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Introduction
Cytokines are key modulators of inflammation, participating 

in acute and chronic inflammation via a complex and sometimes 
contradictory network of interactions.1 The cytokines and other 
peptides that are produced, expressed and released by muscle fibers, 
and exert autocrine, paracrine or endocrine effects, are classified as 
myokines. Skeletal muscle contains resident immune cell populations 
and their abundance and type are altered in inflammatory myopathies, 
endotoxemia or other different types of muscle injury.2 The interleukins 
(ILs) correspond to class of cytokines released by numerous body 
tissues to control and coordinate immune responses. There are several 
isoforms and the most known is interleukin-6 (IL-6), an early-stage 
myokine that might play important role in exercise-induced muscular 
growth. IL-6 was first cloned and characterized in the mid-1980s by 
several independent groups, by assessing immunoglobulin production 
and acute-phase protein responses in different cell lines.3 IL-6 is a 
pleiotropic cytokine associated with the control and coordination of 
immune responses, inflammation, hematopoiesis, and oncogenesis, 
which regulates cell growth, survival, and differentiation.4 Skeletal 
muscle cells are a further important source of IL-6 and this cytokine 
is detected locally at elevated concentrations in actively contracting 
muscle fibers and after increased workload. Exercise is known to 
cause major physiological, hormonal, metabolic, and immunological 
effects. The resistance training acutely upregulates IL-6 by up to 100-
fold, and the peak of IL-6 level is reached at the end of the exercise or 
shortly after, about 30 minutes after the exercise, followed by a rapid 
decrease towards pre-exercise levels.5 Exercise-induced metabolic 
stress may further stimulate its production.6,7 However, there is a low 
interaction between muscle damage and increased levels of IL-6, and 
studies found a low correlation in the time course of IL-6 and creatine 
kinase.8,9 Therefore, researchers found that muscle tissues during the 
contraction are the predominant source of IL-6.5 Thus, muscle damage 
is not required in order to increase plasma IL-6 during exercise.

The IL-6 response is sensitive to the exercise intensity, so exercise 
involving a limited muscle mass, e.g. the muscles of the upper 

extremities, may be insufficient to increase plasma IL-6 above pre-
exercise level. Therefore, intensity and duration of the exercise are 
fundamental to determine the magnitude of the exercise-induced 
increase of plasma IL-6.5 Exercise duration is the most important factor 
to determine the post-exercise plasma IL-6 amplitude. More than 50% 
of the variation in plasma IL-6 following exercise can be explained 
by exercise duration alone. Increases of plasma IL-6 only occur if the 
exercise involves a considerable muscle mass working for a long time 
at a considerable intensity. Thus, regardless of the mode, the exercise 
for less than one hour induces a peak of plasma IL-6 concentration 
below 10 pg/ml (< 10 fold increase from pre-exercise level).5 

Additionally, IL-6 is important in energy homeostasis, facilitating 
the mobilization of glycogen and free fatty acid during intense 
exercise. This mobilization from the liver to the circulation may result 
in enhanced substrate uptake by other tissues, e.g., the contracting 
skeletal muscle. Thus, reduced availability of the fuel substrates of 
the contractile muscle activity appears to be one of the main triggers 
of IL-6 production.5–10 Therefore, low physical activity results in 
elevated basal IL-6 levels, while a high level of physical activity 
results in low basal IL-6 levels. In addition, the IL-6 released from the 
contracting muscle may induce an anti-inflammatory response. This 
is reflected by an increase of IL-1ra, IL-10, CRP, and cortisol without 
concomitant increases in pro-inflammatory mediators.5 Satellite cells 
are muscle precursor cells that lie between the basal lamina and the 
sarcolemma of skeletal muscle fibers. In normal adult muscle, satellite 
cells are mitotically and metabolically quiescent, which are known 
as stem cells. With appropriate environmental signals, satellite cells 
enter into the cell cycle, (i.e. are activated) to provide the precursors 
needed for new muscle formation in growth and repair.8 Resistance 
training may cause damage to skeletal muscle, ranging from a few 
macromolecules of tissue to large tears in the sarcolemma, basal 
lamina, and supportive connective tissue, as well as damage within the 
contractile and cyto skeletal proteins of the myofiber. This myotrauma 
initiates the release of growth factors that influence satellite cells in 
a cascade of regenerative events which ultimately lead to myofiber 
hypertrophy.11 
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Abstract

Cytokines are released by numerous body tissues to control and coordinate immune 
responses. However, the role of these molecules in the skeletal muscle has received 
growing interest. Researchers have demonstrated that contracting skeletal muscle may 
synthesize and release interleukin-6 (IL-6) and interleukin-15 (IL-15) in response 
to the exercise. These cytokines potentially have anabolic effects in human skeletal 
muscle and can be associated with hypertrophic processes.
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12have found that an increase in the area of muscle fibers can 
occur without the addition of new myonuclei, however, myonuclear 
addition is required when hypertrophy reaches 26%. Thus, these new 
myonuclei are able to increase their protein synthesis and support an 
enhancement of cytoplasmic area.

