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Simple Summary: A common characteristic of multiple myeloma (MM) is the dysfunction of patients’
immune system, a condition termed immunosuppression. This state is mainly due to alterations in the
number and functionality of the principal immune populations. In this setting, immunotherapy has
acquired high relevance in the last years and the investigation of agents that boost the immune system
represent a field of interest. In the present review, we will summarize the main cellular and molecular
alterations observed in MM patients’ immune system. Furthermore, we will describe the mechanisms
of action of the four immunotherapeutic drugs approved so far for the treatment of MM, which
are part of the group of monoclonal antibodies (mAbs). Finally, the immune-stimulating effects of
several therapeutic agents are described due to their potential role in reversing immunosuppression
and, therefore, in favoring the efficacy of immunotherapy drugs, such as mAbs, as part of future
pharmacological combinations.

Abstract: Immunosuppression is a common feature of multiple myeloma (MM) patients and has been
associated with disease evolution from its precursor stages. MM cells promote immunosuppressive
effects due to both the secretion of soluble factors, which inhibit the function of immune effector cells,
and the recruitment of immunosuppressive populations. Alterations in the expression of surface
molecules are also responsible for immunosuppression. In this scenario, immunotherapy, as is the
case of immunotherapeutic monoclonal antibodies (mAbs), aims to boost the immune system against
tumor cells. In fact, mAbs exert part of their cytotoxic effects through different cellular and soluble
immune components and, therefore, patients’ immunosuppressive status could reduce their efficacy.
Here, we will expose the alterations observed in symptomatic MM, as compared to its precursor
stages and healthy subjects, in the main immune populations, especially the inhibition of effector cells
and the activation of immunosuppressive populations. Additionally, we will revise the mechanisms
responsible for all these alterations, including the interplay between MM cells and immune cells and
the interactions among immune cells themselves. We will also summarize the main mechanisms
of action of the four mAbs approved so far for the treatment of MM. Finally, we will discuss the
potential immune-stimulating effects of non-immunotherapeutic drugs, which could enhance the
efficacy of immunotherapeutic treatments.

Keywords: multiple myeloma; immune system; immunosuppression; monoclonal antibodies; im-
mune stimulating drugs
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1. Introduction

Multiple myeloma (MM), the second most common hematological malignancy, is
characterized by the accumulation of malignant plasma cells in the bone marrow (BM)
leading to hypercalcemia, bone destruction, anemia and renal failure [1]. Although novel
treatments have improved the outcome of MM patients, the disease remains incurable due
to continuous relapses increasingly resistant to treatments [2]. Taking into account that
MM is strongly influenced by the BM microenvironment [3], treatments should ideally
have a dual role, not only on the myeloma cell but also on the microenvironment. In fact,
immunomodulatory drugs (IMiDs) have been shown not only to directly attack the tumor,
but also to stimulate the immune system [4] through different mechanisms that will be
further reviewed.

Although the BM microenvironment is constituted by different components such as,
immune cells (i.e., T cells, natural killer (NK) cells, dendritic cells, etc.), non-immune cells
(i.e., bone marrow stromal cells (BMSCs), osteoblasts, osteoclasts, etc.), matrix proteins
(i.e., fibronectin, laminin, etc.) and secreted soluble factors (i.e., cytokines, growth factors,
etc.), the present review will be focused on the major alterations described for immune
components in patients with MM. Specifically, we will review how different immune
populations together with soluble factors are altered in the context of MM and its precursor
stages, leading altogether to an immunosuppressive microenvironment. Finally, we will
further address how immunotherapy and immune-stimulating drugs are able to revert
this state.

2. General Alterations of the Immune System in the Context of Monoclonal
Gammopathies

A general alteration of different immune populations and the cytokine profile has
been described in patients with monoclonal gammopathies. It is broadly known that in
the context of MM, both cell-to-cell contacts, in which myeloma cells, immune cells and
other cells from the BM microenvironment are involved, and the presence of different
extracellular factors lead to a general immunosuppressive status, which inhibits effector
populations and recruits and activates immunosuppressive populations [5].

Hereunder, we will discuss the alterations described in the number and function of the
major immune populations and the molecular factors involved in these variations. These
aspects are schematized in Figure 1.

2.1. T Cells

T lymphocytes, both T helper CD4+ and cytotoxic CD8+ cells, are the components
of the adaptive immune system that act as coordinators and effectors of immunity [6].
Both subsets play a crucial role in the antitumoral immunity. Regarding MM, the most
frequently described alteration in patients is the decrease in CD4+ T lymphocyte counts,
which is associated with a lower progression free survival (PFS) and overall survival
(OS) and a higher relapsing probability [5,7]. Preliminary data from our group show
higher percentages of CD4+ T cells in the BM of patients with newly diagnosed MM
(NDMM) and high risk smoldering MM as compared to healthy subjects, but this was not
found in patients with monoclonal gammopathy of undetermined significance (MGUS) [8].
Depending on the immunological context, CD4+ T cells can acquire phenotypes with pro or
anti-inflammatory functions, named Th1 and Th2, respectively, being the balance of these
two cell types important for an efficient immune response [9]. In MM, both increase or
decrease in the Th1/Th2 ratio have been observed, therefore making it difficult to elucidate
the clinical implications of these findings [10–12]. Additionally, the production of TGF- β
and IL-6 from MM cells and BMSCs induces the differentiation of naïve T cells to Th17
cells [13], an immunosuppressive CD4+ T cell subset, which, as a positive feedback loop,
secretes different cytokines promoting MM cell expansion [14].
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Figure 1. Schematic representation of the main immune system alterations described in multiple myeloma (MM) patients.
Briefly, T and natural killer (NK) cells are inhibited through both soluble factors and cell-to-cell contacts with either myeloma
cells or other immune cell populations. Grey arrows refer to receptor-ligand union, green arrows stand for activation
whereas red bar-headed lines indicate inhibition. Regarding soluble factors, squares refer to tryptophan, pentagons to
kynurenine, spiked circles to adenosine (ADO) and triangles to arginine. TAM: tumor associated macrophages; Treg:
regulatory T lymphocytes; MDSC: myeloid derived suppressor cells; IDO: indoleamine-2,3-dioxygenase.
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Regarding cytotoxic T cells, our group has reported an increase in the total number
of T CD8+ cells in both MGUS and symptomatic MM with respect to healthy donors [15].
More recently Zavidij et al. have found that during disease progression a depletion of
memory CD8+ T cell subset is observed, thus, being more abundant in healthy and MGUS
individuals in comparison to smoldering myeloma (SMM) and active MM [16]. Addition-
ally, an impaired response against viral antigens in MM patients has been observed [17],
which may be associated to the increased expression of suppressor of cytokine signaling 1
(SOCS1) by T CD8+ subset, which, in turn, inhibits IL-2, IL-6 and IFN-γ production in these
same cells, attenuating Th1 and cytotoxic T lymphocytes (CTL)-mediated responses [18].
Soluble factors have also been observed to modulate the activity of cytotoxic T cells. In
this sense, TGF-β inhibits IL-2-dependent proliferation and maturation of T cells and
prevents naïve T cells from acquiring effector functions [19,20]. The activity of effector T
lymphocytes is also inhibited by the immunosuppressive nucleoside adenosine (ADO),
derived from ATP or NAD+ after sequential catalytic reactions initiated by the surface
molecule CD38 in MM cells [21–23].

