
Abstract. – A unifying thread over the wide
spectrum of diabetes might be the triggering of
innate immunological and inflammatory path-
ways leading to insulin resistance, ββ-cell dys-
function and ββ-cell destruction: the hybrid fea-
tures of type 1 and type 2 diabetes. In fact, hy-
perglycemia can arise from a deficit in insulin
action, insulin secretion, or both. 

Regularly exercising at moderate intensity
has been shown to efficiently and positively im-
pact upon physiological imbalances caused by
several morbid conditions. Even in different im-
munological dysfunctions, physical exercise has
been prescribed as a complementary therapeu-
tic strategy. In fact, as suggested by our obser-
vations, there is a putative inverse relationship
between autoimmunity markers (GAD, IA) and
exercise-derived energy expenditure in type 1
pre-diabetic subjects. Exercise also has been
shown to maintain muscle mitochondrial func-
tion and thus ability to maintain fuel metabolism
and islet cell function. An additional benefit is
the enhancement of antioxidant defense system
and thus reducing oxidative stress.

Therefore, the purpose of this review is to
address the importance of physical exercise in
a broad range of metabolic disorders that set
out a common milieu in which type 1 and type 2
diabetes could be identified as one extensive
syndrome.
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Introduction

The anti-inflammatory effects of exercise
against new-era metabolic diseases have been de-
bated for a long time, yet the causative mecha-
nisms for this are far to be clearly ascertained.
The continuing rise in prevalence and incidence
of low-grade chronic diseases such as diabetes,
obesity and the related cardiovascular diseases
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(CVD), for which aerobic moderate-intensity ex-
ercise has been shown to be protective, poses a
threat worldwide especially considering the
healthcare costs that these diseases entail. It has
been estimated that physical inactivity causes 6-
10% of all deaths from the major non-communi-
cable diseases (coronary heart disease, type 2 di-
abetes, and breast and colon cancer) and it is re-
sponsible for premature mortality by 9%, or
more than 5.3 of the 57 million deaths that oc-
curred worlwide in 2008; which is equal to stat-
ing that physical inactivity causes as many deaths
as tobacco does globally1,2. 

In the last decades much evidence has been ac-
cumulated documenting the many health benefits
of physical activity: regular exercise offers pro-
tection against all-cause mortality, primarily by
lowering the atherogenic profiles3, reduces rates
of CVD, hypertension, metabolic syndrome, type
2 diabetes, breast cancer and colon cancer. Fur-
thermore, physical training has been proved to be
effective in the treatment of several of these dis-
eases, including ischemic heart diseases4 and
heart failure5.

While it has been known for a long time that
physical exercise induces glucose-lowering ef-
fects by increasing insulin sensitivity and thus
represents a cornerstone in the therapy and pre-
vention of type 2 diabetes, it is still uncertain
whether exercise could be potentially beneficial
(and to which extent) in type 1 diabetes. In-
deed, regular exercise in people with type 1 di-
abetes does not necessarily lead to improved
glycemic control, and sustained execise re-
quires great care to adjust insulin administra-
tion and carbohydrate intake6,7. However, ongo-
ing observations indicate that subjects with
type 1 diabetes who follow a regular schedule
of aerobic training have prolonged “honey-
moon” – the early stage of the disease in which
insulin requirements are lower than in ad-
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Inflammetabolic Stress for 
Insulin-Producing β-cells

A considerable amount of evidence couples
type 1 and type 2 diabetes: even though they may
have diverse etiological and pathogenetic paths,
similar end-lines, such as pacreatic β-cell apopto-
sis and failure, may concern both diseases in hu-
mans15,16. Insulin dependence in fact may be
eventually occurring in both types, featured by a
peculiar time and rapidity of manifestation. Sev-
eral concepts and drivers have been proposed in
the last 2 decades in order to characterize and
classify the stereotypes of diabetes9,10. However,
an overlap of conditions and scenarios imposes a
proper understanding of the mechanisms so as to
guide both treatment and prevention of diabetes,
and to deal with its ultimate consequence of clin-
ical relevance: the insulin deficiency.

