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Abstract: To examine the effects of exposure to manganese (Mn) on the cellular and humoral immune

system in men, T lymphocyte subpopulations, B (CD19+) lymphocytes, natural killer (NK) cells, and

serum immunoglobulins (i.e., IgG, IgA and IgM) together with total T (CD3+) lymphocytes and

total lymphocytes were measured in blood samples from 21 welders mainly exposed to Mn fume

with blood Mn (BMn) concentrations of 0.6–2.3 (mean 1.4) µµµµµg/dl and 21 healthy controls working in

the same factory (BMn concentrations: 0.7 to 1.7, mean 1.1 µµµµµg/dl).  The workers engaged in welding

for 6 to 36 (mean 17) yr.  All the study subjects were divided into 3 equally sized groups (n=14 for

each group) according to BMn concentrations.  Numbers of CD8+ T, total T (CD3+), B (CD19+),

and total lymphocytes were significantly lower in high-BMn group than those in low-BMn group;

the numbers of CD8+ T lymphocytes were significantly lower in moderate-BMn group compared to

low-BMn group.  After adjusting for age and smoking, significant inverse correlations between BMn

concentrations and CD4+CD45RA+ T, CD4+ T, CD8+ T, CD3+ T, and total lymphocytes were found.

We conclude that T lymphocytes, especially CD8+ and CD4+CD45RA+ T lymphocytes, as well as

CD19+ B lymphocytes are affected by exposure to Mn fume.
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Introduction

The effects of occupational exposure to Manganese (Mn)
on the human immune system have not been fully elucidated.
A decrease in serum immunoglobulin G (IgG) concentrations
without changes in IgA and IgM concentrations has been
found in 74 male welders with an average air Mn
concentration of 0.45 mg/l1).  A significant decrease in the
percentage of activated T (CD3+HLA-DR+) lymphocytes
without changes in the absolute numbers of total T (CD3+),
CD3+HLA-DR+ T, CD4+ T, and CD8+ T lymphocytes and
CD57+ natural killer (NK) cells has been reported in workers
exposed to ethylene-bis-dithiocarbamate of Mn and zinc
(Mancozeb) with an average blood Mn (BMn) concentration
of 0.29 µg/dl2).  On the other hand, it appears that no study
had been reported on the effects of occupational exposure
of Mn on CD4+ T lymphocyte subpopulations.

CD4+ T lymphocytes are divided into two main phenotypic
subpopulations, i.e., CD4+CD45RO+ (memory) and
CD4+CD45RA+ (naive) T lymphocytes subsets3).  Evaluation
of this subpopulation would provide more precise information
on the effects of Mn on T lymphocytes than mere
measurement of total CD4+ T lymphocytes.

In the present study, to clarify the effects of welding and
exposure to Mn on the cellular and humoral immune system,
we measured CD4+ T lymphocyte subpopulations together
with CD8+ T lymphocytes, and B (CD19+) lymphocytes,
CD56+/CD16+ NK cells, and serum immunoglobulins (IgG,
IgA and IgM) in welders mainly exposed to Mn fume.

Subjects and Methods

Subjects
Twenty-one male welders, aged 29 to 56 (mean 43) yr, at

5 factories in Korea were examined.  The factories were
manufacturing parts of bridge, pulverization machines, air
conditioners, textiles or window glasses.  At the time of this
study, BMn concentrations in all these workers ranged from
0.6 to 2.3 µg/dl with a mean of 1.4 µg/dl, which were
significantly higher than those in their controls as shown
below (Student’ t test, p<0.01).  The welding fume from
alloy-steel bars contained 0.5–3.0% of Mn and less than
0.0036% of lead (Pb).  The workers engaged in welding for
6 to 36 (mean 17) yr.

The concentration of Mn in the air of workplace was 35.7
mg/m3 at the factory producing bridge parts and 4.8 mg/m3

at the factory producing air conditions; the concentrations
at other 3 factories were not available.  The threshold limit
value by American Conference Governmental Industrial

Hygienist (ACGIH)4) Standard was 0.2 mg/m3; the shift time
weighted average (TWA) value for Mn concentrations in
the air at work was 0.15 mg/m3.  Occupational exposure
limits for Mn and compounds by the Japan Society for
Occupational Health were 0.3 mg/m3 5).

Control subjects, aged 30 to 57 (mean 43) yr, were 21
healthy male clerks, security guards and drivers at the same
factory.  BMn concentrations of 21 controls ranged from
0.7 to 1.7 (mean 1.1) µg/dl.