The activation of T cells is initiated through antigen recognition by the T cell receptor
(TCR), and then regulated by a balance between costimulatory and coinhibitory signals
denominated immune checkpoints [24]. Although immune checkpoints are crucial for the
maintenance of self-tolerance and homeostasis [24], the expression of immune checkpoint
proteins can be dysregulated by tumors as a mechanism of immune evasion [25]. One of
the most relevant immune checkpoints is the programmed-death (PD) pathway. PD-1 is
an inhibitory receptor expressed by T cells, which interacts with its ligands PD-L1/PD-L2
expressed by antigen presenting cells (APCs) to inhibit T cell effector functions [26–28]. It
is known that plasma cells from healthy subjects do not express PD-1 ligands, however,
PD-L1/PD-L2 can be found in plasma cells from myeloma patients [29–32] and in MM cell
lines [33]. In addition, our group reported that PD-L1 is also expressed by BMSCs [30].
Moreover, the expression of PD-1 seems to be increased on T cells from MM patients,
compared to healthy subjects [34,35], particularly in the setting of relapsed/refractory
disease [30,35]. The soluble form of PD-L1, which is released from tumor cells’ surface is
also thought to exert immunosuppressive activity [36]. Indeed, high serum soluble PD-L1
levels are associated with poor prognosis in MM patients [37,38] and PD-L1+ MM cells show
greater drug resistance [39] and higher levels of antiapoptotic proteins [31]. Considering all
these data, three main mAbs targeting PD-1 (nivolumab, pembrolizumab and pidilizumab)
have been evaluated in MM. Although preclinical murine models showed that PD-1
blockade inhibited tumor growth, both in monotherapy [30,35,40] and in combination [34],
data from clinical trials indicate no benefit when used in monotherapy. In fact, our group
tested the use of pembrolizumab as consolidation in patients achieving at least a very
good partial response (VGPR) but with persistent measurable disease after a first or second
line treatment; nevertheless, no upgrades in the quality of the baseline responses could
be documented [41]. The combination of pembrolizumab with either pomalidomide
or lenalidomide was tested in phase II trials with promising results [42,43]. However,
phase III trials of pembrolizumab in combination with the same agents (KEYNOTE-183
(NCT02576977) and KEYNOTE-185 (NCT02579863)) had to be prematurely stopped due
to a survival imbalance disfavoring patients receiving the mAb [44,45]. Together with
PD-1/PD-L1 pathway, cytotoxic T-Lymphocyte Antigen 4 (CTLA-4) is another immune
checkpoint responsible of T cell suppression. The binding of CTLA-4 present in T cells to
its ligands (CD80/CD86), expressed on APCs, transmits an inhibitory signal to T cells [46].
In the clinical setting, some studies have assessed the safety and efficacy of CTLA-4
inhibition as consolidation following ASCT in patients with MM. One of them administered
ipilimumab and nivolumab between 14 and 28 days post-ASCT in patients with high-risk
MM achieving at least stable disease after induction treatment. At 18 months post-ASCT,
authors reported a PFS of 71% [47]. The definite niche of checkpoint inhibitors in the
treatment of MM patients will be based on the results of clinical trials testing their optimal
partners and times of administration.
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2.2. NK Cells

Natural killer cells (NK cells) are cytotoxic lymphocytes from the innate immune
system that take part in the early response to viral antigens and in attacking tumor cells,
recognizing and eliminating cells that express stress proteins without needing antigen pre-
sentation on major histocompatibility complex (MHC-I) molecules [48]. In fact, activation
of NK cells depends on a balance between activating natural cytotoxicity receptors (NCRs)
and inhibitory receptors. In humans, activating receptors include NKp30, NKp46, NKp44,
DNAM-1 and NKG2D, among others, while inhibitory receptors include killing inhibitory
receptors (KIRs) and NKG2A, among others [18]. Briefly, NK cells recognize malignant
cells and kill them through secretion of granzyme B and perforin or alternatively, through
death signaling pathways in which FasL and TRAIL proteins are involved [49].

In the context of the disease, both MGUS and MM patients present an enrichment in
NK cell population in comparison to healthy adults [15,16]. Initially, myeloma cells are
sensitive to the lysis induced by NK cells since they express high levels of the stress-induced
self-antigen MICA (the ligand of NKG2D receptor). In contrast, as the disease evolves,
myeloma cells lose MICA expression and MICA shedding occurs, this latter phenomenon
being directly correlated to disease progression [50,51]. In addition, some authors have
reported that NKG2D expression was lowered in NK cells from MM patients [51–53], while
others have not found any differential expression in comparison to healthy donors [54].
Regarding DNAM-1, its expression is reduced on NK cells from myeloma patients with
active disease compared to patients in remission or healthy individuals [55]. Furthermore,
unlike healthy donors, NK cells from myeloma patients express the PD-1 molecule, which
mitigates their functionality even more [35]. It has been reported that NK cell functionality
is inhibited by immunosuppressive cytokines found in the tumor milieu, such as ADO,
which inhibits NK cell lytic activity [23], or TGF-β, which inhibits the differentiation of func-
tional CD16+ NK cells from its CD16− counterparts [56]. Although specific data confirming
these findings in the context of MM have not been published, it is possible that similar
effects occur since both ADO and TGF-β are increased in the MM microenvironment.