A vast array of situations in fact threathen the
functionality of the β-pancreatic mass, leading
the insulin-producing islets to their final demise,
i.e. the β–cell failure: increased stimulation of
the β-cells due to overfeeding; obesity; insulin
resistance; psychological stress; infections; low
physical activity; and all the modes promoting
islet inflammation and metabolic stress/unbal-
ance. It is possible that all these inflammetabolic
stressors stimulate or sometimes even initiate the
autoimmune β-islet disturbance17 (Figure 1).

Pancreatic islets of patients with type 2 dia-
betes exhibit signs of metabolic stress and in-
flammation, containing more macrophages and
secreting higher levels of interleukin (IL)-1β, IL-
6, IL-8, and MIP (macrophage inflammatory pro-
tein)-1α than normal islets15,18. Augmented pan-
creatic islet inflammation has been confirmed in
type 2 diabetic subjects by elevated expression of
other inflammatory cytokines derived from in-
nate immune cells, such as TNF-, IL-12, other
than IL-1β19. Hence, β-cell function might be im-
paired by innate immune mechanisms, leading to
β-cell failure, even in type 2 diabetes. However,
studies found an increased prevalence of islet-as-
sociated antigen-specific antibodies and T-cell re-
sponses in type 2 diabetic patients (targeting au-
toantigens like GAD65, IA2, proinsulin)20,21. Ad-
ditionally, a recent work reported an elevated
presence of B cells within islets of type 2 diabet-
ic individuals19. These latter findings support a
putative islet-specific adaptive immune process
in type 2 compared with healthy control subjects.

In summary, a broad scenario of β-cell stress
including lipotoxicity, glucotoxicity, endoplasmic
reticulum stress, chronic inflammation (derived

vanced type 1 diabetes. Once precised, exercise
may have a role beyond its insulin-mimetic ac-
tion, therefore reducing the autoimmune re-
sponse that in type 1 diabetes attacks and de-
stroys the β insulin-producing cells. Recent
studies have suggested that physical exercise
may interfere with immune system function
even at low intensity and duration: it has been
prescribed as a complementary therapeutic
strategy even in different immunological dys-
functions8. Moreover, modern environmental
factors including high-calorie and proinflam-
matory diets, sedentary lifestyles in sanitized
indoor environments, vitamin D insufficiency,
might be activating innate immune responses
promoting “hybrid” forms of diabetes9. The
available evidence indicates that, in fact, im-
paired insulin secretion (β-cell dysfunction) is
also a feature of type 2 diabetes, and insulin re-
sistance is also a risk factor for the develop-
ment of type 1 diabetes10. The incidences of
both types of diabetes have considerably in-
creased over the past half century in the devel-
oped world, regardless of any definitional fea-
tures, like age. “Double diabetes” has been re-
ferred to individuals who have both autoimmu-
nity against β-cells and insulin resistance 11,12.
Children, adolescents and adults with these hy-
brid forms of diabetes often report a family his-
tory of both type 1 and type 2 diabetes, central
obesity, and weaker immunogenetic markers
than those with classic type 1 diabetes (i.e.
lower-risk HLA genes, etc.)11. We detected au-
toimmunity markers in 10% of people with
type 2 diabetes in our database13.

In this perspective, physical exercise would
enable the achievement of better positions on the
glucose-tolerance curve by ameliorating insulin
sensitivity in every subject, either with type 2 or
type 1 diabetes (Figure 1). Traditionally, physical
exercise has been promoted in type 2 diabetes
where insulin action is deficient in the context of
insulin resistance and/or inappropriate insulin se-
cretion. However, even in type 1 diabetes, in the
dysregulation of immune system function, beta-
cell toxicity is mediated by a complex interplay
between oxidative stress and inflammation, for
which exercise could be protective14.

Given its powerful ability to modulate oxida-
tive stress and protect against chronic inflamma-
tory conditions, like those leading to autoimmu-
nity diseases, we want to review how favourably
exercise might affect these syndromic features in
the modern diabetogenic environment.
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stress. These exercise-related modifications, and
possibly adaptations, may be responsible for a
favourable inflammatory cytokine pattern and
may preserve the β-cell redox homeostasis – and
thus its insulin secreting capacity – against the
multiple-origin attacks directed towards β-cells
(Figure 1). 

Adipose Tissue and Inflammation 
Across all the aforementioned conditions, cer-

tainly diabetes and obesity represent the hall-
marks of the derangements in the complex inter-
play between metabolic and immune processes.
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from obesity, insulin resistance or both) is sup-
portive for a positive correlation between islet
autoimmunity and reduced β-cell function and -
mass seen in type 2 diabetic patients22,23. Howev-
er, the underlying mechanisms behind this are
presently unclear. 

