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Abstract: A primary biological function of multi-spanning membrane proteins is to transfer informa-
tion and/or materials through a membrane by changing their conformations. Therefore, particular
dynamics of the membrane proteins are tightly associated with their function. The semi-atomic
resolution dynamics information revealed by NMR is able to discriminate function-related dynamics
from random fluctuations. This review will discuss several studies in which quantitative dynamics
information by solution NMR has contributed to revealing the structural basis of the function of
multi-spanning membrane proteins, such as ion channels, GPCRs, and transporters.
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1. Introduction

Multi-spanning helical membrane proteins, such as GPCRs, ion channels, and trans-
porters, play a critical role in transferring information and materials through a membrane.
Since the function and malfunction of multi-spanning helical membrane proteins are critical
in many biological processes and their associated diseases, understanding the functional
mechanism of these proteins is of great interest from biological, medical, and pharmaceuti-
cal aspects. The recent advances in X-ray crystallography and cryo-electron microscopy
(Cryo-EM) unveiled a significant number of structures of membrane proteins with bio-
logical, medical, and pharmacological importance. The number of published membrane
protein structures is currently over 4000 and rapidly increases after the establishment of
single-particle analysis of Cryo-EM.

The atomic-resolution structures of membrane proteins have contributed to vari-
ous research fields as a structural basis for understanding their functions. One of the
early landmark examples is the determination of potassium ion channel structure by
R. Mackinnon [1]. The structure of the KcsA potassium ion channel revealed the selec-
tive ion conductance mechanism of the channel by the formation of square antiprism
coordination of carbonyl oxygens around each K+ binding site as if to mimic the waters
of hydration [1,2] (Figure 1A). The following crystal structure of a calcium-dependent
potassium channel MthK in the opened state unveiled the structural difference between
the closed and opened potassium channels [3,4]. Under the closed conditions, the inner
helix adopts straight conformation to form a bundle, closing the ion-conducting path in the
intracellular side (Figure 1A). In contrast, the inner helices are in the bent configuration in
the open conditions, which sprays out the intracellular gate, allowing the ion conductance
(Figure 1B). In addition, the structures of ion channels with different regulation mecha-
nisms have been solved to unveil how ion conductance is regulated by various inputs such
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as pH, ligands, temperature, membrane voltage, ion concentrations, mechanosensation,
and protein–protein interactions, etc. [5–12]. The recent image processing technique in
Cryo-EM even allows the classification of open and closed conformations of ion channels
in the mixture to quantify the increased fraction of open conformation with the exposure to
the inducers [13].
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of the Trp indole region of the 1H–15N TROSY HSQC spectra of Hα-partially protonated/2H/15N-labeled Δ125–160 KcsA. 
The resonances from Trp-68 and Trp-87 overlap with each other. Assignments were established by site-specific mutagen-
esis. The dashed lines connect corresponding signals. (F) The conformational state of HBC and SF in the corresponding 
condition is shown in panel (D). (G) Methyl-TROSY spectra of WT (Left), the E71A (Middle), and Y82A (Right) mutants 
at pH 3.2 and 25 °C. The numbers in parentheses are the relative intensities of the two signals of V76 γ. The figure was 
reproduced from [14,16,17] with permission. 
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ious pH values, significant chemical shift changes were detected between pH 3.9 and 5.2, 
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Since the 2D NMR measurement takes hours, the acidic condition spectra are those that 
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ical shifts Trp-26 and Trp-113 are distinct at acidic and neutral pH, indicating that the 
intracellular gate changes to a completely different structure, presumably in open confor-

Figure 1. Functional dynamics of an ion channel. (A) Crystal structure of KcsA in the closed conformation at neutral pH
(PDB ID: 1BL8). (B) Crystal structure of pore domain of MthK in the open conformation (PDB ID: 1LNQ). (C) Single-channel
recording of KcsA in acidic condition [14]. (D) A macroscopic current of KcsA after pH jump. (E) Close-up view of the
Trp indole region of the 1H–15N TROSY HSQC spectra of Hα-partially protonated/2H/15N-labeled ∆125–160 KcsA. The
resonances from Trp-68 and Trp-87 overlap with each other. Assignments were established by site-specific mutagenesis. The
dashed lines connect corresponding signals. (F) The conformational state of HBC and SF in the corresponding condition
is shown in panel (D). (G) Methyl-TROSY spectra of WT (Left), the E71A (Middle), and Y82A (Right) mutants at pH 3.2
and 25 ◦C. The numbers in parentheses are the relative intensities of the two signals of V76 γ. The figure was reproduced
from [14–16] with permission.

The dynamic behavior of membrane proteins is of importance as they are required to
change their structure in response to various stimuli and transfer the information in and
out of the membrane to exert their functions. For example, the single-channel recording
shows that ion channels in the open conditions are not continuously permeating ions.
They are instead under the equilibrium between open, closed, and inactive conformations,
reflected in the stochastic profile of the ion permeabilization through a channel (Figure 1C).
The open dwelling times are mostly in the order of milliseconds, which correspond to the
exchange rate 1000 s−1. Since the open probability (i.e., the population of open state per
unit time) determined from the open/closed dwell time and the ion conductivity in the
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open state defines the total ion flux, the activity of the ion channel can be described from
the stochastic dynamic behavior of the proteins and is beyond the description by static
snapshot structures.

