review article

The voltage-gated potassium
channels and their relatives
Gary Yellen
Department of Neurobiology, Harvard Medical School, 220 Longwood Avenue, Boston, Massachusetts 02115, USA

...........................................................................................................................................................................................................................

The voltage-gated potassium channels are the prototypical members of a family of membrane signalling proteins. These proteinbased machines have pores that pass millions of ions per second across the membrane with astonishing selectivity, and their
gates snap open and shut in milliseconds as they sense changes in voltage or ligand concentration. The architectural modules and
functional components of these sophisticated signalling molecules are becoming clear, but some important links remain to be
elucidated.

E

lectricity plays an unavoidable role in biology. Whenever
solutes like phosphate compounds, amino acids, or
inorganic ions are transported across membranes, the
movement of their charge constitutes an electrical current
that produces a voltage difference across the membrane.
Beyond managing to keep this accumulation of charge from getting
too far out of balance, all living cells have developed the ability to
exploit a transmembrane electrical potential as an intermediate in
the storage of energy and the synthesis of ATP. However, a
specialized class of animal cells—neurons, muscle cells and endocrine cells; known collectively as the ‘excitable cells’—have made the
management and production of electrical signals into a high art.
Fast electrical signalling is made possible by the slow and steady
homeostatic mechanisms that establish the standard environment
and content of animal cells: high Naþ concentration ([Naþ]) in the
blood and extracellular fluid, and high [Kþ] (but low [Naþ] and
[Ca2þ]) in the cytoplasm. The plasma membrane separates these
two compartments. These gradients are established and maintained
by active transporters and pumps, which prepares the way for rapid
changes in membrane voltage to be produced by passive transport
through ion channels. These pore-forming proteins allow ions to
flow only ‘downhill’, as dictated by their electrochemical gradients,
but they do it rapidly and selectively. Opening a Naþ-selective
channel permits Naþ to flow down its gradient into a cell, making
the intracellular voltage more positive. Opening a Kþ-selective
channel permits Kþ to flow out of a cell and restores the voltage
to a negative value. The dimensions of a typical cell and its
membrane allow the voltage to be changed rapidly back and forth
many times, with relatively small changes in concentration. This is
essentially how all cellular electrical signalling is produced.
The ultimate specialization of electrical signalling is the action
potential, a stereotyped, millisecond-long electrical signal that is
capable of propagating at rates of metres per second along a nerve
fibre. As Hodgkin and Huxley showed1, this signal is made possible by
a rapid feedback process involving a direct action of voltage on ion
channels: Naþ channels activated (opened) by positive voltage (constituting the positive feedback process), followed by Kþ channels
activated more slowly by positive voltage (the negative feedback).

Basic channel architecture
The voltage-gated Kþ channels are the prototypical voltage-gated
channels. At their simplest, they are homotetrameric channels, with
each subunit containing a voltage sensor and contributing to the
central pore. The standard Kþ channel subunit contains six transmembrane regions, with both amino and carboxy termini on the
intracellular side of the membrane (a tetrameric 6TM architecture;
see Box 1). The pore-forming subunits of voltage-gated Naþ and
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Ca2þ channels contain four non-identical repeats of this motif,
strung together on a single polypeptide. There is enormous variety
within each of these channel families: voltage-gated Kþ channels
alone are made by at least 22 different genes in mammals, with
additional variety produced by alternative splicing and
heteromultimerization.
Some close relatives of the voltage-gated Kþ channels share the
tetrameric 6TM architecture but differ in key functional features.
These include the sensory channels of the photoreceptors and
olfactory neurons, which are non-selective (Naþ and Kþ) channels
that are cyclic-nucleotide-gated (the CNG channels) and insensitive
to voltage, and the pacemaker channels found in heart muscle and
neurons (the HCN channels) that are controlled by both cyclic
nucleotides and voltage.
Each of these signalling proteins performs three main functions.
Ion permeation is the central function, and the movement of ions
through the pore must be fast and ion-selective. This permeation is
then regulated by opening and closing of the pore—a set of
conformational changes called gating. Finally, the gating is coupled
to a sensing mechanism, which detects transmembrane voltage in
the core members of the family, but can also be geared to sense Ca2þ,
cyclic nucleotides, and perhaps other cellular signals. From approximately 40 years of electrophysiology and biophysics, a little over a
decade of cloning followed by mutagenesis and physiology on
cloned channels, and from a few important crystal structures of
some bacterial relatives of these channels, we now have a relatively
clear picture of how these functions are accomplished.