Routine clinical, hematological and biochemical
examinations showed no abnormalities in welders and in
control subjects.  They were instructed to refrain from drugs
or alcohol from the day before the study (at least 12 h prior
to measurements).  At the time of the study, none of the
workers or controls had signs or symptoms indicative of
infection or had been administered any medicine which could
affect immunological analyses.  Nature of the procedure in
the present study was fully explained to all subjects, and
the study was carried out with their informed consent.  The
subjects were told that they could discontinue to participating
the experiment any time they want without sustaining any
possible disadvantages.  Although the institutional review
board for epidemiological study did not exist at the University
of Tokyo in 1997, we followed the recommendations for
human studies outlined in the Declaration of Helsinki.

Determination of BMn
For determination of BMn, whole blood was collected in

heparinized vacutainer tubes (Becton Dickinson, San Jose,
California, USA).  BMn concentration was measured by
Atomic Absorption Spectrophotometer (AAS, Varian
Australia PTY LTD, Australia) with graphite furnace by a
modified analytical method for graphite tube atomizers.

Measurement of lymphocyte subpopulations
Venous blood samples were taken at 8:00 to 10:00 a.m.,

for immunological analysis.  Ethylenediaminetetraacetic acid
(EDTA) was used as an anticoagulant and was utilized for
measurement of leukocyte counts and immunofluorescence
staining.  All samples were transported and handled at room
temperature (i.e., 15–20°C).

   Immunological analysis was conducted within 12 h after
the collection of samples.  Measurements of lymphocyte
subpopulations immunofluorescence surface marker analysis
using the following sets of monoclonal antibodies: anti-2H4
(CD45RA-FITC)/anti-T4 (CD4-PE), anti-T4 (CD4-FITC)/
anti-UCHL1 (CD45RO-PE), anti-T3 (CD3-FITC)/anti-B4
(CD19-PE), anti-T3 (CD3-FITC)/ anti-3G8+N901/NKH-1
(CD56+/CD16+)-PE, anti-T8 (CD8-FITC)/anti-S6F1
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(CD11a-PE) and mouse IgG1-FITC/mouse IgG1-PE
(negative control).  All antibodies were purchased from
Beckman Coulter Inc.  (Hialeah, Florida, USA).  Lymphocyte
subpopulations were determined by flow cytometry analysis
(EPICS XL, Beckman Coulter Inc.) according to standard
methods6–8).  Total lymphocyte counts were measured by
the automated cell count analyzer (STKR, Coulter Counter
SP-VI, Coulter Electronics, Hialeah, Florida, USA).  The
number of each lymphocyte subpopulation was calculated
by multiplying the percentage of positive cells in each
subpopulation category determined by the flow cytometry
by total lymphocyte counts.

Immunoglobulin assay
Serum IgG, IgA and IgM concentrations were determined

by the radical immunodiffusion technique according to
Turbidimetric Immunoassay (TIA; Hitachi automatic
analyzer 7150, Tokyo, Japan)9).  This instrument
automatically measures and compensates for the initial
absorbance of the reaction mixture within 2.5 s of mixing
of the reactants, including the production of individual blanks.
Turbidity was measured at 340 nm.

Statistical analysis
All the subjects including controls were subdivided into

three equally sized groups according to their BMn
concentrations to examine the relationship between BMn
concentrations and immune parameters; a high-BMn group
(1.3 to 2.3 (mean 1.7) µg/dl, n=14), a moderate-BMn group
(1.0–1.3 (mean 1.1) µg/dl, n=14) and a low-BMn group (0.6
to 1.0 (mean 0.9) µg/dl, n=14).  Differences in the numbers
of all lymphocyte subpopulations and serum immunoglobulin
concentrations among high-BMn, moderate-BMn, and low-
BMn groups were analyzed by the analysis of covariance
with age and cigarettes/day as covariates or analysis of
variance.  Differences in BMn concentration and the number
of cigarettes smoked per day were calculated by analysis of
variance.  Fisher LSD post-hoc test was used to identify
which group differences accounted for the significant p value.
Age and smoking-adjusted (i.e., partial) correlation
coefficients between BMn and lymphocyte subpopulations
or serum immunoglobulins in all subjects were calculated
to know dose-effect relationships between BMn
concentrations and immune parameters; we also calculated
correlation coefficients between exposure period and immune
parameters in 21 welders.  All data in this study were analyzed
by the Statistical Package for Social Sciences, version 13.0
(SPSS Inc., Chicago, USA).