NMR is an optimal spectroscopic technique to reveal such dynamics of proteins. NMR
is able to define the function-associated dynamics in a site-specific manner and quantify
the population of each conformation under an equilibrium, along with the rate of inter-
conversion. For this purpose, various NMR measurements and stable-isotope labeling
strategies are available. The quantitative analysis of the NMR relaxation rate can detect a
high-energy functional state that populates less than one percent in an equilibrium. Due to
its versatility to the condition, NMR can monitor the changes in structure and dynamics of
membrane proteins associated with the functionally important parameters such as tem-
perature, pH, ions, and inducers. The features would allow dissecting function-associated
dynamics from random fluctuations. Thus, NMR would be of choice in understanding
the functional mechanism of membrane proteins. In this review, we will overview some
recent achievements that highlight the strength of solution-state NMR in the structure and
dynamics analyses of the multi-spanning helical membrane proteins, such as ion channels,
GPCRs, and transporters.

2. Ion Channels

As mentioned above, KcsA potassium channels are a hallmark example where struc-
tural studies, especially those from NMR, have contributed to understanding their func-
tional mechanism. KcsA is a pH-dependent potassium channel derived from Streptomyces
lividans. Structurally, KcsA is one of the simplest potassium channels consisting only of
a pore domain harboring an ion-selective filter and an intracellular gate. Two-membrane
spanning helices from each monomeric unit form a tetrameric assembly to form the ion
conductance path at the rotation symmetry axis (Figure 1A).

At neutral pH, KcsA adopts a closed state and is impermeable to K+ ions. As depicted
by X-ray crystallography, inner transmembrane helices of KcsA form a bundle in the
intracellular side to pinch the ion-conducting path. This intracellular helix bundle crossing
(HBC) is a common structural feature among ion channels in closed conditions. While in
the acidic condition, KcsA transiently and stochastically opens to conduct the K+ channel
(Figure 1B). The microscopic current from patch-clamp multichannel recording showed that
KcsA conducts transient maximum current right after reducing pH; however, the current
decays exponentially to a certain inactivation level in 1–3 s [14] (Figure 1C). While the
activation-coupled inactivation proceeds, the K+ conductance at the single-channel level
remains invariant [17] (Figure 1D). Thus, the activation-coupled inactivation reflects the
reduction of the open probability of the ion channel after activation. Indeed, the channels
are reportedly open in a burst of activity before entering a long-lived nonconductive
state [17]. The activation-coupled inactivation is present in almost all K+ channels and
many other ion channels; thus, it reflects the common structural behavior of ion channels.

While the open probability of KcsA in the inactivated condition is known to be as
much as 10% [14], our NMR study revealed that intracellular HBC is fully open even
in the inactivated condition [15]. In a series of 1H15N-TROSY HSQC spectra measured
at various pH values, significant chemical shift changes were detected between pH 3.9
and 5.2, reflecting a conformational rearrangement associated with the gating of the ion
channel. Since the 2D NMR measurement takes hours, the acidic condition spectra are
those that experience the activation-coupled inactivation. The pH-dependent chemical shift
changes were primarily observed in the residues near the intracellular HBC. Especially,
the chemical shifts Trp-26 and Trp-113 are distinct at acidic and neutral pH, indicating
that the intracellular gate changes to a completely different structure, presumably in open
conformation at acidic conditions (Figure 1E). This observation supports the “dual-gate”
properties of the K+ channel, in which the channel becomes permeable to K+ ions only
when both intracellular HBC and the selective filter (SF) are in conductive conformation [15]
(Figure 1F). Since the intracellular gate of KcsA is fully open even after a few hours of
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exposure to the acidic pH, the selectivity filter determines the channel’s open probability in
the inactivated state. It should also be noted that from a pH-dependent measurement of
KcsA, we revealed that the H25A mutation abolished this pH-dependent conformational
rearrangement. These results indicate that the residue near the intracellular gate serves as
a “pH-sensor” of the channel [15].

Further NMR investigation showed that the signals in the vicinity of the selectivity
filter (SF) split into two peaks in acidic conditions [16] (Figure 1G). The relative intensity
of the signal changes substantially with the temperature, which strongly suggests that
SF in the acidic condition is under the equilibrium between two distinct conformations.
Since the open probability of KcsA in the acidic inactivated condition is as much as
10% [17], we consider that the major peaks observed at 25 ◦C correspond to the impermeable
conformation and the minor peak reflects the permeable conformation of the selective filter.
From the analysis of the EXSY spectrum, the exchange rate between the two conformational
states in SF was determined to be ~1 s−1. The value is closely in agreement with the
inactivation kinetics of the channel [18].

