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T cells: the usual subsets

Chen Dong and Gustavo J. Martinez

T cells have important roles in immune responses and function by directly secreting soluble mediators or
through cell contact-dependent mechanisms. Many T cell subsets have been characterized. Although
effector T cells were originally considered to be terminally differentiated, a growing body of evidence has
challenged this view and suggested that the phenotype of effector T cells is not completely fixed but is
more flexible or plastic. T cells can have ‘mixed’ phenotypes (that is, have characteristics usually
associated with more than one T cell subset) and can interconvert from one subset phenotype to another,
although instructive signalling can lead to long-term fixation of cytokine memory. T cell plasticity can be

important for adaptation of immune responses in different microenvironments and might be particularly
relevant for host defence against pathogens that colonize different tissues. Distinct T cell subsets, or
differentiation states, can be identified based on the cell surface markers expressed and/or the effector
molecules produced by a particular T cell population. This Poster summarizes our current understanding of
the surface markers, transcriptional regulators, effector molecules and functions of the different T cell
subsets that participate in immune responses. Further knowledge of how these T cell subsets are regulated
and cooperate with each other will provide us with better tools to treat immune-related diseases.
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