Exquisite selectivity with high throughput
Kþ channels are extremely selective in which ions they allow to pass,
yet they allow transport rates close to the aqueous diffusion limit.
Selectivity and speed are both crucial for the biological function of
the channels. As discussed above, in neurons and other cells, the ion
specificity of a channel (for example, Naþ or Kþ) determines the
direction of current flow. Naþ and Ca2þ ions flow inward and thus
carry positive charge into the cell—because most voltage-activated
channels are activated by positive voltage, this further activates
channels and produces regenerative excitation. Kþ ions flowing
outward (or Cl2 ions flowing inward) reduce the positive charge
inside the cell, and terminate (or prevent) excitation.
High flow rates are essential for producing these voltage changes
rapidly. A typical action potential in a mammalian neuron requires
millions of ions to flow in a millisecond. To accomplish this without
using millions of proteins requires that each one have a very high
throughput, while maintaining high selectivity.
What are the energetic and structural requirements for rapid
permeation? The reason that ions require assistance to cross lipid
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Box 1
The tetrameric 6TM architecture of the Kþ channel family
The typical voltage-gated Kþ channel is an assembly of four identical (or
similar) transmembrane subunits surrounding a central pore. Each
subunit has six transmembrane crossings (S1–S6), with both N- and C
termini on the intracellular side of the membrane (top left panel). The
narrowest part of the pore, the selectivity filter, is formed by a loop
between S5 and S6; the voltage sensor includes the S4 region with its
multiple positive charges.
The bacterial KcsA Kþ channel (top right panel, in cross-section) is
the prototype for the pore-forming domain of the channel. It has only
two transmembrane helices: the outer helix is homologous to S5 and
the inner helix to S6. The interior of the protein is dark green, with
secondary structure shown as ribbons for three of the four subunits,
and the water-exposed surface of the protein is grey. The narrow
selectivity filter is seen at the top, with the extended selectivity filter loop
supported by the pore helices. The four spheres mark the four Kþ ion
binding sites; these are typically occupied by alternating Kþ ions and
water molecules5. The four inner helices cross to constrict the channel
at the bottom (the ‘bundle crossing’). Between the selectivity filter and
bundle crossing is the water-filled ‘cavity’.
In the Kþ channel family there are two basic patterns for organizing
the structural domains of the channels. All have the central 6TM
structure, with a pore domain formed by S5–P–S6 and a voltage sensor
comprising S1–S4. The core Kv1.x–Kv4.x subfamily (lower left panel)
has at its N terminus a ‘tetramerization domain’ (T1, purple)73,74 that
determines the specificity of subunit assembly75 and also serves as a
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platform for attachment of the optional b-subunits74 and for other
protein–protein interactions. These interactions probably modulate
channel activity and may also provide an avenue for the channels to
signal directly to intracellular signalling processes76. The extreme N
terminus can provide the auto-inhibitory ‘ball’ for channel inactivation
(see text). The C termini (green) have no obvious domain structure in this
subfamily, although there is commonly a PDZ-binding motif77 that
determines the physical localization of the channel and its association
into large signalling complexes.
Many other tetrameric 6TM channels have a different domain
structure, characterized by the absence of a T1 domain and the
presence of a sensor domain in the C terminus (lower right panel).
These include the voltage-gated KCNQ and eag/erg channels, as well
as channels gated coordinately by voltage and ligand binding (BK
Ca2þ-activated channels and HCN hyperpolarization and nucleotidegated channels), and channels gated exclusively by intracellular ligands
(CNG channels and SK channels). In some cases the C-terminal sensor
domains adopt a four-fold symmetrical organization47, whereas in other
cases they may function as a dimer of dimers52. At the N terminus some
family members have an additional transmembrane region (S0)78 or an
additional sensor domain79. The auxiliary subunits known to be
associated with this family (minK, MiRP, BKb) are transmembrane; they
appear to be intimately associated with the pore domain80,81 and may
displace the voltage-sensor domain or interact with it directly.
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membranes is that they have an extremely favourable interaction
with water. In the vicinity of a positively charged ion like Kþ, the
water molecules re-orient with their negatively charged end towards
the ion. In lipid or even in protein, there is no analogous electrostatic accommodation to the presence of the ion (these substances
are said to have a relatively low dielectric constant compared with
water).
One option for making the Kþ ion stable inside a protein pore
would be to use a negative charge. The risk in doing so is that the Kþ
ion might become too attracted to the negative charge, and wouldn’t
exit the pore, as required for a high throughput. This is not the
mechanism used by Kþ channels.
Instead, the Kþ channel proteins have four specific architectural
features that keep the ion almost exactly as stable as it is in water.
First, the channels use plenty of water to make the ion stable. Rather
than maintaining a narrow pore of atomic dimension through the
entire thickness of the membrane, part of the permeation pathway is
broad and contains a large amount of water (see Fig. 1). This
explanation was proposed many years ago, particularly as an explanation of the very large conductance of certain Ca2þ-activated Kþ
channels2, and is borne out in the remarkable crystal structures of
the pores of two different bacterial Kþ channels, KcsA and MthK3–6.
Second, the Kþ channels apparently stabilize the ions and achieve
cation selectivity by using the electrostatic influence of helix dipoles.
Every a-helix has a dipole moment owing to the alignment of the
dipoles of its hydrogen bonds, and the intracellular vestibule of Kþ
channels has the negative ends of four helix dipoles pointed towards
its heart3. It has been proposed3,7 that these helix dipoles produce a
preferential stabilization of cations near the entrance to the narrow
selectivity filter. This concept is mirrored in the quite different
architecture of channels designed to conduct the negatively charged
chloride ions—these have the positive ends of multiple helices
pointed towards the central ion site8.
A third feature of the Kþ channel’s approach to permeation and
ion selectivity is creation of a series of customized polar oxygen
cages. As a Kþ ion diffuses through water itself, it is more or less
constantly surrounded by a cage of polar oxygen atoms from the