The exercise-effects on the cytokine response
that may be anti-inflammatory and offer protec-
tion to β-cell against all these insults are envis-
aged. Depending on intensity, type and duration,
physical exercise is a potent inducer of physio-
logical changes at different levels, pertaining
stress hormones, energy crisis and oxidative

Figure 1. Environmental syndromic thread affecting glucose homeostasis. The relationship between insulin sensitivity and
beta-cell function is hyperbolic. When the homeostatic ability of the glucose-insulin system is healthy, changes in insulin sensi-
tivity (ISI) tend to be compensated by changes in beta-cell secretion (φ) of opposite sign. This means that, by riding the “hyper-
bola”, glucose homeostasis can be preserved with a reduction in insulin sensitivity that corresponds to an augmented insulin se-
cretion. If this does not occur, a growing insulin resistance (left-handed red arrow) might be leading to type 2 diabetes. Con-
versely, a not-compensated insulin secretion, perhaps owing to autoimmunity attacks (downward red arrow), might progressive-
ly destroy β-cell mass, resulting in type 1 diabetes. However, environmental multiple-differentiated attacks (syndromic diabeto-
genic factors, in the spined diagram) can unhealthly drag glucose homeostasis to the β-cell dysfunction area, upon the triggering
of both axes (φ, ISI). The green therapy vector, as a resultant from a potentially combined strategy of exercise and drugs, coun-
teracts all these diabetogenic factors towards an ameliorated glucose tolerance area. Actually, according to our observations,
physically exercise alone may be helping individuals in two way by both enhancing insulin sensitivity (increasing insulin action)
and β-cell function (through the reduction of the deleterious effects of autoimmunity). The two effects are likely to combine to-
gether and produce a substancial gain in glucose tolerance. Potentially, they may even delay the onset of frank diabetes.



circulating monocytes to adipose tissue and pro-
motes their differentiation into adipose tissue
macrophages30,38. 

Akin to macrophages, T and B cells – autore-
active species of adaptive immune response –
were found to infiltrate visceral adipose tissue in
obese humans39 and mice40,41. Moreover, in DIO
(diet-induced obesity)-mice, T- or B-cell deple-
tion or genetic deficiency resulted to ameliorate
insulin resistance, confirming a tight thread sur-
rounding adaptive immunity, obesity-related in-
flammation and insulin resistance40-43.

The addictive involvement of all these cell
types (both innate and adaptive immune cells) in
metabolic homeostasis opens an appealing re-
search area yet to be fully explored – the im-
munometabolism44 – and raises the possibility
that obesity-related insulin resistance and -in-
flammation may have a defined autoimmune
component45.

It has been shown that exercise is capable of
modifying structure, inflammatory- and immune
responses in visceral and subcutaneous adipose
tissue46; therefore it emerges as substantial inter-
vention to blunt, harness, counteract (and possi-
bly revert) all this cluster of immunometabolic
disturbances and, to some extent, even when au-
toimmune-based.

The challenge would be to understand how
large is this therapeutical window for the benefi-
cial effects of exercise.

Skeletal Muscle and Inflammation
Similarly to adipose tissue, a parallel analysis

can be made for the skeletal muscle, recently ad-
vocated as a proper endocrine organ, giving its
secretory capacity to release several proteins, cy-
tokines and even hormone-like mediators47.
These factors exert specific endocrine effects
within the muscle cells themselves or on distant
organs too. Put in this way, skeletal muscle may
produce hundred of “myokines” via paracrine,
autocrine, endocrine mechanisms to modulate
signalling pathways either locally or by releasing
these proteins into the circulation directly48.

Considering that the majority of the
adipokines are proinflammatory, myokines se-
creted by muscle fibres could balance the harm-
ful adipokine-mediated effects typical of (or
leading to) chronic diseases. In fact, upon con-
traction, skeletal muscle may produce several
proteins – altering the so-called “myokine re-
sponse” – and therefore physical activity could

Inflammation, in a chronic low-grade systemic
mode, appears as a common denominator of sev-
eral pathologies24. Quite recently, fascinating
studies proved that obesity and diabetes are asso-
ciated with markers of activated innate immune
system and inflammation: chronic, low-grade in-
flammation has been detected in multiple tissues
of obese individuals25, especially when obesity is
exacerbated by the additional diagnosis of dia-
betes26,27.