To further verify this hypothesis, we compared the NMR spectra of the WT KcsA
with those of the E71A and Y82A mutants (Figure 1G). The E71A mutant does not show
inactivation. In contrast, the Y82A mutant experiences extensive activation-coupled inacti-
vation, in which the open probability is less than 5%. In the NMR spectrum of the E71A
mutant, the only signals that correspond to the permeable conformation (minor peak in WT
KcsA) were mostly observed [16]. While in the Y82A mutant, the signal that corresponds
to the permeable condition was much less intense than WT. These results support that
major and minor signals observed in the WT KcsA are from impermeable and permeable
conformational states of SF, respectively.

Furthermore, the K+ titration experiments revealed that KcsA weakens the affinity to
K+ ion in an acidic condition, and the loss of K+ ion at SF results in the deformation to an
impermeable conformation [16]. Since NOE signals between the methyl group of Val-76 in
SF and water were detected only in the impermeable state, we think that a water-binding
instead of K+ ion leads to the blockage of the ion permeabilization at the SF. It should
be noted that the reduction of K+ ion binding to the open state was also confirmed by
recent solid-state NMR analysis of the constitutively open H25R/E118A mutant of KcsA
embedded in a lipid bilayer at neutral pH [19].

As shown here, NMR successfully identifies the dual gate properties in KcsA, which
thoroughly explains the electrophysiological profile of the channel. Independent NMR
studies of KcsA by other groups also confirmed the structural and dynamic properties
associated with the gating function of the ion channel [20]. It should also be noted that
while the initial study was done in n-dodecyl β-d-maltoside (DDM) micelle, we also
investigated the conformational equilibrium of KcsA in lipid bilayers [18]. Toward this end,
reconstituted high-density lipoprotein (rHDL), also known as nanodisc, was used [21]. The
rHDL is a disc-shaped particle of about 10 nm in diameter, in which a membrane scaffold
protein with an amphiphilic helix structure holds the lipid bilayer structure inside. Since
rHDL is monodisperse and soluble, it is suitable for NMR analysis. We reconstituted KcsA
into rHDL and performed NMR observations. The NMR spectra in rHDL were similar to
those in DDM, and there was no global structural difference between detergent-solubilized
and rHDL-reconstituted KcsA. However, in the conformational equilibrium of the residues
constituting SF, the ratio of impermeable state was higher in rHDL than DDM. This result
strongly suggests that the lipid bilayer environment affects the structural equilibrium of
KcsA and NMR is a suitable technique to dissect the mechanistic feature of ion channels
embedded in lipid bilayer [18]. In line with this notion, it is shown that specific lipid
composition strongly increases the KcsA open probability, indicating the critical role of the
surrounding lipid bilayer in the gating of the KcsA channel [22].

Bax et al. reported the measurements of backbone 15N R1, R1ρ, 15N-(1H) NOE, and
15N CSA/dipolar cross-correlation for the KcsA channel in SDS micelles under conditions
where this channel is in the closed state [23] as well as in the open state [24], and the
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dynamics at different time scales were successfully described. It should be noted that the
study was conducted at a relatively high temperature (323 K) in SDS micelle. As a result,
while the channel remains in the tetrameric form in the measurements under the closed
condition, the channel dissociated into a monomeric form under the open condition at
acidic pH, which might not be fully relevant to its functional state.

In addition, we recently investigated the effect of disease-related mutations on K+

channel conformational equilibrium [25]. Val-408 in the human Kv1.1 channel is located
near intracellular HBC, and an Ala mutation at the position is known to associate with
episodic ataxia. Mutational studies using the Shaker voltage-gated K+ (Kv) channel have
revealed that increased sidechain volumes at the corresponding position substantially
decrease the K+-permeability. Our NMR study revealed that the Ala to Val mutation at
the corresponding residue (position 111) in KcsA stabilizes the closed conformation of
HBC. The A111V mutant forms the structure closely resembling the closed state in the
WT KcsA, even under the pH 3.0 condition. The results are consistent with the case of
the Shaker Kv channel in that the bulky sidechain at the corresponding position results
in a nonconductive phenotype. The Ala-111 contributes to extensive inter-helix van-der-
Waals contacts in the open conformation, while the closed conformation is stabilized by
introducing mutations with increased sidechain volumes. Thus, we considered that the
stability of closed HBC conformation and disfavored sidechain van-der-Waals contacts in
the open conformation would be the underlying mechanism of the increased population of
the closed conformation in the KcsA mutants. Due to the structural similarity to KcsA, the
disease-related mutations should also affect the gating of the human Kv1.1 channel.

We have also clarified the function-associated conformational equilibrium of the ATP-
dependent ion channel, P2X [26]. In the α,β-methylene ATP-bound state, NMR signals from
the residues in the transmembrane region and the residues that connect the ATP-binding
site and the transmembrane region are in a conformational equilibrium between closed and
open conformations [27,28]. NMR study also contributed to understanding the regulation
mechanism of the NaK channel [29] and G protein-activated inwardly rectifying potassium
channel [28,30], along with the structural characterization of ion channels [31–35] and their
regulatory domains [36–38]. In addition, the inhibition mechanisms of ion channels by peptide
toxins [39–42] were characterized by extensive structural and interaction analysis at residue-
specific levels. These indicate the versatility of the NMR strategy to unveil the functional and
inhibition mechanism of the class of multi-spanning helical membrane proteins.