Results

Differences in BMn concentrations, numbers of
lymphocyte subpopulations, serum immunoglobulins, and
number of cigarettes smoked per day in high, moderate, or
low BMn groups are shown in Table 1.  Numbers of CD8+
T, total T (CD3+), B (CD19+), and total lymphocytes were
significantly lower in high-BMn group compared to low-
BMn group; the number of CD8+ T lymphocytes was
significantly lower in moderate-BMn group compared to
low-BMn group.

Significant inverse correlations were found between BMn
concentrations and CD4+CD45RA+ T, CD4+ T, CD8+ T,
CD3+ T, and total lymphocytes (partial correlation analysis
with the effects of age and cigarettes/day eliminated, p<0.05)
(Table 2).  Neither lymphocyte subpopulations nor
immunoglobulins were significantly correlated with duration
of Mn exposure in 21 welders.

Discussion

Significant decreases in CD8+ T and CD19+ B
lymphocytes were found in high-BMn workers compared
to low-BMn workers; lower counts in CD8+ T lymphocytes
were also found in moderate-BMn workers compared to low-
BMn workers.  In addition, numbers of CD4+CD45RA+ T,
CD4+ T, CD8+ T, and CD3+ T lymphocytes were inversely
correlated with BMn concentrations (p<0.05).  We conclude
that T lymphocyte subpopulations and B lymphocyte are
specifically affected in workers chronically exposed to Mn.
Decreases in CD4+CD45RA+ and CD8+ T lymphocytes
may account for decreases in total T (CD3+) lymphocytes
and total lymphocytes.

This is probably the first report that disclosed selective
decreases in CD8+ T, CD4+CD45RA+ T, and CD19+ B
lymphocytes in welders mainly exposed to Mn.  It appears
that these lymphocytes are sensitive subclinical markers on
the human effects of Mn as it was significantly decreased
despite the fact that the differences in BMn concentrations
among high-, moderate-, low-BMn groups were not so large.

Colosio et al.2) found no changes in the percentages of
total CD4+, CD8+ T and total T (CD3+) lymphocytes in
workers exposed to Mancozeb with an average blood
concentration of 0.29 µg/dl despite the fact that they found
a decrease in the percentage of activated CD3+ T
(CD3+HLA-DR+) lymphocytes.  However, they found a
significant decrease in response to lymphocyte proliferation
test to phytohemagluttinin A.  A possible explanation is that
function of T lymphocytes especially CD4+ and CD8+ T
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lymphocytes are affected by chronic low-dose exposure to
Mn while higher dose may affect not only function but
quantity of lymphocytes.  Another explanation is that the
study by Colosio et al.2) measured only percentages of
lymphocyte subpopulations but not absolute counts which
is more sensitive to chemical agents8, 11, 12, 16–20).

Strong inverse correlations between BMn concentrations
and CD4+CD45RA+ T, CD4+ T, CD8+ T, and CD3+ T
lymphocytes were found in the current study.  Since
CD4+CD45RA+ T lymphocytes were decreased by exposure
to Mn, naïve (CD45RA+) population of lymphocytes
(CD8+CD45RO+ and CD19+CD45RA+) may be reduced.
This may account for decreases in CD4+ T, CD8+ T, and
CD19+ B lymphocytes.  Further investigation is necessary
to confirm this hypothesis.

No significant decreases in serum immunoglobulins were
found in the present study.  In contrast, Bonshnakova et al.1)

found a significant decrease in serum IgG in welders exposed
to Mn.  Serum IgA and IgM were not affected by Mn exposure
in both the present and Bonshnakova’s study1).  Also, there

Table 1.   Differences in BMn concentrations (ug/dl), numbers of lymphocyte subpopulations (per mm3

whole blood), serum immunoglobulin concentrations (ug/dl), and number of cigarettes smoked per day

according to BMn concentrations in welders and controls combined (mean values with ranges in

parentheses).

High–BMn Moderate–BMn Low–BMn

(n=14) (n=14) (n=14)

BMn concentration        1.7 (1.3–2.3)a, b        1.1 (1.0–1.3)a        0.9 (0.6–1.0)

T lymphocytes:

  CD4+CD45RA+    316 (176–539)    338 (164–569)    361 (196–511)

  CD4+CD45RO+    528 (339–825)    556 (314–902)    614 (436–1151)

  Total CD4+    800 (532–1011)    880 (543–1418)    964 (619–1499)

  CD8+    477 (324–665)d    471 (290–771)c    588 (384–913)

  Total T (CD3+) 1,115 (853–1426)d 1,215 (827–1653) 1,369 (1094–1862)

B (CD19+) lymphocytes    191 (86–379)d    254 (100–506)    340 (136–658)

NK (CD56+/CD16+) cells    350 (181–730)    490 (219–851)    385 (182–724)

