts pyruvate to acetyl
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phosphate, CO, and H,O, using oxygen. Protection of the
pneumococcus from oxidative stress is mediated through glu-
tathione reductase (GR), pneumococcal NADH oxidase
(NOX), pneumococcal SOD (SodA), thiol peroxidase
(TpxD) and the SpxB gene. Evidence suggests that common
mechanisms may be involved in protecting the neutrophil
from ROS-induced damage (Yesilkaya et al. 2013). In addi-
tion, several putative auto-transporters may be involved in the
resistance of S. pneumoniae to antimicrobial peptides such as
the Cathelicidin LL-37 (Majchrzykiewicz et al. 2010).

Even better than S. pneumoniae, S. aureus has multiple
mechanisms in place to protect against oxygen-dependent mi-
crobicidal killing. In fact, the characteristic golden pigment,
Staphyloxanthin (aureus is Latin for golden), functions as an
antioxidant against ROS. Staphylococcal superoxide
dismutases (SodA and SodM), catalase (KatA) and alkyl hy-
droperoxide reductase (AhpCF) confer further resistance by
direct elimination of ROS produced in the phagolysosome
(Beavers and Skaar 2016). In addition, the H,O, molecules
are shuttled by the MPO-halide system in neutrophils to pro-
duce the potent bactericidal HOCI, which contributes to kill-
ing of ingested S. aureus (McGuinness et al. 2016). Recent
work has shown that S. aureus produces a molecule that tar-
gets this reaction by specific inhibition of human MPO. The
staphylococcal peroxidase inhibitor (SPIN) potently inhibits
the peroxidation reaction mediated by MPO and bacteria.
When the gene encoding SPIN has been deleted, decreased
survival compared with wild-type bacteria after phagocytosis
by neutrophils was observed (de Jong et al. 2017).

Antimicrobial peptides and/or proteins and proteases elicit
oxygen-independent killing mechanisms in neutrophils, for
which S. aureus has evolved mechanisms to prevent killing.
The S. aureus peptidoglycan is completely resistant to lyso-
zyme degradation, through O-acetylation of peptidoglycan, a
process catalyzed by the enzyme OatA. S. aureus can hamper
neutrophil killing by modification of the cell-wall components
such as d-alanylation of teichoic acids (d/t operon) and incor-
poration of lysyl-phosphatidylglycerol in the plasma mem-
brane, thereby decreasing overall negative charge of the bac-
terial surface leading to decrease susceptibility to antimicrobi-
al peptides (Bera et al. 2005; Herbert et al. 2007; Peschel et al.
1999).

Outlook

With the rise of antibiotic resistant strains of both S aureus and
S pneumoniae, there is an urgent need for new classes of
antibiotics. Vaccination is an attractive option as an alternative
strategy, because it prevents the risk of infection. For the pneu-
mococcus, well-defined polysaccharide vaccines are available
that allow efficient clearance of S. pneumoniae by the innate
immune system and that have significantly decreased the bur-
den of disease with the included serotypes. Currently, the most
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commonly used vaccines consist of purified polysaccharides
from 7 to 13 (conjugated CPS) or from 23 (pure polysaccha-
ride) serotypes. Vaccination with pure polysaccharide vac-
cines is protective against IPD in adults whereas conjugated
vaccines protect against disease and eradicate carriage in all
age groups including infants (Black et al. 2000; Hammitt et al.
2006). A potential drawback of CPS vaccines is limited sero-
type coverage, as it may lead to strains not carried by the
vaccine replacing the otherwise colonized niche (Weinberger
et al. 2011), highlighting the need for constant inclusion of
additional new CPS serotypes in the vaccine. Perhaps, inclu-
sion of other surface and virulence factors such as
pneumolysin, pillus or ZmpC may significantly boost the vac-
cine efficacy. Although this method presents an enormous
technical challenge to design a vaccine that includes all CPS
serotypes for all strains that cause disease in humans, it could
possibly eradicate pneumococcal disease.

In contrast, there currently is no vaccine available for
S. aureus. Although several attempts have been made, most
vaccine candidates failed in clinical trials despite being pro-
tective against staphylococcal infection in animal models. A
possible explanation for failure in trials is the lack of correla-
tion between uptake of the bacteria by neutrophils and their
subsequent destruction. Vaccination efficacy is highly depen-
dent on the uptake and killing by neutrophils; however, staph-
ylococcal isolates can survive and even proliferate inside neu-
trophils. Intracellular survival is, in part, due to the ability of
S. aureus to resist the effects of neutrophil-derived ROS and
AMPs because neutrophils undergo rapid lysis after phagocy-
tosis by S. aureus (Surewaard et al. 2013; Gresham et al. 2000;
Voyich et al. 2005). Therefore, the pronounced capacity to kill
phagocytes after uptake, a hallmark of virulent S. aureus such
as CA-MRSA, may explain why some attempts to develop
traditional S. aureus vaccines have failed. Although several
new molecules that target staphylococci in this intracellular
compartment have recently been identified, development and
clinical testing will need to be carried out before it will be-
come a therapeutic option available for clinical practice
(Surewaard et al. 2016; Lehar et al. 2015). Lastly, vaccinations
may also be less effective in the presence of immune evasion
factors (e.g., SpA, Sbi, SCIN, CHIPS Efb, Ecb, FLIPr, FLIPr-
L and SSLs) that hamper the attraction of the neutrophil and
opsonization by complement/IgG, which prevents phagocytic
uptake by neutrophils and results in decreased effectiveness
for traditional vaccines.

The success of S. aureus and S. pneumoniae as ‘profession-
al’” pathogens can largely be attributed to the vast repertoire of
capsular serotypes, immune evasion proteins, and toxins that
hamper host immunity. Neutrophils make significant contri-
butions to innate defenses and are armed to control microbial
infection but fail to have sufficient defense mechanisms to
eradicate S. aureus. While significant advances have been
made towards understanding the molecular details of the

interaction between these pathogens and the neutrophil, many
questions remain and provide a bright horizon for future re-
search in this area. The clinical impact of the disorders caused
by S. aureus and S. pneumoniae highlight the importance of
gaining a complete understanding of the antimicrobial de-
fenses in the neutrophil and the mechanisms that are employed
to evade defenses, which is necessary to develop newly
targeted therapeutics that can render bacteria more susceptible
to phagocyte attack and control infection.
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