3. G-Protein Coupled Receptors (GPCRs)

GPCRs are one of the largest families of membrane proteins in eukaryotes. In humans,
there are more than 800 GPCRs, which function as receptors for neurotransmitters, hor-
mones, and cytokines, etc. To date, more than 550 structures of >100 GPCRs have been
deposited to PDB. Especially, the recent development of cryo-EM technology allowed us to
determine the structure of GPCR in complex with heterotrimeric G proteins. While these
structures substantially advanced the structural study of GPCRs, these structures are static
and do not necessarily capture the major structures in physiological conditions. Instead,
by using NMR and other biophysical methods, it becomes clear that GPCRs are under
dynamic structural equilibrium with multiple conformations under physiological condi-
tions to evoke multiple intracellular signaling pathways in various amplitudes. Especially,
the development of in situ NMR strategy allows quantitative analyses of the dynamic
structural equilibrium in GPCRs, such as the rate and amount ratio of exchange between
different structures [43,44].

One of the unique characteristics of GPCR is the presence of basal activity (Figure 2A).
With the basal activity, GPCRs are always partially activated intracellular G proteins to
a certain level. Upon the ligand binding, GPCRs both upregulate or downregulate the
activation level compared to the basal level, depending on the ligand types. The degree
to which the ligand activates the GPCR at the saturated concentration is called efficacy
(Figure 2A). The ligands that inhibit the basal activity are called inverse agonists, and the
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ligands that do not change the basal activity are called neutral antagonists. A ligand that
completely activates the target GPCR is called a full agonist. It is also known that there
is a ligand called partial agonist that weakly activates the target GPCR. These differences
in efficacy are known to affect the biological activity and usage of the drug. For the
β2-adrenergic receptor (β2AR), it is reported that a full agonist offers a clinical advantage
over a partial agonist in severe acute asthma. In contrast, partial agonists with fewer side
effects are preferable in chronic treatment.
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Figure 2. Efficacy of GPCR elucidated by NMR. (A) Pharmacological concepts of efficacy. (B) Overlay of the 1H–13C SOFAST-
HMQC spectra of [α,β,β-2H3-, methyl-13C-Met]β2AR at 298 K in complex with an inverse agonist, carazolol (black), a neutral
antagonist, alprenolol (cyan), a weak partial agonist, tulobuterol (green), a partial agonist, clenbuterol (violet), and a full
agonist, formoterol (red). Only the regions with M82 resonances are shown. The signals are color-coded in the same way
as in panel (A). (C) Experimental (left) and simulation (right) spectra of the ligand-dependent shift of the M82 resonances.
Overlay of the 1H slice of M82 resonances in complexes with indicated ligands with different efficacy at 298 K is shown.
(D) Conformational equilibrium quantified by NMR explains the efficacy of β2AR ligands. The fraction of active conformation
that was obtained by fitting, shown in panel (C), was used. The figure was reproduced from [45] with permission.

In the structure of the inverse agonist-bound β2AR, the fifth and sixth transmembrane
helices (TM5 and TM6) interact with each other in the closed conformation. While, in
the ternary complex of β2AR, full agonist, and G protein, the TM5 and TM6 of β2AR
open outward, and the C-terminal helix of the α subunit of G protein enters the resulting
cavity. The difference in the three-dimensional structures explains the mechanism by
which a ligand induces the activation of GPCRs. However, the difference in the efficacy
of each ligand and the basal activity of β2AR cannot be explained by a simple two-state
conformational change from inactive to active conformations.

In order to unveil the structural mechanism underlying the difference in the efficacy
of each ligand, we subjected β2AR for NMR analyses. For this purpose, NMR signals of
Met-82, which undergoes a conformational change in conjunction with the P/I/F motif
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residues was used. The structure change in the P/I/F motif (Pro-211, Ile-121, and Phe-282
in β2AR) is known to trigger conformational changes in the intracellular side. In the inverse
agonist-bound condition, two signals derived from Met-82 were observed [45] (Figure 2B).
On the other hand, in the full agonist-bound condition, only one signal of Met-82 with
a chemical shift distinct from that in the inverse agonist-bound form was observed [45]
(Figure 2B). These observations indicate that the differences in the activation states of β2AR
are reflected in the NMR spectra.

The 1H chemical shifts of the Met methyl group are known to reflect the surrounding
environment, especially the positions of the aromatic rings. In contrast, those of the 13C
sidechain mostly reflect the χ3 dihedral angle of its own [46]. The 1H and 13C chemical
shifts of Met-82 in the inverse agonist-bound state corresponded well to those in the
crystal structure of β2AR. Similarly, the 1H and 13C chemical shifts of Met-82 in the full
agonist-bound state correspond well to those of the full agonist-bound form. Therefore, the
observed signals report the structural difference between inactive and active conformations
of the GPCR [45]. It should be noted that two signals were observed for Met-82 in the
spectrum, indicating that there are at least two distinct inactivation states in β2AR.