In addition to cytokines, extracellular vesicles (EVs) also have an impact on the
behavior of NK cells. In fact, under some circumstances, such as under treatment with
sublethal doses of melphalan or doxorubicin, myeloma cells have been found to produce
exosomes capable of activating IFN-γ production by NK cells [57] or augmenting NK
proliferation and activation [58], thus enhancing NK-cell immune surveillance. However,
tumor-derived exosomes have been observed to contain TGF-β, MICA/B, ULBP3, PI-
9 and miR-1245 and to contribute to impairment of NK function [59]. In fact, it has
been reported that exosomes from myeloma cell lines contain TGF-β and ligands for NK
activating receptors, and negatively regulate NK cytolytic ability against MM [60]. In
line with this, our group has found that exosomes from BM plasma of myeloma patients
similarly reduced the cytolytic activity of normal NKs on myeloma cells, thus contributing
to myeloma immunosuppression (unpublished data from our group).

2.3. B Cells

B lymphocytes are the components of humoral immunity in the adaptive immune
system, which act through antibody secretion [61]. B cell lineage is heavily compromised in
MM, with a displaced equilibrium towards a high proliferation of malignant plasma cells.
Indeed, MM patients present both a decrease in CD19+ B cells [62,63], inversely correlated
with disease stage [63], and a reduced ability to secrete polyclonal immunoglobulins and
to differentiate into antibody-secreting plasma cells [62]. Moreover, the risk of progression
to symptomatic MM from presymptomatic stages (MGUS and SMM) is directly related to
the proportion of normal bone marrow plasma cells at diagnosis [64]. Furthermore, the
number of B regulatory (Bregs) cells with CD19+CD24highCD38high phenotype, increases
in the transition from MGUS to symptomatic MM [65], supporting the bone marrow milieu
by both reducing NK-mediated lysis of MM cells and producing IL-10 [66].
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2.4. Dendritic Cells (DCs)

Dendritic cells (DCs) are APCs whose main role is the processing of antigenic material,
which is then displayed on their cell surface to induce naïve T cell activation. They are
classified as plasmacytoid DCs (pDCs), which secrete high levels of type I IFN in response
to viral antigens and other stimuli, and myeloid DCs (mDCs) rather involved in antigen
presenting and inducing T CD4+ and CD8+ cell responses [67,68]. The role and general
status of DCs in MM is not clear yet. Many studies concluded that DCs from MM patients
have impaired T-cell stimulation capacities, whereas contradictory results exist regarding
the frequency and phenotype of DCs [69–72]. Our group demonstrated that the number of
BM DCs differed significantly between MM patients with long-term disease control and
those with symptomatic disease, with a trend to cell count recovering in the former cohort
towards levels similar to those found in healthy adults [15].

DCs are concentrated in the BM during MGUS to MM progression and are able to
process and cross-present antigens from apoptotic MM cells via CD91, thus activating
myeloma-specific CD8+ T cells [73]. Besides, by using their surface CD80/86 molecules,
DCs interact with nonapoptotic plasma cells via the overexpressed CD28 receptor, pro-
voking the production of the immunosuppressive enzyme indoleamine-2,3-dioxygenase
(IDO) [74], which impairs the immune surveillance through different mechanisms: (i)
metabolizing and, therefore depleting, tryptophan from the microenvironment, which is
an essential amino acid for T cells, and consequently, producing kynurenine, a toxic com-
pound for T and NK cells [75]; (ii) promoting the development, stabilization and activation
of Tregs [76] and (iii) polarizing macrophages and DCs towards an immunotolerogenic
phenotype [77]. Along with IDO, ADO is also able to increase the number of tolerogenic
DCs [23]. Moreover, pDCs and a percentage of mDCs also express high surface levels
of PD-L1 [78], participating in the maintenance of the immunosuppressive bone marrow
microenvironment. In addition, TGF-β contributes to the altered immune tumor niche
since it inhibits the upregulation of critical T-cell costimulatory molecules on the surface of
DCs, reducing their antigen-presenting capacity [79].

2.5. Tumor Associated Macrophages (TAMs)

Tumor associated macrophages (TAMs) constitute an abundant component of the
myeloma microenvironment that enhances myeloma cell survival and drug resistance
through different mechanisms [80]. Within the BM niche, TAMs acquire a secretory profile
characterized by a great production of IL-6, IL-10 and proangiogenic factors, such as vascu-
lar endothelial growth factor (VEGF), metalloproteinases (MMPs) and cyclooxygenase-2
(COX-2) [81], providing an optimal milieu for myeloma cell growth. Moreover, TAMs
resemble a M2-like macrophage population, with little cytotoxicity against tumor cells be-
cause of their limited production of nitric oxide (NO) and proinflammatory cytokines, and a
poor antigen-presenting capability [82]. Additionally, ADO further polarizes macrophages
towards a M2 phenotype [23].

There are several reports describing an association between macrophage infiltra-
tion, vascularity and disease prognosis. Suyani et al. showed increased numbers of M2
macrophages in the BM of 68 MM patients, which was associated with unfavorable progno-
sis and increased microvessel density [83]. Two different studies also reported a negative
correlation between CD163 and CD206 expression, which are M2–macrophage markers,
and OS in patients with MM [84,85]. Further studies in MM patients confirmed that TAM
infiltration in the BM was associated with poor prognosis and drug resistance [86].

There has been shown that the number of M2 macrophages was significantly increased
in the BM of MM patients compared with MGUS and SMM, and with healthy donors,
suggesting that the malignant plasma cell may be involved in this change to a M2-like
phenotype [87]. A very recent single-cell RNA sequencing study revealed that mature
CD14+ monocytes lose the surface expression of HLA-II molecules as early as in the MGUS
stage, resulting in T cell suppression, and suggesting that some of these sequential immune
alterations begin on an early stage of the disease [16].
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2.6. Myeloid-Derived Suppressor Cells (MDSCs) and Neutrophils

Myeloid-derived suppressor cells (MDSCs) are a heterogeneous group of immature
myeloid cells endowed with the capacity to suppress the activation, proliferation and
cytotoxic capacity of effector T and NK cells. In humans there are two subsets of MD-
SCs; granulocytic-MDSCs (G-MDSCs) (also called polymorphonuclear, PMN-MDSCs) and
monocytic-MDSCs (M-MDSCs) [88]. In myeloma the G-MDSC constitutes the predominant
MDSC population in BM and peripheral blood (PB) as opposed to M-MDSC [89]. MDSCs
mainly suppress T cell responses by producing reactive oxygen species (ROS) and high
amounts of NO, arginase-1 (Arg-1), and immunosuppressive cytokines such as IL-10. There
is an increase of G-MDSCs in both PB [90,91] and BM [89,92] of patients with active MM,
compared with samples from MGUS or healthy donors. Moreover, it has also been shown
that MDSCs from MM patients were able to induce higher Treg differentiation than those
from healthy age-matched donors [89]. In vitro data indicate that MDSCs support MM
progression by inhibiting effector cells, enhancing Treg development [93], and even by
differentiating into osteoclasts [94]. In addition, MM cells promote the survival of MDSCs
through Mcl-1 upregulation [95], secretion of IL-6, which drives MDSCs expansion by the
activation of several molecular cascades such as PI3K/Akt or JAK/STAT3 [96,97], and
through the accumulation of high levels of ADO by the conversion of NAD+ [23,98]. To-
gether with cytokines, Wang et al. showed that both BMSC-derived and myeloma-derived
exosomes promoted the proliferation and survival of MDSCs [99]; upon incorporation
of exosomes, MDSCs also increased their NO production, thus contributing to T cell
inhibition [100].