 The immune inflammatory response plays an important role in 
skeletal muscle hypertrophy, and after the muscle damage induced 
by exercise, the ratio of IL-6 in myofibers immediately increases, 
with a peak in 12 hours. Simultaneously, neutrophils from the blood 
increase in number in the area of the myotrauma and the agents that 
stimulate and attract macrophages and lymphocytes are released. 
In the following, macrophages are attracted to the injury site where 
they phagocytose cellular debris and chemotactically attract satellite 
cells. The interaction between the satellite cells and the macrophages 
is mediated by cytokines such as IL-6. Thus, this cytokine is also 
involved in enhanced protein degradation, proliferating satellite 
cells which may support muscle regeneration.11–13 Once active, the 
satellite cells follow an ordered set of events, including proliferation, 
migration, and incorporation into the adult overloaded myofibers, 
leading to myofibers growth.12

IL-6 typically signals through the common gp130 receptor, with 
the Janus kinase/signal transducer and the activator of transcription 
(JAK/STAT) pathway being the major intracellular mediator of their 
effects. Additionally, IL-6 may mediate protein synthesis via JAK/
STAT cascade. JAK/STAT activation is necessary for the regulation 
of cell growth and phenotypic adaptation. From all the multiple 
STAT isoforms, STAT3 is critical for satellite cell proliferation and 
differentiation, transcriptionally activating key mediators of the cell 
cycle regulation.14,15

16have found in mice (IL-6-deficient) that genetic loss of IL-6 
blunted muscle hypertrophy and IL-6 deficiency abrogated satellite cell 
proliferation and myonuclear accretion in the preexisting myofiber by 
impairing STAT3 activation and expression. Therefore, IL-6 emerges 
as an important molecule for muscle hypertrophy by controlling 
satellite cell proliferation and myonuclear accretion. Moreover, it 
plays a role in the STAT3 activation pathway by mediating these 
effects.Another myokine that has received considerable interest for 
its potential role in skeletal muscle growth is interleukin-15 (IL-15). 
This cytokine may be secreted from skeletal muscle and function as 
an endocrine regulator of adipose tissue, thus acting as a myokine. 
Interleukin-15 mRNA is widely distributed among tissue and cell 
types, including heart, brain, lung, liver, kidney, pancreas, skeletal 
muscle, and macrophages. Additionally, among the cytokine mRNAs 
expressed within the skeletal muscle, IL-15 mRNA has been reported 
to be the most representative.17,18 In mouse, IL-15 stimulated protein 
synthesis and inhibited protein degradation in cultured skeletal 
myotubes.19 In human skeletal myogenic cultures, IL-15 induces the 
accumulation of myosin of heavy chain in differentiated muscle cells, 
which suggests that IL-15 acts as an anabolic factor in muscle growth. 
In mouse, the over expression in skeletal myogenic cell lines induced 
5-fold higher levels of sarcomeric myosin of heavy chain and α-action 
accumulation in differentiated myotubes.20

In humans, circulating IL-15 was elevated in response to a 
single session of resistance exercise in untrained and trained 
states.18 found a significant increase in plasma IL-15 after resistance 
exercise. Recently,21 found an increase in serum IL-15 by ~5.3-fold 
immediately post-exercise. In addition, systemic IL-15 levels and IL-

15 mRNA in skeletal muscle are markedly elevated after eccentric 
(but not concentric) exercise, suggesting that these elevations are 
contingent on damage to fibers.18 On the other hand, no change was 
found in endurance exercise.22,23 This data demonstrate that IL-15 
levels are upregulated in human skeletal muscle following strength 
training, and the main mechanism involved in the anabolic effects 
of IL-15 relies on a decrease in the proteolytic rate20. Moreover, 
IL15 binds to the endothelial cells with high affinity and stimulates 
angiogenesis. Thus, acute changes in IL-15 with exercise may be 
associated with the changes in the blood supply requirements and neo 
vascularization that occur with training.24 Tumor necrosis alpha-factor 
(TNF-α) is a catabolic cytokine and it has been shown to be elevated 
in inflammatory tissue. Higher levels of TNF-α is often associated 
with lower muscle mass in elderly, and this cytokine stimulates an 
important pathway in apoptosis signaling. IL-15 can potently inhibit 
this process, as the IL-15 receptor can specifically block the TNF-α 
mediated apoptosis by recruiting the TNF receptor-associated factor 
(TRAF2) and preventing TNF signaling.18 

