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mitochondrial “whammy”?
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Abstract

We, and others, have suggested that as the SARS-CoV-2 virus may modulate mitochondrial function, good
mitochondrial reserve and health could be key in determining disease severity when exposed to this virus, as the
immune system itself is dependent on this organelle’s function. With the recent publication of a paper showing
that long COVID could be associated with the reactivation of the Epstein Barr Virus, which is well known to
manipulate mitochondria, we suggest that this could represent a second mitochondrial “whammy” that might
support the mitochondrial hypothesis underlying COVID-19 severity and potentially, the occurrence of longer-term
symptoms. As mitochondrial function declines with age, this could be an important factor in why older populations
are more susceptible. Key factors which ensure optimal mitochondrial health are generally those that ensure
healthy ageing, such as a good lifestyle with plenty of physical activity. The ability of viruses to manipulate
mitochondrial function is well described, and it is now also thought that for evolutionary reasons, they also
manipulate the ageing process. Given that slowing the ageing process could well be linked to better economic
outcomes, the link between mitochondrial health, economics, COVID-19 and other viruses, as well as lifestyle, needs
to be considered.
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Background
As mitochondria are key in the immune response [1], we
have previously suggested that as SARS-CoV-2 may
modulate mitochondrial function it may have a greater
adverse effect in those with poorer mitochondrial health,
such as the elderly and those displaying evidence of the
metabolic syndrome [2]. We are not alone in this think-
ing [3–5], which is why it has been suggested that high
aerobic fitness could be beneficial [6]. In fact, data con-
tinue to support a role for mitochondrial dysfunction
and metabolic perturbation in the pathogenesis of this
condition [7, 8] – including coincident hyperglycaemia
that seems to be associated with more severe disease [9].

In short, good mitochondrial health and reserve could
well be important components in the resistance to
SARS-CoV-2. Although there is building evidence for
this [10], the idea is still not yet mainstream.
However, it now seems that “long COVID” could also

be related to reactivation of the Epstein Barr Virus
(EBV), which lies dormant in a very high percentage of
the population [11]. For instance, there is a correlation
with impaired lymphocyte subpopulation count, EBV
load and severity of disease [12], as well as evidence that
EBV can induce angiotensin-converting enzyme 2
(ACE2) expression and SARS-CoV-2 entry to epithelial
cells [13]. Critically, given that more than half of survi-
vors of COVID-19 appear to have long term symptoms
(post-acute sequelae of COVID-19 [PASC]) or “long-
COVID” [14], the described association of EBV with
mitochondrial dysfunction [15] could play a key role in
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susceptibility and recovery from SARS-CoV-2. Further-
more, the recent discovery that mitochondrial function
is essential for sustained killing by cytotoxic T cells, for
instance, of virally infected cells [16], is perhaps also
suggestive, as EBV can also infect T cells [17]. In this
regard, it is perhaps relevant that in people with SARS-
COV-2 a subset of T cells with an altered metabolic
profile, which are prone to mitochondrial apoptosis and
resultant lymphopenia, as well as enhanced numbers of
myeloid-derived suppressor cells, are associated with dis-
ease severity and altered voltage dependent anion chan-
nel 1 (VDAC1) expression – a pivotal mitochondrial
protein [18].
In effect, EBV could tip an already compromised sys-

tem into a self-perpetuating metabolic-oxidative stress-
inflammatory spiral that could underly many of the
symptoms of long COVID. The likelihood of this hap-
pening could be increased in people who already have
sub-optimal mitochondrial function associated with a
sedentary lifestyle. In this regard, a genetic and pheno-
typic analysis of the causal relationship between ageing
and COVID-19 seems to indicate that accelerated bio-
logical ageing is a key factor in susceptibility risk, with
both altered Notch signalling and B cell functioning be-
ing important [19].

EBV modulates mitochondria – a second whammy?
The association between EBV-induced chronic fatigue
syndrome with mitochondrial dysfunction was suggested
many years ago [15]. EBV can alter mitochondrial dy-
namics and DNA replication [20, 21], as well as interact
with latent membrane protein 1 (LMP1) and dynamin-
related protein 1 (Drp1), enhancing glycolysis [22]. It
can also induce metabolic reprogramming in monocytes,
which is associated with decreased autophagy and mito-
chondrial biogenesis. This enhances apoptosis and
reduces immune surveillance [23]. EBV also modulates
c-Myc activity and glutaminolysis and thus aerobic
glycolysis and enhances the activity of glutaminase-1
(GLS-1) isoforms in mitochondria, which explains its as-
sociation with cancer [24]. This therefore raises the pos-
sibility that reactivation of the EBV serves as a second
mitochondrial “whammy”, leading to a sustained inflam-
matory response and the classical symptoms of brain
fog, tiredness and weakness. This has many similarities
to cytokine induced sickness behaviour associated with
other conditions, such as cancer, cancer treatment, mul-
tiple sclerosis, as well as virally-induced fatigue syn-
drome, where mitochondrial dysfunction could also play
a role [25]. The key here is that dysfunctional mitochon-
dria can be a source of oxidative stress, which in turn,
further compromises mitochondrial recovery due to
feedback and their role in inflammatory signalling [26].
It is thus possible that even if the cause of the first

whammy, the corona virus, is cleared, this imbalance
can continue for some time; the second EBV whammy,
whether coincident, or caused by reactivation due to re-
duced immune function, would only make this worse.

