
DOTTORATO DI RICERCA IN BIOLOGIA CELLULARE E DELLO SVILUPPO 
42° Cycle 

Project proposal for a PhD scholarship  
 

Main research line 
 

Title of the research:  
Role of ORF8 variation on immune responses and Covid-19 disease severity.  
 
Supervisor: Paola Del Porto, e-mail: paola.delporto@uniroma1.it 
 
 
Summary (max 500 words) 
Severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-Cov-2) is the causative agent of 
COVID-19 (Corona Virus Disease 19).  Although in the post pandemic years, SARS-CoV-2 
morbidity and mortality declined due to less pathogenic variants, active and passive 
immunization and antiviral therapies, according to CDC and WHO Europe the virus 
continues to cause hospitalizations and deaths especially in people older than 60 years of 
age. The outcome of SARS-CoV-2 infection is the result of a complex interplay between the 
host immune response and the virus. Both innate and adaptive branches of the immune 
system are essential in protecting the host and clearing the virus. Faced with the formidable 
defense of host immunity, viruses have evolved multifunctional proteins as weapons of 
resistance. Among all proteins, SARS-CoV-2 ORF8 is a rapidly evolving accessory protein 
that has been proposed to interfere with immune responses and disease outcome. 
The aim of the proposed research is to characterize the ORF8 genetic diversity and to 
perform a prospective analysis of the immune responses in COVID-19 patients over 65 
years of age following viral infection and with different clinical courses: mild, moderate, or 
severe. 
Results of this study will provide important insights on the characteristics of protective 
immune responses and on the consequences of ORF8 variation on anti-viral immune 
responses and/or infection outcome.  
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