21show that a higher alpha-receptor IL-15Rα protein expression, 
at 4 hours post-exercise, performed a greater volume of resistance 
exercise and had a higher force production. Additionally,18 found 
that a single nucleotide polymorphism in exon 7 and 4 of IL-15Rα 
was able to explain a ~11% of the hypertrophy after 10 weeks of 
resistance exercise training in young men and women. Regarding the 
expressions,25 it has been demonstrated that the levels of IL-15 mRNA 
were enhanced in many muscle groups, dominated by type II fibers 
and that resistance exercise-induced increased muscular IL-15 mRNA 
levels 24 h post-exercise. Although the expression of IL-6 is uncertain, 
26 found that type 1 fibers show a greater increase when compared with 
type 2 fibers. On the other hand, 23reported higher expression of IL-6 
in type 2 fibers compared with type 1 fibers. In addition, IL-6 and IL-
15 can decrease body fat.19 found in pig that IL-15 dose-dependently 
stimulated lipolysis and had a small inhibitory effect on lipogenesis. 
IL-6 also showed lipolytic effect observed in cultured adipocytes, 
suggesting a direct effect of IL-6 on adipose tissue. Increased IL-6 
mRNA content in the adipose tissue is observed in response to 
exercise, and this increase appears to be mediated by catecholamines.5 

In summary, IL-6 and IL-15 are cytokines released by numerous body 
tissues to control and coordinate immune responses. These molecules 
are activated in skeletal muscle in response to exercise and play an 
important role in training adaptation and in hypertrophy muscle 
growth. The knowledge of these factors their consequences in the 
organism are of great relevance, from the application in studies of 
muscular strengthening and hypertrophy to possible applications in 
therapies and treatments. Although studies have been growing in this 
sense, much research is still necessary to determine the full extent and 
mode of action of these factors.

Acknowledgement
We are thankful to R. L. Jacob  for the revision of the english. 

Conflict of interest
The authors declare no conflicts of interest.

References
1.	 Turner MD, Nedjai B, Hurst T, et al. Cytokines and chemokines: At 

the crossroads of cell signaling and inflammatory disease. Biochimica 
Biophysica Acta. 2014;1843(11):2563-2582. 

https://doi.org/10.15406/moji.2018.06.00185
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24892271
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24892271
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24892271


Citation: Vasconcelos ES, Salla RF. Role of interleukin-6 and interleukin-15 in exercise. MOJ Immunol. 2018;6(1): 00185. DOI: 10.15406/moji.2018.06.00185

Role of interleukin-6 and interleukin-15 in exercise
Copyright:

©2018 Vasconcelos et al. 19

2.	 Pedersen BK. Muscles and their myokines. J Exp Biol. 2011;214(Pt 
2):337-346.

3.	 Hirano T. Interleukin-6 and its receptor: ten years later. Int Rev 
Immunol. 1998;16(3-4),249-284. 

4.	 Kishimoto T. Interleukin-6: from basic science to medicine–40 years in 
immunology. Annu Rev Immunol. 2005;23,1-21. 

5.	 Fischer CP. Interleukin-6 in acute exercise and training: what is the 
biological relevance? Exerc Immunol Rev 2006;12: 6-33.

6.	 Febbraio MA, Pedersen BK. Contraction-induced myokine production 
and release: Is skeletal muscle an endocrine organ? Exerc Sport Sci Rev. 
2005;33(3):114-119.

7.	 Hiscock N, Chan MH, Bisucci T, et al. Skeletal myocytes are a source of 
interleukin-6 mRNA expression and protein release during contraction: 
evidence of fiber type specificity. FASEB J. 2004;18(9),992-994.

8.	 Toigo M, Boutellier U. New fundamental resistance exercise 
determinants of molecular and cellular muscle adaptations. Eur J Appl 
Physiol. 2006;97(6):643-663. 

9.	 Croisier JL, Camus G, Venneman I, et al. Effects of training on 
exercise-induced muscle damage and interleukin 6 production. Muscle 
Nerve. 1999;22(2):208-212.

10.	 Febbraio MA, Pedersen BK. Muscle-derived interleukin-6: 
Mechanisms for activation and possible biological roles. FASEB J. 
2002;16(11):1335-1347.

11.	 Vierck J, O Reilly B, Hossner K, et al. Satellite cell regulation 
following myotrauma caused by resistance exercise. Cell Biol Int. 
2000;24(5):263-272.