Mitochondria are more than just “powerhouses”
of the cell
At the most basic level the mitochondrion must bal-
ance metabolic priorities between energy production,
growth, defence and the management of oxidative
stress. The key to understanding this is that mitochon-
dria are not just “powerhouses”, but also sense the cel-
lular environment, control growth, inflammation,
senescence and death. Having a good mitochondrial re-
serve enables the cell to be flexible and multi-task,
whether it is in a neuron or an immune cell; loss of this
flexibility certainly plays a role in ageing-related immu-
nosenescence and the concept of “inflammaging” [27].
This is why physical activity is generally viewed as be-
ing a very good medicine, as all mitochondria in the
body communicate with each other via myokines; the
stress of exercise doesn’t just induce an adaption in
muscle, but in all other bodily systems and improves
overall robustness [28]. This perhaps reflects our evolu-
tionary heritage where movement was normal and be-
came canalised as a necessary factor to maintain fitness
in a calorie restricted environment; not moving and
eating too much thus takes humans outside our evolu-
tionary “flight envelope” [29].

Long COVID is not just a sequalae of the very ill
It may well be relevant that pathogens such as viruses
appear to manipulate the ageing process for their own
evolutionary benefits, which could be viewed as an ex-
tension of the disposable soma theory of ageing [30].
This might suggest that even in people who do not ex-
hibit particularly severe symptoms with the initial SARS-
CoV-2 infection, reactivation of EBV, or other viruses,
could trigger a secondary longer-term syndrome if their
mitochondrial reserve is low. In terms of prevention and
treatment, not only would this continue to support phys-
ical activity as being key, but also diets high in plant de-
fence compounds with pleiotropic actions that are
known to modulate mitochondrial function, induce reso-
lution of inflammation, as well as displaying anti-
pathogen function. This concept could also extend to
existing drugs that also have pleiotropic actions involv-
ing modulation of mitochondrial function, such as met-
formin or steroids. It might also hint that mild calorie
restriction, which can enhance mitochondrial function
and reduce inflammation, could also play a role [2]. It
has also been suggested a ketogenic diet might help, as
mitochondria are key in the metabolic adaptation [31].
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Viral reactivation might also indicate why there is
some variability in response to treatment, as it is pos-
sible that each patient could have a mix of reactivated
viruses, or other pathogens that complicate interpret-
ation of efficacy as their bodies try to balance the
multiple functions of mitochondria. A case in point is
the potential for gut microbiota to affect how appar-
ently healthy subjects respond to COVID-19 [32] and
that there is cross-talk between gut microbiota and
mitochondria, for instance, after exercise [33]. In
short, having a healthy mitochondrial system could
prevent a “domino” effect leading to a tipping point
into a chronic inflammatory state, and if already in-
fected, mitochondrial support and protection may
provide a means to break the cycle. It therefore con-
tinues to suggest that not getting the virus in the first
place, or being vaccinated, are key strategies. Indeed,
a study in Switzerland suggested that 34.8 % of partic-
ipants in an outpatient setting had post-acute symp-
toms seven months after diagnosis of COVID-19 [34].

Conclusions – the cost of mitochondrial ill-health
As is fairly well established, a poor lifestyle accelerates
the ageing process leading to morbidity expansion [29],
which reduces the capacity of an individual to work and
increases the load on society [35]. Add to this that vi-
ruses may also influence the ageing process [30], then a
poor lifestyle coupled with increased viral load is going
to further accelerate ageing across society and negatively
affect the economy. Indeed a recent analysis suggests
that slowing ageing across society could be, by far, the
most sensible thing to do economically [36]. Given the
well described link between mitochondrial function and
ageing, especially of the immune system [37], then it
could be argued there is also one between economics
and mitochondrial health. Hence, the paper by Gold
et al.[11] hints at another very important angle that gov-
ernments, and healthcare providers, may need to con-
sider: overloading ill-prepared mitochondria could cost
money – and this overload could come in the guise of
other viruses.

Acknowledgements
none

Authors’ contributions
AN wrote and edited the manuscript and all other authors contributed
equally to critiquing the original drafts and the concepts therein, and
approved the final manuscript.

Funding
The Guy Foundation.