In the antagonist-bound state, two Met-82 derived signals are observed as it is similar
to those in the inverse agonist-bound state; however, their chemical shifts are slightly
different. A single Met-82 signal with a chemical shift between the inverse agonist- and
full agonist-bound states was observed in the partial agonist-bound states. Additionally,
depending on the strength in the activation level, the chemical shifts of the resultant
spectra were changed; the weak antagonist is closer to that of the inverse agonist-bound
state. Based on the correlation between the chemical shifts and the efficacy of the binding
ligands, we concluded that β2AR is in equilibrium between the two inactive and one
active conformation in each ligand-bound state and that the ratio of each state differs
depending on the binding ligand (Figure 2C). In this case, the population of the active
conformation upon the binding to the saturated concentration of ligands should reflect the
efficacy. The ratio of the active conformation calculated from the chemical shifts of Met-82
signal in each ligand-bound state corresponds well to their G-protein activation capacity
(Figure 2D) [45]. Similar function-related conformational equilibria of β2AR/β1AR in the
transmembrane regions have later been investigated by other groups [47–49]. In addition,
several groups investigated the conformational equilibria in the cytoplasmic regions by
19F-NMR, with chemical modifications by CF3 groups on the cysteine sidechains [50,51].
Interestingly, these reports suggest that the conformational equilibria in the transmembrane
and cytoplasmic regions are only partially coupled [43].

The structure model of agonist-bound β2AR in solution was recently proposed by
quantifying the paramagnetic relaxation enhancement (PRE) effect [52]. The structure of
the agonist-bound β2AR in solution was different from the structure of any GPCR reported
thus far. Compared to the structure of the inverse agonist-bound β2AR, TM6 is rotated
about 90◦ clockwise when viewed from the intracellular side. In addition, the intracellular
side of TM6 was closed as compared to the structure of the G protein-bound state. Due
to the rotation of TM6, the G-protein-interacting residues on TM5 and TM6 cluster on the
same surface to facilitate the interaction. Furthermore, the Leu mainchain amide signal
broadening indicates the presence of a structural equilibrium in the transmembrane region
of β2AR in the agonist-bound state, including the site where the effector binds.

No such structural equilibrium was suggested in previous reports that utilize the
extensive introduction of thermostable mutations. Thus, excessive mutation and modi-
fication of GPCR introduced to determine the structures by X-ray crystallography and
Cryo-EM can be detrimental to the function-associated dynamics of proteins. It should also
be noted that inserting fusion proteins in the effector-binding site also causes the loss of
the function and associated dynamics of GPCRs. Thus, the observation of functional GPCR
dynamics without modification would be critical in understanding the function of proteins
with dynamic structural nature.
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The measurements of backbone 15N relaxation rates are challenging for GPCR due
to its molecular weight and limitation in deuteriation. Grzesiek et al. recently reported
the 15N relaxation rates in the β1-adrenergic receptor in its apo form and seven ligand
complexes [53], while the construct used retains extensive thermostabilizing mutations [48].
The measurements of 19F NMR relaxation times were also conducted for the 19F probes
that are introduced to the functionally important sites [54,55]. The results clearly de-
scribe the changes in the amplitudes of local motions and the local reorientation frequency
upon ligand bindings, which might reflect the exchange between conformational states
associated with the GPCR [54,55]. A 19F CPMG relaxation dispersion experiment was
conducted to quantitatively describe the rate of interconversion between the conforma-
tional states in β2-AR [51]. The strategy was also applied to obtain mechanistic insights
into allosteric regulation of the A2AR by physiological cations [56] and ligand-dependent
conformational equilibria in the transmembrane regions in β1AR [57]. It should also be
noted that fast methyl dynamics were quantified in the presence of different ligands in
A2AR by using triple-quantum relaxation data [58], as well as in sensory rhodopsin II [59]
and bacteriorhodopsin [60].

The NMR analyses of GPCRs were also conducted in a lipid bilayer environment
using rHDL. Since GPCR embedded in rHDL is equivalent to a protein with a molecular
weight of 200 K, the NMR spectrum of fully protonated β2AR-rHDL is rather poor. Thus,
the amino acid selective deuteration was employed for the residues located in the proximity
of the observing methionine residues to enhance the methyl TROSY effect. The procedure
enhances the sensitivity of the NMR signal by ~5 fold [61]. Similar to that observed in
DDM micelle, the NMR spectra of β2AR-rHDL bound to various ligands reflected the
distinct efficacy of each ligand. However, the chemical shift of the β2AR in the partial
agonist-bound state was closer to that of the full agonist-bound state in rHDL than those in
micelles, indicating that the proportion of the active form was slightly higher in the lipid
bilayer environment [61]. In addition, the signal in the partial agonist-bound state was
significantly broader than that in micelles, and two separated signals were observed in the
weak partial agonist-bound state. These results indicate that the exchange rate between the
active and inactive forms is slower in the lipid bilayer environment than in micelles.