Although the ethiology is matter of debate, it
probably implies the activation of cellular stress
responses via super-abundant lipid accumulation
within key-cells such as adipocytes or hepato-
cytes28-30. Excessive hepatic lipid accumulation
is known to be linked to hepatic insulin resis-
tance, hepatosteatosis and liver inflammation
(both in obesity-induced and not-) via multiple
deleterious mechanisms31,32. Adipocytes are rec-
ognized as crucial sites in the generation of in-
flammatory responses and mediators: here, a
group of peptide hormones and cytokines,
named “adipokines”33, are produced and secret-
ed to regulate fuel use and lipid storage in other
peripheral tissues. Among proinflammatory
adipokines, TNF-α is a potent activator of vari-
ous signal trasduction cascades, including those
as critical inhibitors of insulin action: the dis-
covery of elevated levels of TNF-α in obese
mice provided the first evidence that subclinical
inflammatory processes accompany insulin re-
sistance and metabolic dysfunction, anticipating
type 2 diabetes34. Expanded adipose tissue is as-
sociated with heightened production of other
proinflammatory adipokines such as IL-6,
retinol-binding protein-4 (RBP4), IL-1833. Con-
versely, amounts of adipokines with anti-inflam-
matory functions, like adiponectin, are found re-
duced in accumulated adipose tissue compared
with the proinflammatory ones33. Leptin is an-
other regulatory hormone released by adipocytes
into the circulation, acting as “anti-diabeto-
genic”, by influencing the hypothalamus to con-
trol appetite35,36. Intriguingly, this extended im-
munometabolic framework can be triggered and
modulated by physical exercise.

In adipocytes, chemokines and cytokines may
work in network upon diverse metabolic stimula-
tion and may even interact with other effectors of
the immune system, including immune cells, like
T-cells, macrophages and dendritic cells37. It has
been documented that, in adipocytes, metabolic
stress elicits the release of MCP-1, a chemoat-
tractant cytokine which regulates migration of
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represent a potential defense against proinflam-
matory modes. In addition, miokynes may target
other organs, thus, a new explorable crosstalk
arises not only between skeletal muscle and adi-
pose tissue but also with liver, pancreas, bones
and brain (Figure 2). Taken together, these obser-
vations raise the question of what are these
myokines, and specifically, which of them are
exercise-induced/modulated to counteract in-
flammation. A novel paradigm on how skeletal
muscle communicates with other organs has to
be addressed.

A great deal of interest has been given to myo-
statin, one of the first muscle factor described as
“myokine”. Secreted into the circulation, myo-
statin is a robust growth-inhibitor and, as such,
its deletion promotes skeletal muscle hypertro-
phy49 along with its elected inhibitor, follistatin.
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This latter might be referred as “hepatokine”,
since it is released from the liver to regulate mus-
cle expression of myostatin in relation to exer-
cise. Follistatin proves the existence of a possible
crosstalk between muscle and liver, during and
following exercise50. Myostatin is also involved
in the maintainance of metabolic homeostasis
and modulation of adipose tissue function and
mass51-54. Increased muscle and circulating levels
of myostatin were found in obese individuals55.
Myostatin inhibition decreases adiposity and
ameliorates muscle weakness56. Endurance and
resistance exercise lower myostatin expression in
humans and rodents57. 

IL-6 has been recognized as a myokine proto-
type, given its master role in immuno- and in-
flammatory-modulating metabolism in response
to muscle contractions48. Depending on intensity,