Neutrophils are the most abundant white blood cell in PB, and are essential for
clearance of extracellular pathogens, both by direct toxicity and by establishing interactions
with other immune cells [101]. In the context of MM, neutrophils present functional defects,
such as a reduction in lysozyme activity and an increased secretion of Arg-1 therefore
presenting an immunosuppressive behavior [102,103]. In fact, MM patients have increased
serum levels of Arg-1 [102], which depletes arginine on tumor microenvironment, an
essential amino acid for T and NK cell proliferation [104]. Furthermore, as disease evolves
from MGUS to MM, neutrophils progressively activate the JAK-2/STAT3 pathway in
response to MM cell exposure, which further supports the immunotolerogenic niche due to
the production of proinflammatory and survival signals [105]. Interestingly, the neutrophil
to lymphocyte ratio (NLR) at diagnosis is able to predict both the outcome in NDMM
patients treated with novel agents [106], and the prognosis in patients at day +100 post
stem cell autologous transplant [107].

2.7. Regulatory T Lymphocytes (Tregs)

Regulatory T lymphocytes (Tregs) are a subpopulation of T cells that modulate the
immune system, maintain tolerance to autoantigens and prevent autoimmune reactions.
They present a CD4+CD25+ phenotype and an increase in FOXP3 factor, which is determi-
nant for the development of this subpopulation [108]. They exert their immunosuppressive
activity through cell-to-cell contact, secreting immunosuppressive cytokines such as TGF-β
and IL-10 [109] or inducing the expression of IDO in DCs, which induces a positive loop
since IDO promotes the expansion of Tregs [110]. In addition to IDO, ADO also promotes
the expansion of Tregs [23]. Furthermore, in BM samples from NDMM patients, CTLA-4
appears to be overexpressed (along with FOXP3) in Tregs, which suggests a local accumu-
lation of Tregs in the tumor microenvironment [111]. In fact, it has been described that
CTLA-4 induces Treg expansion and induction of immunosuppressive cytokines in this
population [46].

Most authors have reported that MM patients have a higher Treg percentage [16,112–
115] in comparison to healthy donors, suggesting that myeloma cells escape from the
immune system at least partially through the increase of this population. Indeed, recent
work suggests that this immune scape occurs early in disease development, since it has
already been described in patients with SMM [16]. Interestingly, our group reported that
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the number of Tregs was lower in patients with long-term disease control than in those with
symptomatic MM [15]. In addition, Treg number can be used as a biomarker of disease
progression, since patients with higher Treg percentage presented a lower OS [112,116].

3. Currently Approved Immunotherapeutic Treatments in MM

Monoclonal antibodies (mAbs) have emerged as a backbone therapy for many B-cell
tumors, due to their high efficacy and good tolerability. However, the development of
effective mAbs for the treatment of MM has been tough, since the discovery of target
molecules unique for all MM cells resulted challenging. Up to date, there are three naked
mAbs and one antibody–drug conjugate (ADC) approved for the treatment of MM. Their
main mechanisms of action can be found in Figure 2.

3.1. Elotuzumab

Elotuzumab (anti-SLAMF7) was the first mAb approved by the US Food and Drug Ad-
ministration (FDA) for the treatment of MM. In particular, elotuzumab was first approved
in combination with lenalidomide and dexamethasone for relapsed/refractory myeloma
patients who had received one to three prior therapies [117]. SLAMF7, also known as
CS1, is a cell surface molecule expressed in plasma cells, CD8+ cytotoxic T lymphocytes,
activated B cells, NK cells and mature DCs [118–121]. In the context of MM, SLAMF7
is expressed in both primary malignant plasma cells and in almost all MM cell lines. In
addition, soluble SLAMF7 has been detected in serum of MM patients presenting a direct
correlation with disease stage [118,121].

Elotuzumab is a humanized IgG1 mAb that inhibits MM cell adhesion to BMSCs,
which may reverse the protective effect provided by the bone marrow microenvironment
to myeloma cells. Additionally, elotuzumab is able to induce antibody dependent cellular
cytotoxicity (ADCC) mediated by NK cells in both MM cell lines and primary plasma
cells from myeloma patients (either newly diagnosed or resistant to conventional thera-
pies) [121].

Since NK cells and a small subset of activated lymphocytes express SLAMF7, elo-
tuzumab is able to activate ex vivo different subsets of peripheral blood mononuclear
cells (PBMCs) from myeloma patients and healthy donors. Indeed, elotuzumab selectively
activated the subpopulation of CD56dim NK cells, upregulating CD69, CD11b and CD54
and downregulating CD16 expression and resulting in the killing of myeloma cells via a
CD16-independent mechanism [122]. Moreover, elotuzumab also activated monocytes as
evidenced by the up-regulation of SLAMF7, HLA-DR and CD54 [123].

3.2. Daratumumab

Daratumumab is an anti-CD38 mAb that was approved in 2015 by the FDA for MM
patients who had received at least three prior lines of therapy or for patients double re-
fractory to proteasome inhibitors and immunomodulatory agents [124,125]. Besides, it has
been recently approved for NDMM patients ineligible for stem-cell transplantation [126].
CD38 is expressed in different cell subsets from hematopoietic and non-hematopoietic
lineages. Regarding the first, CD38 is expressed in Tregs, circulating monocytes, CD4+

and CD8+ T cells, NK cells, granulocytes/neutrophils, B cell precursors and in terminally
differentiated plasma cells from healthy donors [127–129]. In the context of MM, CD138+

malignant plasma cells express higher levels of CD38 than other immune subsets and
normal plasma cells [130]. Moreover, CD38 is also expressed by osteoclasts in the tumor
niche [131].