Although the GPCR dynamics study conducted in a lipid bilayer environment is
limited, one more example was recently presented for the leukotriene B4 receptor BLT2 [62].
It is shown that BLT2 explores at least four different conformational states for the unli-
ganded condition, and the relative population of the conformational states is modulated
by ligands and the sterol content of the membrane.

We also calculated the G-protein activation capacity using the percentage of active
β2AR in micelles and rHDL derived from NMR signals and compared it with the experi-
mental G-protein activation capacity in β2AR-expressing cells. The results showed that the
G-protein activation in rHDL corresponded better to the experimental values in cells than
in micelles. Therefore, the lipid bilayer environment has an essential effect on the activity
of β2AR. From the exchange rate of the structural equilibrium, we can also estimate the
time required to activate the downstream signal. The results showed that the activation
of β2AR occurred in ~1 ms, followed by the activation of G protein in ~100 ms, and the
change in intracellular cAMP concentration in ~1 s. This estimation closely matches the
experimentally measured time required for the G protein activation and the change of
the intracellular cAMP concentration. The rapid activation of GPCRs is thought to be
advantageous for neurotransmission and sensory reception.

The NMR observation of critical methionine residues also explained the structural ba-
sis for the selective activation of intracellular signaling. GPCRs not only activate G-protein
signaling but also evoke G-protein-independent arrestin signaling after phosphorylation of
the intracellular region by GPCR kinases (GRKs). GPCR ligands promote differing degrees
of signaling in the G-protein and arrestin pathways called biased signaling [63,64]. Ligands
that promote both signaling pathways are called balanced ligands, whereas those that
activate one of the signaling pathways are called biased ligands. Although the crystal
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structure of the rhodopsin–arrestin complex is available, the structure of arrestin-bound
rhodopsin was almost identical to that of G protein–mimetic peptide bound form [65].
Thus, the structural basis of biased signaling is largely unknown.

In µ opioid receptor (µOR), Met-245, adjacent to the aforementioned P/I/F motif,
showed distinct chemical shifts in the activated form, depending on the signaling bias
conditions [66]. The signal corresponding to the activated conformation of the G-protein-
biased-partial-agonist (TRV130) bound form, and that of the β-arrestin-biased mutant
bound to full-agonist shifted in the opposite direction relative to that of the balanced-full-
agonist bound state. In addition, the chemical shifts of Met-245 correlated well with the
bias factors, which is the ratio of the β-arrestin signaling efficacy to the G-protein signaling
efficacy in each state. These results indicate that µOR is under an equilibrium among
distinct activation states that favor the G protein activation and arrestin activation. The G
protein-biased ligands induce the activation state that is suitable for G protein signaling,
while the arrestin-biased mutant populates more to the activation state that favors the
initialization of arrestin signaling. The chemical shifts of Met-163, Met-257, and Met-283,
located in the intracellular side of the TM3, TM5, and TM6, respectively, also showed the
chemical shift change that reflects the signaling bias. These residues are located in positions
that reflect TM3, TM5, TM6, and TM7 conformations. Thus, the conformational equilibrium
described above accompanies the coupled conformational changes in these TM helices [66].
The intracellular cavity, which is composed of TM3, TM5, TM6, and TM7, seems to ex-
ist in equilibrium between multiple open conformations, including the conformations
that preferentially activate either G-protein-mediated signaling or β-arrestin-mediated
signaling. Each biased ligand seems to shift the equilibrium between the multiple open
conformations toward the conformation that preferentially activates G-protein-mediated
signaling or arrestin signaling. The chemical shift derived from the NMR experiment thus
provides information to dissect or verify the enhanced selectivity of a ligand to a certain
signaling pathway [66].

As described above, phosphorylation of the C-terminal region of GPCRs by GRK
initializes the arrestin signaling. However, the structure of GRK-phosphorylated GPCRs
has not been described in detail. It is known that the lipid bilayer environment is important
for the phosphorylation of GPCRs by GRK; thus, we reconstituted the β2AR reconstituted
in the rHDL to obtain phosphorylated β2AR. The NMR spectra of the phosphorylated
β2AR-rHDL showed that the signal from Met-215, located in TM5, underwent a significant
chemical shift change upon phosphorylation. In addition, the Met-279 signal originating
from the TM6 became broader. Therefore, phosphorylation of the C-terminal region affects
the structure of the transmembrane region of β2AR. In addition, the Met-215 signal in the
unligated phosphorylated β2AR was observed between those of unphosphorylated and
arrestin-bound phosphorylated states. Thus, the phosphorylated β2AR partly forms a
structure that is similar to the arrestin-bound structure [67].