Total lymphocytes 1,726 (1350–2385)d, e 2,034 (1311–2562) 2,187 (1596–2850)

Immunoglobulins:*

  IgG 1,271 (850–1590) 1,122 (866–1500) 1,144 (913–1360)

  IgA    227 (145–414)    177 (85–344)    213 (100–397)

  IgM    113 (55–168)     94 (60–129)    102 (60–186)

Cigarettes smoked per day        7.1 (0–40)     10.0 (0–20)      10.5 (0–20)

a p<0.001 (analysis of variance with Fisher LSD post-hoc comparison; compared to low-BMn group)
b p<0.01 (analysis of variance with Fisher LSD post-hoc comparison; compared to moderate-BMn group)
c p<0.05, d p<0.01 (analysis of covariance with age and smoking as covariates with Fisher LSD post-hoc
comparison; compared to low-BMn group)
e p<0.05 (analysis of covariance with age and smoking as covariates with Fisher LSD post-hoc comparison;

compared to moderate-BMn group)

* Geometric means.

Table 2.   Relationships between BMn concentrations (ug/

dl) and numbers of lymphocyte subpopulations (per mm3

whole blood) and serum immunoglobulins (ug/dl) (n=42)

BMn concentrations

T lymphocytes:

CD4+CD45RA+ –.313a

CD4+CD45RO+ –.227

Total CD4+ –.327a

CD8+ –.418b

Total T (CD3+) –.480b

B (CD19+) lymphocytes –.300

NK (CD56+/CD16+) cells –.175

Total lymphocytes –.557c

Immunoglobulins:*

IgG .163

IgA –.031

IgM .008

a p<0.05, b p<0.01, c p<0.001(Partial correlations controlling

for age and numbers of cigarettes smoked per day).

* Geometric means.
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was no significant relationship between Igs and lymphocyte
subpopulations suggesting that the cellular and humoral
immune system is independently affected by exposure to
Mn.  Thus, it may be considered that exposure to Mn may
have no effect or a very weak effect on serum IgG.

In this study, subjects were also exposed to a low level of
lead.  Exposure to lead has been reported to have a decreasing
effect on immune cells such as CD4+ T lymphocytes10),
CD3+CD45RO+ T lymphocytes11), and CD16+ NK cells12),
as well as serum IgG, A and M in a relatively high level as
20 µg/dl in the peripheral blood13).  However, the welders
in this study were exposed to the welding fume from alloy-
steel bars containing less than 0.0036% of lead suggesting
a very low level exposure to lead, which may be negligible.

Recently, immunological effects of occupational and
environmental chemicals have been reported in a series of
studies.  Fischebein et al.10) reported a decrease in the number
of CD4+ T lymphocytes in workers exposed to lead.
Denkhaus et al.14) and McConnachie et al.15) showed a
decrease in the percentage of CD4+ T lymphocytes in workers
exposed  to  mix tures  o f  o rgan ic  so lven ts  and
pentachlorophenol, respectively.  In our previous reports,
we found a significant decrease in the number of CD4+ T
lymphocytes in workers exposed to aromatic amines16) and
chromates17).  The decrease in the number of CD4+CD45RA+
T lymphocytes in workers exposed to benzidine and beta-
naphthylamine18), chromates19) and mixed organic solvents20)

were also found in our previous studies.  Furthermore, a
study from our group showed a significant reduction in the
number of memory T (CD3+CD45RO+) lymphocytes in
71 lead-exposed male workers11).  Thus, CD4+ T lymphocyte
subpopulations may be affected differently by the types of
occupational and environmental chemicals exposed.
Additional studies are required to clarify the mechanism
underlying the different effects of these substances.

Acknowledgements

This paper is based on part of a dissertation paper submitted
for degree of Doctor of Medical Sciences at the University
of Tokyo by the third author (SP) under the supervision of
the second author (SA).  We are grateful to Drs.  Hajime
Sato and Keiji Kanamori, Department of Public Health and
Occupational Medicine, Graduate School of Medicine, and
to Dr.  Akiko Miki, Department of Mental Health, School
of Health Sciences and Nursing, University of Tokyo, for
their technical assistance.  Thanks are also due to all
volunteers who participated in this study.

References

  1) Boshnakova E, Divanyan H, Zlatarov I, Marovsky SV,
Kisyova K, Zanev D, Karev G, Marinnova M (1989)
Immunological screening of welders. J Hygine Epidemiol
Microbiol 33, 379–82.

  2) Colosio C, Barcellini W, Maroni M, Alcini D, Bersani M,
Cavallo D, Galli A, Meroni P, Pastorelli R, Rizzardi GP, Soleo
L, Foa V (1996) Immunodulatory effects of occupational
exposure to mancozeb. Arch Environ Health 51, 445–51.