water molecules. Water is extremely flexible and accommodating,
and easily adapts the size and configuration of the cage to
accommodate ions of different sizes, such as Naþ and Kþ. The
selectivity filter of the potassium channel is designed to mimic the
water structure around a Kþ ion but is also designed not to adopt
the presumably more compact structure around a Naþ ion (as
originally proposed by Armstrong9). Each Kþ ion in the selectivity
filter is surrounded by two groups of four oxygen atoms, just as in
water: these oxygen atoms are held in place by the protein, and are in
fact the backbone carbonyl oxygens of the selectivity filter loops
from the four subunits.
Finally, a long-known feature of potassium channels is that Kþ
ions pass through in single file, with simultaneous occupancy by
multiple ions5,10–12. The mutual electrostatic repulsion between
adjacent Kþ ions (spaced about 7 Å apart) destabilizes ions in the
pore, permitting the other favourable interactions to produce ion
selectivity without producing overly tight binding that would
impair rapid permeation.
The structural and architectural features of potassium channels
are thus perfectly adapted to fit their function. They solve the
electrostatic problem of stabilizing ions—without making them too
much more stable than they are in water—by using plenty of water
and helix dipoles to counteract the unfavourable dielectric environment within the membrane. Furthermore, they solve the problem
of stabilizing potassium in preference to sodium by precisely
matching the configuration of oxygen atoms around a solvated
potassium ion.

Gating the pore with conformational motions
To use these transmembrane pores for electrical signalling or even
for regulation of ion transport, it is necessary to regulate their
permeability. On the slowest timescales, it is possible to control the
manufacture of channel proteins by a transcriptional regulatory
mechanism; on a more rapid timescale, it is possible to insert
multiple channels into the membrane (or withdraw them) by use
of a vesicle fusion mechanism. But the very rapid signalling in
neurons requires a fast mechanism for closing and opening the pore.
There are three established mechanisms by which the voltage-gated
Kþ channels can close: two of them involve a conformational
constriction of the permeation pathway, and one involves conditional plugging of the pore by an auto-inhibitory part of the
channel protein.
Gating at the S6 bundle crossing