Furthermore, by utilizing the segmental labeling strategy using the trans-splicing
technique, the NMR signals originating from the C-terminal region were selectively de-
tected [67]. The Hα and 13Cα chemical shifts of the C-terminal region of the full agonist-
bound state of β2AR reconstituted in the rHDL indicated that the region does not form a
specific secondary structure. Upon the phosphorylation by GRK, part of the signals from
the C-terminal region were significantly broadened. In particular, the signal originating
from the γ2 methyl group of Thr-360 was broadened toward the 13C axis, suggesting the
existence of the equilibrium between multiple rotameric states with different χ1 angles on
a timescale of µs–ms. In addition, the saturation transfer from the transmembrane region
of β2AR to the C-terminal residue, Thr-360, was observed. Therefore, the correspond-
ing region is close to the transmembrane region upon phosphorylation. Since arrestin
recognizes both the transmembrane region and the phosphorylated C-terminal region of
the GPCR, the proximity of the phosphate group to the transmembrane region would be
required to form the surface suitable for arrestin interaction. Since the intracellular side of
the transmembrane region of GPCR, including β2AR, is rich in basic residues, these basic
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residues would contribute to the interaction to the phosphorylated and negatively charged
C-terminal region. The interaction analyses of phosphorylated GPCR and arrestin by NMR
have also revealed that the distinct receptor phospho-barcodes are translated to specific
arrestin conformations and define selective signaling [68].

As described above, NMR revealed the dynamic structural equilibrium of GPCRs in the
lipid bilayer environment close to physiological conditions, which is directly related to their
activity. The applications of NMR to understand the dynamics of GPCRs are extensively
pursued as illustrated in recent reviews [43,69–71]. It should also be noted that the dynamics
of the human neuropeptide Y receptor type 2 reconstituted into dimyristoylphosphatidyl-
choline (DMPC) membrane were recently investigated by solid-state NMR spectroscopy
along with molecular dynamics simulations [71,72]. From 15N and 2H NMR spectra and the
13C MAS NMR spectra, a large amplitude of structural fluctuations in a liquid-crystalline
membrane was described at physiological temperature, which further indicates the high
mobility of the protein in the lipid bilayer membrane. The information would also guide the
ligand design to control the efficacy and signal selectivity, distinct from the conventional
ligand design that uses the only affinity to the target protein as an indicator.

4. Transporters

Exchanging substances across the membrane to supply nutrients and remove waste
products is fundamental for cells to keep biological activities. The exchanges are carried
out by membrane proteins such as channels and transporters in a lipid bilayer. While
channels passively transport ions through the pore structure, most transporters actively
transport their ligands using energy molecules, such as ATP and/or concentration differ-
ence of protons, ions, and other substances across the membrane. Since transporters are
also important to uptake or excrete drug molecules, they are critically involved in the phar-
macokinetics and therapeutic efficacy of drugs. One of the hallmark examples is multidrug
efflux transporters, which are also recognized as the most fundamental biological defense
mechanism widely distributed in all three kingdoms of life. For the sake of clarity, here we
focus on the structural study of multidrug efflux transporters.

There are two distinct types in multidrug efflux transporters; one is the ABC (ATP-
binding cassette)-type, which utilizes the energy derived from the hydrolysis of ATP
molecules for transport activity. The others are ATP-independent transporters, mostly
antiporters, which carry in H+/Na+ ion and drugs in opposite directions. Recent advances
in the structural analysis have revealed how transporters achieve active transport through
various mechanisms and work as sophisticated molecular machines. As for P-glycoprotein
(P-gp), an ABC-type multidrug efflux transporter, X-ray, and Cryo-EM structures un-
veiled overall structural architectures, as well as the ligand and inhibitor recognition
mechanism of the transporter [73–76]. Most of the P-gp structures are inwardly facing,
presumably because the outward-facing state is not stable enough to be crystallized. Re-
cently, the crystal structure of Cyanidioschyzon merolae, red algae, P-gp was determined in an
outward-facing conformation with bound nucleotide, representing the first case that both
inward and outward-facing conformations are determined for the eukaryotic homolog [77].
As for antiporter, the AcrAB has been extensively analyzed to unveil how trimeric AcrB
transporter recognizes and eliminates various drugs in a functionally rotating mechanism
based on the detailed three-dimensional structures [78,79]. Even a whole architecture of the
AcrAB–TolC multidrug efflux pump that is composed of the outer-membrane channel TolC,
the secondary transporter AcrB located in the inner membrane, and the periplasmic AcrA,
which bridges these two integral membrane proteins, were experimentally visualized by
Cryo-EM [79,80].

EmrE is another multidrug efflux transporter that is extensively analyzed by multi-
ple structural methods. EmrE is a 110-amino-acid residue antiporter that belongs to the
small multidrug resistance (SMR) transporter family. The protein exports a broad range
of cationic aromatic substrates in exchange for two protons in the opposite direction [81].
It is known that the initial structure of EmrE was erroneously determined due to an im-
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proper process in the in-house program [82,83]. The current consensus topology of the
EmrE structure is an asymmetric dimer with antiparallel orientation for the monomers,
which is consistent with initially determined by two-dimensional crystal cryoelectron mi-
croscopy (cryo-EM) [84], the revised X-ray structure [85], and NMR as discussed below [86]
(Figure 3A). In the 1H–15N transverse relaxation-optimized spectroscopy (TROSY) spec-
trum of TPP+-bound 2H/15N-EmrE embedded in isotropic bicelles, twice as many peaks as
expected for a monomer of EmrE with almost equal intensity was observed [86] (Figure 3B).
Two possibilities are consistent with the NMR data: (1) parallel, symmetric EmrE dimers
interconverting between inward- and outward-facing states and (2) the unique model of
asymmetric antiparallel EmrE dimers interconverting between two states that are identical
but open to opposite sides of the membrane. With equal populations, asymmetric antipar-
allel EmrE dimers can be expected, as symmetric parallel EmrE dimer model requires two
distinct conformations with exactly equal free energies. In contrast, asymmetric antiparallel
EmrE inherently shows equal populations because each dimer consists of one monomer in
each conformation. This expectation was further confirmed by bulk and single-molecule
FRET and cross-linking experiments [86].