Availability of data and materials
not applicable

Declarations

Ethics approval and consent to participate
none required

Consent for publication
All authors have approved the paper for publication.

Competing interests
none declared

Author details
1Research Centre for Optimal Health, Department of Life Sciences, University
of Westminster, W1W 6UW London, UK. 2The Guy Foundation, Dorset, UK.
3Department of Biological and Medical Sciences, UKRI, STFC, Central Laser
Facility, Oxford Brookes University, OX1 10QX Oxford, UK.

Received: 13 July 2021 Accepted: 21 October 2021

References
1. Tiku V, Tan MW, Dikic I. Mitochondrial functions in infection and immunity.

Trends Cell Biol. 2020;30(4):263–75.
2. Nunn AVW, Guy GW, Brysch W, Botchway SW, Frasch W, Calabrese EJ, et al.

SARS-CoV-2 and mitochondrial health: implications of lifestyle and ageing.
Immun Ageing. 2020;17(1):33.

3. Singh KK, Chaubey G, Chen JY, Suravajhala P. Decoding SARS-CoV-2
hijacking of host mitochondria in COVID-19 pathogenesis. Am J Physiol Cell
Physiol. 2020;319(2):C258–67.

4. Burtscher J, Cappellano G, Omori A, Koshiba T, Millet GP. Mitochondria: in
the cross fire of SARS-CoV-2 and immunity. iScience. 2020;23(10):101631.

5. Ganji R, Reddy PH. Impact of COVID-19 on mitochondrial-based immunity
in aging and age-related diseases. Front Aging Neurosci. 2020;12:614650.

6. Burtscher J, Burtscher M, Millet GP. The central role of mitochondrial fitness
on antiviral defenses: an advocacy for physical activity during the COVID-19
pandemic. Redox Biol. 2021;43:101976.

7. Alayash AI. The impact of COVID-19 infection on oxygen homeostasis: a
molecular perspective. Front Physiol. 2021;12(1575):711976.

8. Krishnan S, Nordqvist H, Ambikan AT, Gupta S, Sperk M, Svensson-Akusjarvi
S, et al. Metabolic perturbation associated with COVID-19 disease severity
and SARS-CoV-2 replication. Mol Cell Proteomics. 2021:100159. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.mcpro.2021.100159.

9. Reiterer M, Rajan M, Gómez-Banoy N, Lau JD, Gomez-Escobar LG, Ma L,
et al. Hyperglycemia in acute COVID-19 is characterized by insulin resistance
and adipose tissue infectivity by SARS-CoV-2. Cell Metab. 2021;33:1-15.

10. Ajaz S, McPhail MJ, Singh KK, Mujib S, Trovato FM, Napoli S, et al.
Mitochondrial metabolic manipulation by SARS-CoV-2 in peripheral blood
mononuclear cells of patients with COVID-19. Am J Physiol Cell Physiol.
2021;320(1):C57-65.

11. Gold JE, Okyay RA, Licht WE, Hurley DJ. Investigation of long COVID
prevalence and its relationship to Epstein-Barr virus reactivation. Pathogens.
2021;10(6):763.

12. Paolucci S, Cassaniti I, Novazzi F, Fiorina L, Piralla A, Comolli G, et al. EBV
DNA increase in COVID-19 patients with impaired lymphocyte
subpopulation count. Int J Infect Dis. 2021;104:315–9.

13. Verma D, Church TM, Swaminathan S. Epstein-Barr virus lytic replication
induces ACE2 expression and enhances SARS-CoV-2 Pseudotyped virus
entry in epithelial cells. J Virol. 2021;95(13):e0019221.

14. Groff D, Sun A, Ssentongo AE, Ba DM, Parsons N, Poudel GR, et al. Short-
term and long-term rates of Postacute Sequelae of SARS-CoV-2 infection: a
systematic review. JAMA Netw Open. 2021;4(10):e2128568.

15. Vernon SD, Whistler T, Cameron B, Hickie IB, Reeves WC, Lloyd A.
Preliminary evidence of mitochondrial dysfunction associated with post-
infective fatigue after acute infection with Epstein Barr virus. BMC Infect Dis.
2006;6:15.

16. Lisci M, Barton PR, Randzavola LO, Ma CY, Marchingo JM, Cantrell DA, et al.
Mitochondrial translation is required for sustained killing by cytotoxic T cells.
Science. 2021;374(6565):eabe9977.

17. Dojcinov SD, Fend F, Quintanilla-Martinez L. EBV-positive
lymphoproliferations of B- T- and NK-cell derivation in non-
immunocompromised hosts. Pathogens. 2018;7(1):28.

Nunn et al. Immunity & Ageing           (2021) 18:40 Page 3 of 4

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.mcpro.2021.100159
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.mcpro.2021.100159


18. Thompson EA, Cascino K, Ordonez AA, Zhou W, Vaghasia A, Hamacher-
Brady A, et al. Metabolic programs define dysfunctional immune responses
in severe COVID-19 patients. Cell Rep. 2021;34(11):108863.