Figure 1 Architectural features of Kþ channels important for ion permeation.
Approximate cross-section of an open Kþ channel, based on the crystal structure of the
MthK channel6 (left). The wide-open intracellular vestibule and pore helix dipoles are
highlighted. The diagram on the right is a view derived from the high resolution
structure of the KcsA channel4, showing a narrower and probably closed access to a
water-filled cavity in the middle of the membrane protein. A trapped Kþ ion (purple
sphere) and its eight water molecules of hydration (green spheres) are remarkably well
resolved; the backbone oxygens of the selectivity filter (red spheres) provide a good
match to this hydration environment for the Kþ ions. Occupancy of the pore by multiple
Kþ ions has an important role in selectivity and other properties of the channel5,10–12.
This basic architecture can also produce non-selective cation channels71 or channels
selective for Naþ or Ca2þ ions72. Orange spheres indicate side chain oxygen atoms.
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First, the channel can close by pinching shut at the intracellular
entrance. This intracellular or S6 gate obstructs entrance from the
cytoplasmic surface to the water-filled ‘cavity’ in the centre of the
channel protein. The S6 transmembrane region corresponds to the
‘inner helix’ of the bacterial KcsA channel. The top (extracellular)
ends of the four S6 helices form a cradle for the selectivity filter,
whereas the bottom ends converge to a right-handed ‘bundlecrossing’ below the cavity.
This bundle-crossing corresponds to the functionally determined
closure point of at least some of the voltage-gated Kþ channels13,14.
The S6 transmembrane region and its intracellular extension show
very high sequence conservation within the principal families of
voltage-gated Kþ channels, and at the bundle crossing there is a
strongly conserved proline sequence (PxP or PxG) that is not found
in the bacterial Kþ channels. Studies of this region indicate that it is
likely to bend the S6 in both the closed and open channels14–16.
The probable nature of the S6 opening motion has now been
made apparent by the determination of the structure of a second
bacterial Kþ channel, MthK6, a tetrameric 2TM that can be opened
by intracellular Ca2þ. This structure appears to represent the MthK
channel in the open state (Fig. 2, centre panel), and it has no bundle
crossing: instead, the homologues of the S6 helices are splayed wide
open with no constriction between the intracellular solution and the
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selectivity filter6. Comparing this with the presumably closed
structure of KcsA gives a plausible picture for the gating motion
(Fig. 2, top and centre panels): the S6 helices swing open from an
apparent hinge located at a highly conserved glycine residue. The
implied motion is much larger than that previously suggested from
electron paramagnetic resonance (EPR) measurements on KcsA17. It
is still unknown whether the voltage-gated channels may use the
PxP sequence as a second (or alternative) hinge, or whether the PxP
sequence provides a fixed bend that allows the S6 gate of these
channels to connect with the transmembrane voltage sensor (rather
than to the intracellular calcium sensor used by MthK).

An important consequence of the S6 gating mechanism is its
interaction with channel blockers. Small organic blockers, including
local anaesthetic-like molecules, act by binding to sites within the
cavity. Because of the S6 gate, these blockers can enter the channel
only after the channel has been opened (by voltage or another
stimulus), and some blockers can be trapped in the cavity when the
S6 gate closes18,19. The early discovery of these phenomena by
Armstrong inspired the initial hypothesis of an intracellular gate9,18.
Blocker gating and trapping is also a primary mechanism for statedependent and use-dependent action of channel blockers, a feature
that is often crucial to the therapeutic value of channel drugs (for
instance, anticonvulsants that must inhibit excessive electrical
activity without affecting normal lower levels of activity).

Ball-and-chain gating

S6 gate

Ball-and-chain
gate

Selectivity filter
gate

Figure 2 The conformational changes that gate the Kþ channel pore. The three bestunderstood conformational changes for closing potassium channels are shown here.
The centre diagram shows the core structure of an open Kþ, on the basis of the MthK
structure6. The selectivity filter (green) is shown with a cutaway to reveal the narrow
pore. The outer helices have been stripped away to show the configuration of the inner
helices, corresponding to S6. In the open state these are splayed apart, as in the MthK
structure, using the conserved glycine hinge near the selectivity filter. The top diagram
shows a closed Kþ, on the basis of the KcsA structure3. The four S6 transmembrane
segments swing together to produce a secure closure at the bundle crossing14. This
shuts off ion flow and can trap organic channel blockers in the enclosed cavity. The
green and red rings in the diagrams illustrate the open and closed states, respectively,
of the S6 gates. Alternatively, the channel may be closed at the selectivity filter (lower
right diagram), or by binding of an auto-inhibitory peptide (lower left diagram) when a
binding site in the pore is revealed by opening of the S6 gate. This figure was prepared
with WebLab Viewer (http://www.accelrys.com), AC3D (http://www.ac3d.org), and
POV-Ray (http://www.povray.org).
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A second mechanism for closing the pore uses the S6 gate to regulate
the binding of an auto-inhibitory peptide that is part of the channel
protein (Fig. 2, lower right panel). Similar to the small organic
blockers studied by Armstrong9,18, the N terminus of Shaker Kþ
channels can act as a channel blocker, probably by binding directly
to the cavity. Because this interaction occurs only after the S6 gate
has opened, some voltage-gated Kþ channels conduct only transiently, during the brief period after the S6 gate opens and before the
N-terminal peptide blocks the channels: electrophysiologists call
this ‘N-type inactivation’.
N-type inactivation (also called the ball-and-chain mechanism
because it involves a tethered blocker, initially imagined to be a ball)
occurs in several known voltage-gated Kþ channels, and can involve
either the N terminus of the principal (a) subunit of the channel20
or the N terminus of an associated b-subunit21. It can be disrupted
by enzymatic or genetic removal of the N-terminal sequence20, and
restored by addition of a soluble peptide of the same sequence to the
intracellular bathing solution22. There is little sequence conservation between the various N termini capable of producing this form
of inactivation, although both positive charge and hydrophobic
character are important for the interaction with the open channel23,24. The peptide appears to inhibit the channel by a simple
blocking mechanism: it competes with intracellularly applied channel blockers25, is expelled by potassium flow from the opposite side
of the membrane26, and is specifically affected by mutation of
residues within the cavity27.
The known form of ball-and-chain inactivation requires an intact
S6 gating mechanism, but it is easy to imagine some interesting
alternatives. For instance, an S6 gate that could not close all the way
might not itself restrict ion movements, but might nevertheless
regulate binding of the inhibitory peptide. This would produce a
channel that would close whenever the S6 gate is in the open
position. Alternatively, instead of using the S6 gate to regulate
binding of the peptide, a channel protein might regulate the
availability of the N terminus, or limit its access to the inner
mouth of the channel. For instance, in one Kþ channel the
inactivation process can be eliminated by experimentally induced
disulphide formation between the N-terminal ball and another
(unidentified) cysteine, effectively tying the ball out of the way28.
Channel sequences that are antagonistic to ball-and-chain inactivation29 may function as decoy binding sites, luring the peptide
away from its real site of action. b-subunits might regulate the
availability of their N-terminal peptide through some action of their
as-yet-unknown NAD-dependent enzymatic redox function 30.
Finally, both a- and b-subunit N termini (as well as permeant
ions) must approach the pore through ‘windows’ between the T1
domain and the transmembrane pore domain31,32 (see Box 1).
Access to and through these windows might be restricted by
conformational changes or by the binding of protein partners.
Gating at the selectivity filter