Figure 3. Transportation coupled conformational exchange of EmrE transporter revealed by NMR. (A) Proposed transport
mechanism of EmrE by antiparallel asymmetrical dimer. The two conformational states adopt an identical structure
in opposite orientations with respect to the membrane. Interconversion between the inward-open and outward-open
conformations enables EmrE to transport its substrate. (B) Overlay of conventional 1H–15N TROSY HSQC spectrum (black)
with the TROSY ZZ-exchange spectrum (red, 100 ms mixing time). Blue lines connect exchange peaks and auto-peaks, and
residue numbers are indicated. (C) Mapping of normalized chemical shift changes (∆ω) between auto-peaks in the structure
of EmrE. (D) The global fit of auto- (solid circles) and cross-peak (open circles) intensities in the ZZ-exchange experiment.
(E) Composite peak ratio analysis of ZZ-exchange data. Significantly different exchange rates for EmrE bound to TPP+

(black) and the other slow-exchanging derivatives, EtTPP+ (magenta), MBTPP+ (green), and DPhTPP+ (blue). Global fits
are depicted with solid lines, along with the experimental data points. The dashed red line corresponds to a simulation of
the composite peak ratio of fast-exchanging MeTPP+ using the rate of conformational interconversion determined via line
shape analysis. This figure was adapted from [86] with permission.
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TROSY-selected ZZ-exchange experiments were performed to quantify the intercon-
version between the two states. As a result, nearly every resolved TROSY peak was
assigned to exchange pairs, suggesting a widespread conformational exchange in the
EmrE dimer (Figure 3C). The kinetics of conformational exchange was determined by
varying the mixing time and fitting the cross-peak build-up and auto-peak decay as a
function of time (Figure 3D). For TPP+-bound EmrE in isotropic bicelles at 45 ◦C, a global
conformational exchange with a rate constant of 4.8 ± 0.5 s−1 was defined, consistent
with the previously observed rate determined by fluorescent measurements. A similar
experiment conducted for various ligands showed that the rate of interconversion be-
tween the inward- and outward-facing states of EmrE varies significantly depending on
the substrate [87] (Figure 3E). Thus, the bound substrate seems to control the rate of this
critical step in the transport process. In addition, a cross-link that dramatically reduces
the conformational exchange of EmrE impairs ethidium efflux activity. The observation
directly confirms that the conformational exchange is vital for substrate transport [88]. Very
recently, the structure of drug-bound EmrE in phospholipid bilayers was determined by
214 protein–substrate distances originating from 19F and 1H solid-state NMR experiments
using a fluorinated substrate, tetra(4-fluorophenyl) phosphonium (F4-TPP+). The structure
showed that F4-TPP+ lies closer to the proton-binding residue E14 in one subunit than the
other subunit in the dimer, explaining the asymmetric protonation [89]. This structure and
dynamics information of EmrE obtained by NMR would contribute to the future design of
inhibitors for the multidrug resistance systems.

5. Conclusions and Future Perspectives

As described here, the conformational dynamics in multi-spanning helical membrane
proteins quantitatively define their activity. Membrane proteins are under conformational
equilibrium between different conformational states that are tightly associated with dis-
tinctive functional states. The relative population of the different conformational states can
quantitatively predict the functionality of the membrane protein under certain conditions.
The exchange rates between the distinct conformational states described by NMR can
ultimately define the time scale of the cell response as exemplified for ion channels and
GPCRs. Since NMR can provide various methods that allow detecting and quantifying
protein dynamics on various timescales at a semi-atomic resolution [90,91], the method is
suitable to understand the functional mechanism of the multi-spanning helical membrane
proteins [44,92]. The multi-spanning helical membrane proteins are still a challenging target
for solution NMR studies, as the apparent molecular weight of the detergent-solubilized
and rHDL-embedded states often exceed 100 K. In addition, some of the proteins allow
their overexpression only in insect or mammalian cells. These expression systems are not
suitable for perdeuteration; thus, conventional proton detection experiments would not be
practical. For those systems, low γ detection experiments, such as 15N-detected CRINEPT
or FC-TROSY, that are less susceptible to large molecular weight even in non-deuterated
conditions would be of interest [93–95]. Further developments of these strategies will fill
the molecular weight gap between NMR and other structure methods such as X-ray and
Cryo-EM and allow the establishment of the integrated structural biology for membrane
proteins, in which NMR plays a pivotal role in directly connecting the dynamics of protein
to the function.
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