Figure 2. Organ exercise-mediated crosstalk contributing to the anti-inflammatory pattern. Multiple organs are affected by
exercise, initiating diverse anti-inflammatory responses. In the brain, the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis is activated and it in-
duces adrenal cortex and medulla to produce cortisol and adrenaline, respectively. These two hormones, in turn, suppress the re-
lease of the proinflammatory tumor necrosis factor (TNF)-citokines by monocytes. Protein and mRNA expression of follistatin,
another member of TNF-superfamily, are markedly increased in the liver following exercise to inhibit myostation action. In other
organs and tissues (liver, spleen, muscle) exercise can also lower the expression and the activation of Toll-like receptor 4 (TLR4),
thereby reducing adipose tissue infiltration and other proinflammatory cytokines. In adipose tissue, a switch from M1 to M2
macrophage phenotype may inhibit the release of the proinflammatory cytokines – interleukin-6 (IL-6) and TNF – and increase
the production of anti-inflammatory cytokines, such as IL-10 and adiponectin. IL-10 may be also upregulated by the increased cir-
culating numbers of regulatory T cells (Treg). Contracting muscles are responsable for a complex cascade which ultimately results
to be anti-inflammatory: increases in IL-6 determine a downregulation of TNF as well as an upregulation of IL-10 and IL-ra.
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duration of exercise, rescruited mass, one’s en-
durance capacity, circulating levels of IL-6 in-
crease in an exponential fashion 58. Muscle cells
are the primary source of IL-6 during exercise,
although IL-6 may have systemic effects on the
liver and adipose tissue and it increases insulin
sescretion via up-regulation of GLP-159,60.
Through AMPK activation, IL-6 enhances in-
sulin-stimulated glucose uptake both in skeletal
muscle and adipose tissue, and it increases lipid
oxidation locally (intra-muscle) and whole-
body61,62. BDNF (brain-derived neurotrophic fac-
tor) is also involved in muscle AMPK-mediated
fat oxidation63 and its circulating levels increase
with aerobic exercise, especially with high-inten-
sity exercise64. In the brain, BDNF increases neu-
ronal connections and is crucial for some aspects
of memory65. Plasma transient appearance of IL-
6 following exercise is of paramount relevance
because it induces the production of the anti-in-
flammatory cytokines IL-1ra, and IL-1066. Im-
portantly, skeletal muscle production of IL-6 dur-
ing exercise inhibits, the release of proinflamma-
tory cytokine TNF-α, independently67. As energy
sensor, IL-6mRNA expression and protein con-
tent are inversely correlated with carbohydrate
availability; specifically they are increased as the
intramuscular glycogen levels are low68. Other
potential roles of IL-6 are stimulation of muscle
growth69,70 and angiogenesis71. A myriad of stud-
ies on the involvement of IL-6 in the pathogene-
ses of obesity, insulin resistance, type 1 and type
2 diabetes, confirm the great expectations from
IL-6 as a candidate physiological mediator of β-
cell protector14,60,72-74, possibly via exercise47.

IGF-1 and FGF-2 are involved in bone forma-
tion75. Irisin is a myokine discovered to have a
role in “browning” of white adipose tissue, i.e. in
driving brown-fat-like development of white adi-
pose tissue, with high favourable metabolic sig-
nificance76. 

Despite its anabolic and anti-catabolic effects,
mainly by diminishing lipid deposition, IL-15
cannot be reported as a true myokine, since stud-
ies describing its secretion from muscle cells are
lacking48. However, muscle-derived IL-15 has
been advocated as one of the mediators of the an-
ti-obesity effects of exercise77.

If skeletal muscle cells were found to possess
a “humoral” factor more than 50 years ago78, a
new vista of a branched-out muscle crosstalk
with other organs requires increasingly sophisti-
cated approaches to understand the critical nodes
of immuno- and energy metabolism. Future exer-
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cise-studies could yield transformative research
outcomes in these areas, and hopefully unveil
how these pathways are disrupted in a number of
inactivity-related diseases.

The Anti-Inflammatory Effects of Exercise
Physical exercise is generally prescribed, to-

gether with diet and drugs, in type 2 diabetes
therapy because of its well-established glucose-
lowering effects and insulin-mimetic actions.
However, exercise may be pleiotropic and coun-
terbalance proinflammatory cytokines activity,
impacting significantly on both immunoregula-
tion and non-immune events in many cell types
and tissues outside the immune system.
Exercise and autoimmunity. We collected im-

munological and metabolic data in patients
with type 1 diabetes (male n=6; female n=6;
BMI 24.6±1 kg/m2; 46±4.9 years, mean and
SE) and analyzed them with energy expendi-
ture data, assessed by a seven-day physical ac-
tivity self-completed diary, to understand
whether exercise could favourably affect au-
toimmunity: a regression results analysis
showed an inverse relationship between au-
toimmunity markers (GAD, IA) and weekly
energy expenditure (EE) derived from physical
exercise13. In addition, type 1 diabetic subjects
with higher physical activity index than their
peer-controls were found to have a prolonged
“honeymoon-period”, and reduced exogenous
insulin requirements, respectively. This period
of time in the course of diabetes onset has
been seen to last as long as 10-15 years in
some athletes. These observations suggest that
exercise may positively modulate immune sys-
tem function. In a retrospective analysis79, 10-
year followed-up subjects with type 1 diabetes
showed ameliorated scores of disease manage-
ment and quality of life.