19. Ying K, Zhai R, Pyrkov TV, Shindyapina AV, Mariotti M, Fedichev PO, et al.
Genetic and phenotypic analysis of the causal relationship between aging
and COVID-19. Commun Med. 2021;1(1):35.

20. LaJeunesse DR, Brooks K, Adamson AL. Epstein-Barr virus immediate-early
proteins BZLF1 and BRLF1 alter mitochondrial morphology during lytic
replication. Biochem Biophys Res Commun. 2005;333(2):438–42.

21. Wiedmer A, Wang P, Zhou J, Rennekamp AJ, Tiranti V, Zeviani M, et al.
Epstein-Barr virus immediate-early protein Zta co-opts mitochondrial single-
stranded DNA binding protein to promote viral and inhibit mitochondrial
DNA replication. J Virol. 2008;82(9):4647–55.

22. Xie L, Shi F, Li Y, Li W, Yu X, Zhao L, et al. Drp1-dependent remodeling of
mitochondrial morphology triggered by EBV-LMP1 increases cisplatin
resistance. Signal Transduct Target Ther. 2020;5(1):56.

23. Gilardini Montani MS, Santarelli R, Granato M, Gonnella R, Torrisi MR,
Faggioni A, et al. EBV reduces autophagy, intracellular ROS and
mitochondria to impair monocyte survival and differentiation. Autophagy.
2019;15(4):652–67.

24. Krishna G, Soman Pillai V, Valiya Veettil M. Upregulation of GLS1 isoforms
KGA and GAC facilitates mitochondrial metabolism and cell proliferation in
Epstein-Barr virus infected cells. Viruses. 2020;12(8):811.

25. Vichaya EG, Chiu GS, Krukowski K, Lacourt TE, Kavelaars A, Dantzer R, et al.
Mechanisms of chemotherapy-induced behavioral toxicities. Front Neurosci.
2015;9:131.

26. Chen Y, Zhou Z, Min W. Mitochondria, oxidative stress and innate immunity.
Front Physiol. 2018;9:1487.

27. Santoro A, Martucci M, Conte M, Capri M, Franceschi C, Salvioli S.
Inflammaging, hormesis and the rationale for anti-aging strategies. Ageing
Res Rev. 2020;64:101142.

28. Laurens C, Bergouignan A, Moro C. Exercise-released myokines in the
control of energy metabolism. Front Physiol. 2020;11:91.

29. Nunn AV, Bell JD, Guy GW. Lifestyle-induced metabolic inflexibility and
accelerated ageing syndrome: insulin resistance, friend or foe? NutrMetab
(Lond). 2009;6:16.

30. Teuliere J, Bernard C, Bapteste E. Interspecific interactions that affect ageing:
age-distorters manipulate host ageing to their own evolutionary benefits.
Ageing Res Rev. 2021;70:101375.

31. Paoli A, Gorini S, Caprio M. The dark side of the spoon - glucose, ketones
and COVID-19: a possible role for ketogenic diet? J Transl Med. 2020;18(1):
441.

32. Yeoh YK, Zuo T, Lui GC, Zhang F, Liu Q, Li AY, et al. Gut microbiota
composition reflects disease severity and dysfunctional immune responses
in patients with COVID-19. Gut. 2021;70(4):698–706.

33. Clark A, Mach N. The crosstalk between the gut microbiota and
mitochondria during exercise. Front Physiol. 2017;8:319.

34. Nehme M, Braillard O, Chappuis F, Courvoisier DS, Guessous I. Prevalence of
symptoms more than seven months after diagnosis of symptomatic COVID-
19 in an outpatient setting. Ann Intern Med. 2021;174:1252.

35. Tremmel M, Gerdtham UG, Nilsson PM, Saha S. Economic burden of obesity:
a systematic literature review. Int J Environ Res Public Health. 2017;14(4):435.

36. Scott AJ, Ellison M, Sinclair DA. The economic value of targeting aging. Nat
Aging. 2021;1:616.

37. McGuire PJ. Mitochondrial dysfunction and the aging immune system.
Biology (Basel). 2019;8(2):26.

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in
published maps and institutional affiliations.

Nunn et al. Immunity & Ageing           (2021) 18:40 Page 4 of 4


	Abstract
	Background
	EBV modulates mitochondria – a second whammy?

	Mitochondria are more than just “powerhouses” of the cell
	Long COVID is not just a sequalae of the very ill
	Conclusions – the cost of mitochondrial ill-health
	Acknowledgements
	Authors’ contributions
	Funding
	Availability of data and materials
	Declarations
	Ethics approval and consent to participate
	Consent for publication
	Competing interests
	Author details
	References
	Publisher’s Note