  3) Sanders ME, Makgoba MW, Shaw S (1988) Human naive
and memory T cells: reinterpretation of helper–inducer and
suppressor–inducer subsets. Immunol Today 9, 195–9.

  4) American Conference of Government Industrial Hygienists
(ACGIH). Threshold limit values (TLVs) for chemical
substances and physical agents and biological exposure
indices (BEIs). pp 38, Cincinnati, OH. http://www.acgih.org.
Accessed June 10, 2005.

  5) The Japan Society for Occupational Health (2004)
Recommendation of occupational exposure limits. J Occup
Health 46, 329–44.

  6) Nakata A, Araki S, Tanigawa T, Miki A, Sakurai S, Kawakami
N, Yokoyama K, Yokoyama M (2000) Decrease of suppressor-
inducer (CD4+ CD45RA) T lymphocytes and increase of
serum immunoglobulin G due to perceived job stress in
Japanese nuclear electric power plant workers. J Occup
Environ Med 42, 143–50.

  7) Nakata A, Tanigawa T, Fujioka Y, Kitamura F, Iso H,
Shimamoto T (2002) Association of low job control with a
decrease in memory (CD4+CD45RO+) T lymphocytes in
Japanese middle-aged male workers in an electric power plant.
Ind Health 40, 142–8.

  8) Nakata A, Tanigawa T, Araki S, Sakurai S, Iso H (2004)
Lymphocyte subpopulations in passive smokers. JAMA 291,
1699–700.

  9) Skoug JW, Pardue HL (1988) Kinetic turbidimetric method for
the immunochemical quantification of immunoglobulins,
including samples with excess antigen. Clin Chem 34, 309–15.

10) Fischbein A, Tsang P, Luo JJ, Roboz JP, Jiang JD, Bekesi JG
(1993) Phenotypic aberrations of CD3+ and CD4+ cells and
functional impairments of lymphocytes at low level
occupational exposure to lead. Clin Immunol Immunopathol
66, 163–8.

11) Sata F, Araki S, Tanigawa T, Morita Y, Sakurai S, Nakata A,
Katsuno N (1998) Changes in T cell subpopulations in lead
workers. Environ Res 76, 61–4.

12) Sata F, Araki S, Tanigawa T, Morita Y, Sakurai S, Katsuno
N (1997) Changes in natural killer cell subpopulations in
lead workers. Int Arch Occup Environ Health 69, 306–10.

13) Horiguchi S, Kiyota I, Endo G, Teramoto K, Shinagawa K,
Wakitani F, Konishi Y, Kiyota A, Ota A, Tanaka H, Wang C,
Fukui M (1992) Serum immunoglobulins and complement
C3 levels in workers exposed to lead. Osaka City Med J 38,
149–53.

14) Denkhaus W, Steldern DV, Botzenhardt U, Konietzko H



597IMMUNE CHANGES IN WORKERS EXPOSED TO MANGANESE

(1986) Lymphocyte subpopulations in solvent–exposed
workers. Int Arch Occup Environ Health 57, 109–15.

15) McConnachi PR, Zahalsky AC (1991) Immunological
consequences of exposure to pentachlorophenol. Arch Environ
Health 46, 249–53.

16) Araki S, Tanigawa T, Ishizu S, Minato N (1993) Decrease
of CD4 positive T lymphocytes in workers exposed to
benzidine and beta–naphthylamine. Arch Environ Health 48,
205–8.

17) Tanigawa T, Araki S, Araki T, Minato N, Yokoyama K (1995)
Decrease of CD4 and CD8 positive T lymphocytes in retired
chromate workers. Am J Ind Med 27, 877–82.

18) Sung HL, Araki S, Tanigawa T, Sakurai S (1995) Selective

decrease of the suppressor inducer (CD4+CD45RA+) T
lymphocytes in workers exposed to benzidine and beta–
naphthylamine. Arch Environ Health 50, 196–9.

19) Tanigawa T, Araki S, Nakata A, Araki T, Sakurai S (1996)
Decreases in subpopulations of T lymphocytes and natural
killer cells in the blood of retired chromate workers. Int J
Occup Environ Health 2, 222–5.

20) Tanigawa T, Araki S, Nakata A, Yokoyama K, Sakai T, Sakurai
S (2001) Decreases of natural killer cells and T–lymphocyte
subpopulations and increases of B lymphocytes following a
5–day occupational exposure to mixed organic solvents. Arch
Environ Health 56, 443–8.