Furthermore, our studies showed that physical
activity may be helping and preventive for β-
cells transplanted recipients by counteracting
diabetic symptoms and mitigating the side ef-
fects of immunosuppressive drugs and graft
dysfunction80. In fact, in these patients, pro-
gressive insulin resistance might be a probable
outcome of immunosuppression and chronic
inflammation.

According to other studies14, the anti-inflamma-
tory effect of exercise mediated by upregula-
tion of Th2 cytokines may even lead to a pro-
tective response against the autoimmune
process directed to β-cells.



M2-M1 shift in adipose tissue. In inflammed
adipose tissue, like in obesity, there is a shift
in the immune cell profile81. Resident M2 anti-
inflammatory macrophages decrease while M1
proinflammatory macrophages increase. A
preferential recruitment of M1-type
macrophages has been associated with the ini-
tial state of inflammation in adipose tissue82.
This state precedes both local and systemic in-
sulin resistance. Inflammation can be hence at-
tenuated by chronic exercise in high-fat fed
mice, both with reduced macrophage infitra-
tion and a switch from an M1 to an M2
macrophage phenotype.

IL-6. Along with the reduction of visceral fat
mass, and subsequently via a decrease in
proinflammatory adipokine secretion, another
exercise anti-inflammatory mechanism can be
ascribed to the release of IL-6 from contract-
ing muscles. Literature is overwhelmed by
studies on IL-6, nevertheless its role remains
contorversial83. IL-6 itself is a proinflammato-
ry acute-phase cytokine and its plasma con-
centrations were seen elevated in subjects with
impaired glucose tolerance84-86. High plasma
levels of IL-6 are also associated with physical
inactivity87 and metabolic syndrome88. Howev-
er, IL-6 mediates a number of anti-inflamma-
tory responses: the transient rise in circulating
levels of IL-6 during exercise (up to 100-fold
in response to it)89-91 stimulates the appeare-
ance in the blood stream of the anti-inflamma-
tory cytokines IL-10 and IL-1ra and the re-
lease of cortisol from adrenal gland66. This
hormone, in turn, as well as adrenaline, in-
hibits the release of proinflammatory cytokine
TNF-α by monocytes92 (Figure 2). IL-6 itself
downregulates the production of TNF-α as in-
dicated by in vitro and animal studies93-95.

IL-1ra. IL-1ra belongs to the IL-1 family and it
is primarily produced by monocytes and
macrophages. It inhibits the proinflammatory
actions of IL-1β96. While IL-6 levels tend to
peak at the cessation of exercise, circulating
levels of IL-1ra are modestly heightened at the
end of exercise and then increase remarkably
in the hours following exercise66. This con-
firms the fact that IL-6 is a major inducer of
IL-1ra. IL-1β is a master cytokine, controlling
local and systemic inflammation: its plasma
levels are increased in a vast number of meta-
bolic diseases97. 

IL-10. IL-10 plays an important role in orches-
trating an anti-inflammatory reaction, espe-

cially by activating macrophage and mono-
cytes. It inhibits the production of several
proinflammmatory chemokines like IL-1β, IL-
1α, TNF- α, IL-8, therefore, compromisig the
inflammatory capacity of effector T cells98,99.
Ultimately, IL-10 downregulates the adaptive
immune responses and minimizes inflamma-
tion of damaged tissues98. Circulating levels of
IL-10 were found low in obese subjects100.

CRP. Some longitudinal studies have showed that
regular exercise training induces a reduction in
C-reactive protein (CRP)101,102, a sound marker
of systemic low-grade inflammation (Table I).
CRP has a role both in induction of anti-inflm-
matory cytokines in circulation monocytes, and
in suppressing the synthesis of proinflammato-
ry cytokines in tissue macrophages. Plasma
CRP leveles were seen mildly increased the
day after prolonged exercise103.