Daratumumab was first selected from a panel of 42 human anti-CD38 mAbs for
being effective in killing MM cells via complement dependent cytotoxicity (CDC) and
ADCC [132]. Further studies in vitro, ex vivo and in vivo demonstrated that daratumumab
was also able to induce programmed cell death in the presence of crosslinking agents (both
F(ab)2 fragments and Fcγ receptor-expressing cells) [133], and antibody dependent cellular
phagocytosis (ADCP) [134].
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Figure 2. Principal mechanisms of action of the three naked mAbs (elotuzumab, daratumumab and isatuximab) and the
ADC (belantamab mafodotin) approved for the treatment of MM.
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Given that different immune cell subsets express CD38, daratumumab treatment has
an impact on them. In fact, it has been described that MM patients treated with daratu-
mumab both in monotherapy and in combination with lenalidomide and dexamethasone,
present a decrease in absolute cell count in NK cells (from 10% to 2%), MDSCs, Bregs and
Tregs. On the contrary, other immune populations, such as CD4+ and CD8+ T cells showed
increased numbers [135–138]. Despite the decrease in NK cell number observed after dara-
tumumab treatment, according to Casneuf et al. the remaining NK cells seemed to be able
to contribute to the clinical efficacy of the drug [137]. Furthermore, daratumumab has been
reported to induce NK cell activation and degranulation as observed by the upregulation
of CD69, CD107a and IFN-γ in this cell subset [139].

3.3. Isatuximab

Isatuximab is a humanized IgG1 anti-CD38 mAb that has been recently approved
(March 2020) in combination with pomalidomide and dexamethasone for MM patients
who had previously received at least two lines of therapy [140]. Isatuximab exerts its
antimyeloma effect through different mechanisms. First, and unlike daratumumab, isat-
uximab has shown proapoptotic activity against myeloma cells expressing high levels
of CD38 without any cross-linking agents [141,142]. Moreover, isatuximab also presents
immune-mediated cytotoxic effects, such as, the induction of strong CDC, potent ADCC
and ADCP [141,143]. In contrast to daratumumab, isatuximab completely inhibits the
NADase activity of CD38, which may mitigate the immunosuppressive microenvironment
in the bone marrow of MM patients [144–146].

As observed with daratumumab, isatuximab is able to suppress Tregs. In fact, in
PBMCs from both healthy donors and MM patients treated with isatuximab in vitro, the
percentage of Tregs was reduced while the percentage of effector T cells increased. This
reduction of Treg frequency was more significant in cells from MM patients than from
healthy donors, probably due to the higher expression of CD38 observed in patients’
Tregs [127]. Furthermore, isatuximab upregulated the activation molecules CD107a and
IFNγ in monocytes, CD8+ T cells and NK cells not only from healthy donors but also from
myeloma patients, augmenting the cytotoxic functions of these three cell subsets both in
the presence and in the absence of CD38+ target cells [127,129]. Additionally, Moreno et al.
observed that isatuximab depleted in vitro CD38high B-lymphocyte precursors, basophils
and NK cells [143]. In fact, the NK cell depletion observed after isatuximab treatment
seems to be generated through activation followed by exhaustion of these cells [143].

3.4. Belantamab Mafodotin

Belantamab mafodotin (GSK2857916) is an afucosylated, humanized IgG1 anti-B-cell
maturation antigen (BCMA) mAb conjugated with monomethyl auristatin F (MMAF),
which is a tubulin polymerization inhibitor [147]. Both parts (anti-BCMA antibody and
MMAF toxin) are linked through a non-cleavable maleimidocaproyl linker, which provides
better plasma stability of the compound without losing any property and without any
nonspecific toxicity [148]. Belantamab mafodotin is the first anti-BCMA ADC approved
by the FDA as a single agent for relapsed/refractory multiple myeloma (RRMM) patients
who have received at least four prior therapies [149]. BCMA, also known as TNFRSF-17,
is selectively induced during plasma cell differentiation being almost absent on naïve
and memory B cells [150,151]. BCMA is expressed by several myeloma cell lines [152]
and BCMA mRNA is commonly expressed at high levels in primary malignant plasma
cells [153].

Belantamab mafodotin exerts its antimyeloma effect through four known mechanisms:
(i) ADCC mediated by NK cells; (ii) recruitment of macrophages to promote ADCP; (iii)
disruption of microtubules and subsequent G2/M cell-cycle arrest followed by apoptosis
after the release of the MMAF toxin in the cytoplasm of myeloma cells [147] and (iv)
induction of immunogenic cell death (ICD) [148], which is a mechanism characterized
by the ability of dying cells to elicit robust adaptive immune responses against altered
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self-antigens or cancer-derived neo-epitopes [154]. In relation to the latter mechanism,
preliminary data indicates that treatment of myeloma cells with belantamab mafodotin
promotes the exposure of calreticulin (CALR) on their surface and the release of HMGB1,
which subsequently induce the maturation and activation of DCs and eventually the
activation of T cells [148].

4. Drugs with Immune-Stimulating Activity in Multiple Myeloma

As explained before, some of the mechanisms of action of mAbs require the presence
of different immune effector cell subsets. Therefore, agents with immune-stimulating
effects could be good partners of mAbs. Next, we will explain the effects on the immune
system of different drugs that are currently combined with mAbs in the clinic and some
others, which could be postulated as appropriate candidates in new combinations with
mAbs. A summary of these effects can be found in Table 1.

Table 1. Summary of the main immunomodulating effects of immunomodulatory drugs (IMiDs), proteasome inhibitors,
histone deacetylase inhibitors, cyclophosphamide, arginase inhibitors and IDO inhibitors.

Drug Group Drug Name Target Cell Population Immune Effects/Molecular
Mechanisms Reference

Immunomodulatory
drugs

(IMiDs)

Thalidomide
T cells

↑ cytotoxic responses [155]

↑ proliferative responses
↑ IL-2 and IFN-γ [155,156]

NK cells ↑ cytotoxic activity [156]

Lenalidomide

T cells

↑ IL-2 production [157,158]

↑ AP-1 transcriptional activity [157]

↑ activation; ↓ Ikaros and Aiolos [159]

NK cells ↑ cytotoxic activity [158]

PBMCs
↑ cytotoxic activity [159,160]

↑ ADCC [158]

MM cells

↑MICA and PVR expression [161]

↓ PD-L1 expression [35,162]

No change in PD-L1 expression [163]

DCs ↑ endocytic activity
↑MHC Class I and CD86 expression [164]

Treg ↓ proliferation [165]

↓ differentiation [166]

Pomalidomide

T cells

↑ IL-2 production [157,158]

↑ AP-1 transcriptional activity [157]

Nuclear translocation of AP-1 and
NFAT2 [158]

NK cells

↑ granzyme-B expression [167]

↑ cytotoxic activity [158,167]

↑ Zap-70 phosphorylation [167]

PBMCs ↑ ADCC [158]

MM cells
↑MICA and PVR expression [161]

↑ CD38 expression [168]

DCs ↑ endocytic activity
↑MHC Class I and CD86 expression [164]

Treg ↓ proliferation [165]
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Table 1. Cont.