12.	 Kadi F, Schjerling P, Andersen LL, et al. The effects of heavy resistance 
training and detraining on satellite cells in human skeletal muscles. J 
Physiol. 2004;558(Pt 3):1005-1012. 

13.	 Tomiya A, Aizawa T, Nagatomi R, et al. Myofibers express IL-6 after 
eccentric exercise. Am J Sports Med. 2004;32(2): 503-508.

14.	 Serrano AL, Baeza Raja B, Perdiguero E, et al. Interleukin-6 is 
an essential regulator of satellite cell-mediated skeletal muscle 
hypertrophy. Cell Metab. 2008;7(1):33-44.

15.	 Yang Y, Xu Y, Li W, et al. STAT3 induces muscle stem cell differentiation 
by interaction with myoD. Cytokine 2009;46(1):137-141.  

16.	 Trenerry MK, Gatta PAD, Larsen AE, Garnham AP, et al. Impact of 
resistance exercise training on interleukin-6 and JAK/STAT in young 
men. Muscle Nerve. 2011;43(3):385-392. 

17.	 Pistilli EE, Devaney JM, Gordish Dressman H, et al. Interleukin-15 
and interleukin-15R alpha SNPs and associations with muscle, bone, 
and predictors of the metabolic syndrome. Cytokine. 2008;43(1):45-53.

18.	 Riechman SE, Balasekaran G, Roth SM, et al. Association of 
interleukin-15 protein and interleukin-15 receptor genetic variation 
with resistance exercise training responses. J Appl Physiol. 
2004;97(6):2214-2219. 

19.	 Quinn LS, Anderson BG, Drivdahl RH, et al. Over expression 
of interleukin-15 induces skeletal muscle hypertrophy in vitro: 
implications for treatment of muscle wasting disorders. Exp Cell Res. 
2002;280(1):55-63.

20.	 Nielsen AR, Pedersen BK. The biological roles of exercise-
induced cytokines: IL-6, IL-8, and IL-15. Appl Physiol Nutr Metab. 
2007;32(5):833-839.

21.	 Pérez López A, McKendry J, Martin Rincon M, et al. Skeletal muscle 
IL-15/IL-15Rα and myofibrillar protein synthesis after resistance 
exercise. Scand J Med Sci Sports. 2017;28(1):116-125.

22.	 Nieman DC, Davis JM, Henson DA, et al. Carbohydrate ingestion 
influences skeletal muscle cytokine mRNA and plasma cytokine levels 
after a 3-h run. J Appl Physiol. 2003;94(5):1917-1925.

23.	 Ostrowski K, Hermann C, Bangash A, et al. A trauma-like elevation of 
plasma cytokines in humans in response to treadmill running. J Physiol. 
1998;513(Pt 3):889–894.

24.	 Bulfone Paus S, Ungureanu D, Pohl T, et al. Interleukin-15 protects 
from lethal apoptosis in vivo. Nat Med. 1997;3(10): 1124–1128. 

25.	 Nielsen AR, Mounier R, Plomgaard P, et al. Expression of interleukin-15 
in human skeletal muscle – effect of exercise and muscle fibre type 
composition. J Physiol. 2007;584(Pt 1):305-312. 

26.	 Nieman DC, Davis JM, Henson DA, et al. Carbohydrate ingestion 
influences skeletal muscle cytokine mRNA and plasma cytokine levels 
after a 3-h run. J Appl Physiol 2003;94(5):1917-25.

https://doi.org/10.15406/moji.2018.06.00185
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21177953
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21177953
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/9505191
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/9505191
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15771564
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15771564
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17201070
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17201070
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16006818
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16006818
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16006818
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15059966
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15059966
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15059966
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16845551
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16845551
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16845551
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/10024133
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/10024133
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/10024133
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12205025
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12205025
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12205025
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/10805959
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/10805959
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/10805959
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15218062
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15218062
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15218062
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/14977681https:/www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/14977681
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/14977681https:/www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/14977681
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18177723
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18177723
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18177723
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19223199
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19223199
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21321954
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21321954
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21321954
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18514540/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18514540/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18514540/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15531573
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15531573
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15531573
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15531573
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12372339
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12372339
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12372339
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12372339
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18059606
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18059606
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18059606
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28449327
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28449327
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28449327
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12533503
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12533503
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12533503
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/9824725/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/9824725/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/9824725/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/9334724
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/9334724
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17690139
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17690139
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17690139
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12533503
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12533503
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12533503

	Title
	Abstract
	Keywords
	Introduction
	Acknowledgement
	Conﬂict of interest 
	References