TLRs. Limited evidence (confined to in vitro and
murine models) points to a downregulation of
Toll-like-receptors (TLR) with acute exer-
cise104. TLRs are transmembrane proteins that
detect microbial pathogens and they are in-
volved in the recognition of endotoxins, like
heat shock protein (hsp)105. Activation of TLRs
results in a proinflammatory signalling cas-
cades that have been associated with sedentary
lifestyle ad systemic inflammation106. Howev-
er, the physiological explanation behind the
exercise-induced decrease in TLR expression
remains to be clearly established.

Heat shock proteins. Exercise may also exert an
anti-inflammatory effect by inducing the
espression of 70-kDa family of heat shock
protein (hsp70)107. In turn, the hsp70 initiation
has been reported to suppress the proinflam-
matory activation of the nuclear transcription
factor of κB family (NF-κB)108. NF-κB was
shown as the first redox-sensitive eukaryotic
transcription factor able to respond directly to
oxidative stress in many cell types109,110. Basi-
cally NF-κB amplifies immune- and inflam-
matory responses in all cells. Hsp pathways
have been also correlated with the modulation
of peripheral autoimmunity111.

Regulatory T cells. Exercise training was found
to mobilize regulatory T cells (Treg), which
suppress immune responses112. In fact, Treg

cells are a considerable source of the anti-in-
flammatory cytokine IL-10113. Moreover, de-
pletion of CD4+CD25+ Treg can lead to autom-
munity and enhances immune response to for-
eign antigens114,115.
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Limitations. In vitro measures have been exten-
sively used to model the complex situation in
humans, and only peripheral blood measure-
ments have been performed in the majority of
human studies investigating immunological re-
sponses to exercise113. Although determinant to
mimic in vivo settings, animal studies are in-
conclusive to describe univocal inflammatory
patterns. Non-obese diabetic (NOD) mice, as
the elected experimental model analogous to
human type 1 diabetes, can exemplify that
dilemma116. High-intensity exercise training in
a mouse running model resulted to increase
expression of circulating Treg cells more than a
moderate-intensity regime, implying an aug-
mented anti-inflammatory effect with an high-
er-intensity training112. This notion is support-
ed by other studies and wonders on the suited
volume of exercise to maximize beneficial
health effects117,118.

Consistent data from observational studies show-
ing a link between self-reported levels of phys-
ical activity and inflammatory- or autoimmune
biomarkers, as well as some promising data
from randomized controlled trials119, indicate
that increasing aerobic activity could be effec-
tive for reducing chronic inflammation and in-
sulin requirements in different dysmetabolic
patients (Table I). However, the magnitude of
the effects of physical activity on inflammato-
ry mediators, and the amount of exercise nec-
essary to produce clinically meaningful reduc-
tions in inflammations, has to be properly ad-
dressed. In this perspective, further human tri-
als are warranted in order to tailor the optimal
training regimes. 

Integrative View and Concluding 
Remarks 

Cytokines are involved in mediating the benefi-
cial health effects of exercise in a crosstalk with
organs and tissues (Figure 2), and they therefore
play pivotal role in the protection against several
diseases associated with systemic low-grade in-
flammation (Figure 1). This latter results in turn
correlated to a broad immuno-metabolic scenario.
It is nowadays clear that marked immune aberran-
cies are linked to several metabolic diseases. Thus
exercise emerges as a cornerstone in the preven-
tion, cure and treatment of all-species metabolic
disturbances. In the view of novel pharamacologi-
cal therapies targeted at different key organ/tis-
sues, it is anyway harsh to conceive one universal
drug capable of combatting all the diverse root

causes. Intense efforts have been even made to
discover active compunds that mimic or potentiate
the effects of exercise training – the most notably
“exercise mimetics”. Nonetheless, it will be very
improbable that one pill can reproduce the multi-
ple health-promoting benefits rising from contract-
ing muscles. In fact, researchers have even advo-
cated the “polypill”120 concept for the role of exer-
cise, alluding to such wide-ranging positive pertur-
bations on cells, tissues and organs.

The ultimate consideration of exercise as a
panacea would be utterly esthetic if we just en-
courage people to do more, to be more phsycally
active in a pandemic context of environmental
syndromic factors.
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