Drug Group Drug Name Target Cell Population Immune Effects/Molecular
Mechanisms Reference

Proteasome inhibitors(PIs)
Bortezomib

Tumor cells ↑ Hsp60 and Hsp90 exposure (↑ ICD
induction) [169,170]

MM cells ↑ CALR exposure (↑ ICD induction) [171]

Carfilzomib MM cells ↑ CALR exposure (↑ ICD induction) [171]

Histone deacetylase
inhibitors
(HDACi)

MGCD0103 (mocetinostat) MM cells ↑ susceptibility to lysis by
MAGE-A3-specific CTLs [172]

Valproic acid (VPA) MM cells ↑MICA/B and ULBP2 expression [173]

Sodium butyrate MM cells ↑MICA expression [174]

Panobinostat

MM cells

↑ ULPBP2/5/6 and MICA/B
expression [163]

↑ PD-L1 expression [163]

↑ CD38 expression [175]

DCs
Impairment of DCs function to

stimulate antigen-specific immune
responses

[176]

ACY-241

DCs
↓ PD-L1 expression (pDCs)

↑ CD80, CD86 and MHC molecules
(Class I and II) expression

[177,178]

MM cells

↓ PD-L1 expression
↑ CD80, CD86 and MHC molecules

(Class I and II) expression
[178]

↑ CD38 expression [179]

Treg ↓ PD-L1 expression [178]

T cells ↓ PD-1 expression [178]

Entinostat MM cells
↑ PD-L1 expression [163]

↑ CD38 expression [180]

Ricolinostat MM cells
↑ PD-L1 expression [163]

↑ CD38 expression [179]

WT-161 MM cells ↑ CD38 expression [179]

Alkylating agents Cyclophosphamide

Tumor cells
↑ CALR translocation [181,182]

↑ release of HMGB1 [181]

Tregs Depletion of this population [182,183]

T cells Promotes Th1 polarization [183]

NK cells ↑ activation [182]

Myeloid cells Modulation of this population [182]

MM cells ↑ secretory response, ↓ CD47 [184]

Macrophages ↑ CD64 expression, ↑ ADCP [184]

Arginase inhibitors

nor-NOHA High-density neutrophils Reversion of the immune-suppressive
properties of this population [103]

CB-1158 High-density neutrophils Reversion of the immune-suppressive
properties of this population [103]

BEC

M2-type macrophages
Reversion of the anti-myeloma effect of
M2-type macrophages in the context of

Th2 adoptive cell therapy
[185]

MDSCs
Reversion of the inhibitory effect of

conditioned media from MDSCs on the
anti-myeloma efficacy of bortezomib

[102]
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Table 1. Cont.

Drug Group Drug Name Target Cell Population Immune Effects/Molecular
Mechanisms Reference

IDO inhibitors

INCB014943 DCs Reversion of effector T cell suppression
induced by DCs [74]

1-methyl-DL-Trp

IDO+ MM cells Reversion of Treg expansion induced
by IDO [186]

Osteoclasts
Reversion of the suppression of T-cell

proliferation and CTLs activity
induced by osteoclasts

[187]

Macrophages
Reversion of the inhibition of CD4+ T

cell proliferation and cytokine
production induced by macrophages

[188]

4.1. Immunomodulatory Drugs (IMiDs)

IMiDs are a class of immunomodulatory drugs with pleiotropic effects on myeloma
cells and other immune cells, for which antiangiogenic, cytotoxic and immunomodulatory
activities have been reported [4]. Currently, there are three types of IMiDs approved for the
treatment of MM namely, thalidomide and its analogues, lenalidomide and pomalidomide
and their immunomodulatory properties have been widely described.

Different authors have reported that T cells increase their cytokine production after
IMiD exposure. Indeed, Haslett et al. observed the enhancement of cytotoxic and pro-
liferative responses by T cells, mainly by the CD8+ subset, and the increase in IL-2 and
IFN-γ production promoted by thalidomide [155]. Conversely, Schafer et al. showed that
lenalidomide and to a greater extent pomalidomide, increased IL-2 production by both
CD4+ and CD8+ T cells, with a slightly more potent effect on the CD4+ subpopulation [157].
In the same work, pomalidomide and lenalidomide enhanced AP-1 transcriptional activity
in stimulated T cells, finding that the proximal AP-1 binding site of the IL-2 promoter is
involved in the IMiD response [157]. Besides this, pomalidomide promoted the nuclear
translocation of NFAT2 via PI3K and its subsequent binding to the IL-2 promoter, further
enhancing IL-2 transcription [158]. Franssen et al. provided additional mechanisms for
their activity on immune populations, specifically the decrease in the cereblon substrate pro-
teins Ikaros and Aiolos in CD4+ T cells, CD8+ T cells, NK cells and B-cells. This explained
the increase in activated T cells in lenalidomide-refractory patients after treatment with
lenalidomide combined with low-dose cyclophosphamide and prednisone [159]. Moreover,
these authors also found that pretreatment of PBMCs with lenalidomide enhanced PBMC-
mediated killing of both lenalidomide-sensitive and lenalidomide-resistant myeloma cell
lines [159].

IMiDs have also been shown to increase NK cell cytotoxic activity [156,158,160,167].
Firstly, this effect was suggested to occur indirectly via induction of IL-2 production in T
cells [156,158,160]. However, Hideshima et al. have recently described the phosphorylation
and activation of Zap-70 and the involvement of cereblon as two direct and independent
mechanisms of pomalidomide-mediated upregulation of granzyme-B expression and NK
cell activity [167]. Additionally, other authors observed that IMiDs may enhance the
susceptibility of myeloma cells to NK cell-mediated recognition and killing by increasing
the expression of MICA and PVR (the ligand for DNAM-1 receptor) in myeloma cells [161].
Specifically, these authors observed that IMiDs increase mRNA expression and promoter
activity of MICA and PVR, and suggested that IMiDs may shift both Ikaros and Aiolos
depletion and IRF4 downregulation into increased MICA expression, indicating that all
these transcription factors repress MICA gene expression [161].

Activation of T and NK cells by IMiDs has also been explained by indirect mechanisms.
In this sense, lenalidomide has been reported to reduce PD-L1 expression on RPMI-8226
and primary MM cells, and the combination of lenalidomide and pidilizumab (anti-PD-1)
significantly enhanced NK-cell cytotoxicity against myeloma cells [35]. Fujiwara et al.
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found that pomalidomide treatment promoted tumor killing by CTLs through inhibition of
IFN-γ-induced PD-L1 expression in different tumor cells, including myeloma cells [162].
Contrary to these findings, other authors did not observe any reduction of PD-L1 expression
after lenalidomide treatment in different MM cell lines [163].

IMiDs have also been proposed to increase anti-tumor immunity by enhancing DC
function [164]. Both pomalidomide and lenalidomide increase the endocytic activity of
DCs and the expression of MHC Class I and CD86 in these cells [164]. Moreover, when DCs
were treated with pomalidomide and lenalidomide prior to antigen presentation assay,
both IMiDs effectively increased CD8+ T-cell cross-priming, but only pomalidomide was
effective in increasing CD4+ T-cell priming [164].

Furthermore, lenalidomide and pomalidomide strongly inhibited Treg proliferation
and had an inhibitory effect on the suppressor function of these cells, which was associ-
ated with decreased FOXP3 expression [165]. Other authors observed that lenalidomide
reduced Treg differentiation by myeloma cells due to ICOSL downregulation, whereas
dexamethasone induced apoptosis of Tregs, therefore identifying for the first time an im-
mune synergism that explained the observed immune-modulation associated with the
lenalidomide + dexamethasone combination therapy [166].

Finally, the IFN-regulated gene CD38 is repressed by Ikaros and Aiolos, and treatment
with lenalidomide increased surface expression of CD38 in several MM cell lines leading to
higher efficacy of ADCC mediated by daratumumab [168].

4.2. Proteasome Inhibitors (PIs)

The use of PIs, such as bortezomib, carfilzomib and ixazomib, has been incorporated
into several regimens for the treatment of MM [189]. In addition to directly induced tumor
cell death [190], PIs can exert ICD. In this sense, Chang et al. examined the generation of
immune-mediated antitumor effects in response to bortezomib in a murine ovarian tumor
model [169]. Treatment with bortezomib resulted in a higher recruitment of CD8+ T lym-
phocytes into the tumor and higher amounts of tumor-infiltrating IFN-γ+ T lymphocytes.
Moreover, in vitro treatment of ovarian tumor cells with bortezomib led to the surface
upregulation of Hsp60 and Hsp90, two ICD markers, which promoted the phagocytosis
of tumor cells by DCs [169]. Regarding MM, the delivery of an activating signal from
bortezomib-killed myeloma cells to DCs is mediated by the exposure of Hsp90 on the
surface of apoptotic cells [170]. Indeed, DCs pulsed with bortezomib-killed myeloma cells
are potent inducers of tumor-specific IFN γ–producing T cells [170]. Both bortezomib
and carfilzomib promoted in myeloma cell lines the exposure of CALR, another protein
marker of ICD [171]. Finally, combined treatment of carfilzomib and chloroquine (which
blocks autophagy) increased both apoptosis and cell surface exposure of CALR, therefore
increasing the immunogenic ability of carfilzomib [171].

4.3. Histone Deacetylase Inhibitors (HDACi)

HDACi exert antimyeloma effects through multiple mechanisms of action including
epigenetic, protein stabilizing and immunogenic effects [191], although data regarding the
latter are still contradictory and controversial as exposed below.

Moreno-Bost et al. observed that the sequential treatment of MM cells with 5-
azacitidine followed by the HDACi MGCD0103 (mocetinostat) increased their susceptibility
to the specific lysis mediated by MAGE-A3-specific CTLs and the secretion of IFN-γ by
the latter [172]. In other study, valproic acid (VPA) induced the upregulation of MICA/B
and ULBP2 in MM cell lines and patients’ myeloma cells, and, consequently, degranulation
and cytotoxic activity of NK cells were enhanced in presence of VPA-pretreated myeloma
cells [173]. Additionally, sodium butyrate, another HDACi, also upregulates MICA in MM
cell lines when combined with a matrix metalloproteinase inhibitor III and phenylarsine
oxide, a drug that hinders surface ligand internalization [174]. Moreover, the cytotoxic effi-
cacy of cytokine-induced killer (CIK) cells in targeting myeloma is higher when MM cells
are pretreated with a combination of these three drugs [174]. Panobinostat, a pan-HDACi
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approved for the treatment of relapsed MM, also upregulates ULPBP2/5/6 and MICA/B
in MM cells [163].

Regarding effects on the PD-1/PD-L1 axis, the HDAC6 selective inhibitor ACY-241
significantly decreases PD-L1 expression on pDCs, which in turn attenuates PD-L1/PD-
1-mediated NK suppression and enhances NK cell-mediated MM cell cytotoxicity [177].
Furthermore, combined treatment of ACY-241 and anti-PD-L1 triggered a more robust
cytolytic activity and degranulation against MM cells than each agent alone [177]. With
respect to PD-L1 expression in MM cells, panobinostat, entinostat (class I HDAC-specific
inhibitor) and ricolinostat (HDAC6 inhibitor) upregulated PD-L1 in these cells probably by
histone acetylation of the PDL1 gene promoter [163]. In line with these results, reanalyzing
gene expression microarray data generated in our lab [192], we have found an increase
in PD-L1 mRNA expression after treatment of MM.1S cells with panobinostat. On the
contrary, Bae et al. found that ACY-241 decreased PD-L1 expression on CD138+ tumor
cells [178]. ACY-241 also reduced PD-L1 expression on Tregs and PD-1 expression on CD3+

T cells, upregulated CD80/86 and MHC molecules (class I and II) on both tumor and DCs
and upregulated costimulatory and activation molecules on antigen-specific CTLs [178].
Panobinostat, however, has been shown to impair DC function to stimulate antigen-specific
immune responses [176].

Interestingly, several HDACi upregulate the expression of CD38 [175,179,180]. In
ex vivo cultures, panobinostat and, to a greater extent, ricolinostat upregulated CD38
expression in myeloma cells from both newly diagnosed and relapsed/refractory patients,
which improved the cytotoxic effects of daratumumab [175,179]. Specifically, the inhibition
of HDAC6 by ricolinostat prevents the deacetylation of H3K27 in the CD38 promoter [179].
Moreover, second-generation HDAC6 inhibitors such as ACY-241 and WT-161 also increase
CD38 expression in MM cells [179]. Importantly, the class I HDAC-specific inhibitor
entinostat enhances CD38 expression alone and in combination with IFN-α, ATRA or both.
However HDAC6 inhibition impairs the upregulation of CD38 in MM cells by IFN-α and
ATRA, which constitutes an aspect to take into account when considering the possibility of
adding a HDACi to the combined treatment of daratumumab, IFN-α and ATRA [180].

4.4. Cyclophosphamide

The alkylating agent cyclophosphamide has been used in the treatment of MM for over
60 years and, at low doses, it also presents significant immunomodulatory activity [193]. In
this sense, treatment of different tumor models with mafosfamide (a chemical compound
related to cyclophosphamide) or cyclophosphamide induces CALR translocation [181,182]
and the release of HMGB1 [181], both of them being surrogate ICD markers. Accordingly,
cyclophosphamide-treated mice showed an increase in tumor infiltrating DCs with an acti-
vated phenotype [181]. Moreover, type I IFN, a cytokine known to stimulate DC activation
and T-cell priming, has a synergistic antitumor effect with cyclophosphamide [181]. In
addition to ICD induction, cyclophosphamide also depleted Tregs [182,183], promoted
Th1 polarization [183], increased activated NK cells [182] and modulated the myeloid
population [182] in different tumor models.

In MM, there is still no clear evidence of the involvement of ICD mechanism in the
in vivo responses to cyclophosphamide, although other immune-modulating effects have
been observed. Thus, in vitro exposure of MM.1S cells to low doses of cyclophosphamide
leads to a secretory response, which, along with downregulation of the “don’t eat me”
antigen CD47, greatly augments macrophage induced ADCP of daratumumab-coated
MM cells [184]. Additionally, after cyclophosphamide treatment, macrophages presented
increased levels of the CD64 Fcγ receptor, required for ADCP, possibly further enhancing
phagocytosis [184]. These results have been confirmed in the clinical setting in the CyBorD-
DARA trial [194].
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4.5. Arginase Inhibitors

As mentioned previously, Arg-1 exerts immunosuppressive effects and, accordingly,
several arginase inhibitors have demonstrated beneficial effects, especially in solid tu-
mors [195]. In MM, however, there are still few studies that have explored the effect of
arginase inhibitors. It has been described that the efficacy of bortezomib against MM
cells was reduced in presence of either serum obtained from MM patients or conditioned
media from MDSCs from MM patients, being both effects reverted by treatment with
arginase inhibitors [102]. In other study, two Arg-1 inhibitors, nor-NOHA and CB-1158,
reverted the immune-suppressive properties of both MGUS and MM-high-density neu-
trophils (HDNs) [103]. Contrary to the detrimental effects of arginase, it has also been
published that arginase produced by activated macrophages may inhibit the growth of
tumor cells [196]. In line with this, Th2 adoptive cell therapy eradicated myeloma cells in a
murine model, which was associated with massive infiltration of M2-type macrophages
producing arginase and was strongly inhibited by treatment with the arginase inhibitor
BEC [185].

4.6. IDO Inhibitors

The effects of IDO inhibitors against MM are still controversial. The induction of
high IDO production by DCs suppresses effector T cell activation, whereas treatment with
the highly selective IDO inhibitor INCB014943 significantly reverses these effects [74].
Furthermore, it has also been observed that IDO is functionally expressed in MM cells [186].
In this sense, IDO+ myeloma cells induce an expansion of the overall Treg population and
reduce the percentage of IL-2 and IFN-γ-expressing T cells, being both effects partially
reverted by D,L-1-methyl-tryptophan (1-methyl-DL-Trp), a chemical inhibitor of IDO [186].
Conversely, Pfeifer et al. found that IDO is expressed in myeloma cells in a low degree
and is not upregulated after treatment with the cytokines IFN-γ, HGF and TNF-α [197].
However, IFN-γ stimulation of mesenchymal stromal cells (MSCs) specifically induced
IDO in these cells, which may directly induce the apoptosis of myeloma cells by tryptophan
depletion or the accumulation of tryptophan metabolites, being these effects abrogated by
specific IDO inhibitors like 1-methyl-DL-Trp [197].

Interestingly, IDO is significantly upregulated during osteoclastogenesis [187]. More-
over, expression of IDO in osteoclasts is further enhanced following INF-γ stimulation [187].
Accordingly, both T-cell proliferation and cytotoxic capacity of CTLs are significantly inhib-
ited in presence of osteoclasts and these effects are partly overcome by treatment with the
IDO inhibitor 1-methyl-DL-Trp [187].

IL-32γ derived from MM cells significantly induced the production of IDO in macro
phages, a phenomenon predominantly dependent on the STAT3 and NF-κB pathways [188].
IDO produced by IL-32γ-educated macrophages inhibits proliferation and effector function
of CD4+ T cells, being T cell proliferation almost completely restored by adding 1-methyl-
DL-Trp [188].

5. Concluding Remarks

Due to the wide range of all the immune alterations described so far in monoclonal
gammopathies, and also considering the contradictory results in some cases, it is still
difficult to accurately predict which patients with MGUS or SMM will progress to active
MM based on such alterations. Therefore, further deepening on cellular and molecular
impairment of patients’ immune system and its interplay with myeloma cells will help to
elucidate its implication in disease progression. It would be important to ascertain whether
alterations in the immune system are responsible for the progression of MGUS to MM or
if in contrast, abnormalities in the tumor plasma cells induce an immunosuppressive mi-
croenvironment, favoring the transition to the malignant stages of the disease. In addition,
it would be of interest to investigate whether such immune impairment is the result of a
sequential additive process or otherwise consequence of a specific global alteration already
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present at the MGUS phase. Moreover, the precise understanding of the nature of immune
alterations could contribute to the discovery of new targets for therapeutic approaches.

Additionally, it is of utmost importance to discern the immune-stimulating mecha-
nisms of the drugs described above in the context of MM, principally of those for which
controversial data have been reported as HDACi, and of the most novel ones (i.e., arginase
inhibitors, IDO inhibitors, etc.). In line with this, new preclinical studies and clinical
trials currently ongoing with some of them will help to elucidate their real perspectives as
antimyeloma agents, and especially their capacity to potentiate the efficacy of immunother-
apeutic mAbs.
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