A third mechanism for closing the pore is to pinch shut at the
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narrow selectivity filter itself—a selectivity filter or pore gate (Fig. 2,
top right panel). This mechanism was first recognized in the form of
‘C-type inactivation’, an alternative to N-type inactivation for
producing transient Kþ conductance by closing the channels in
spite of a maintained stimulus. C-type inactivation persists in
Shaker channels when the inactivation ball is deleted33, and it is
quite sensitive to extracellular [Kþ] and to mutations at the
extracellular entryway to the pore34. Closure of this gate can be
prevented by the binding of extracellular tetraethylammonium ion
(TEA) to the pore25; once closed, this inactivation gate can be
latched shut by a metal ion that bridges cysteines introduced at the
outer mouth in each of the four subunits35,36. This inactivation
process (normally slower than N-type inactivation) probably has a
function in regulating repetitive electrical activity; its sensitivity to
[Kþ] may also determine a physiological response to accumulation

of extracellular Kþ (refs 37, 38).
The structural details of C-type inactivation probably resemble
the deformation of the KcsA selectivity filter that is seen4 when those
channels are crystallized with very low [Kþ]: the selectivity filter
contains fewer Kþ ions, and instead of pointing towards the central
axis, the carbonyl oxygens of the filter project obliquely, with a
partial collapse of the filter. In some voltage-gated Kþ channels, the
inactivated selectivity filter can continue to conduct Naþ ions when
all Kþ is removed, suggesting a slightly different collapsed form
where the carbonyl oxygens can now comfortably accommodate a
Naþ ion39.
Single channel measurements40,41 in voltage-gated Kþ channels
have suggested that even during the normal activation process
(which at least in Shaker involves the S6 gate14), there may be
movements of the selectivity filter. But gating at the selectivity filter
may have an even more prominent role in other relatives of the
voltage-gated Kþ channels. In CNG channels42 (but not HCN
channels43) the selectivity filter apparently acts as the principal
gate of the channel: there is nearly free access from the intracellular
solution to the S6 region even in the closed state of the channel,
although there is some change in size restriction with gating42, and
there are clear conformational changes in S6 (ref. 44).
Overall, it seems probable that the basic functioning of the S6 gate
and the selectivity filter gate are conserved among different channels: the S6 gate moves in response to a transmembrane voltage
sensor or intracellular sensor domain, and the selectivity filter may
react to the change in S6 by opening or closing. The conserved
glycine that acts as a gating hinge in the MthK channel probably
helps to decouple these two motions, but not completely. Depending on the structural details, the S6 gate may close completely (as in
the Shaker and HCN channels), or may remain ajar even in the
‘closed’ state (as in the CNG and small-conductance, Ca2þ-activated
Kþ (SK) channels). Also depending on the details, the selectivity
filter gate may remain always open, may respond to S6 movement by
opening or closing, or may respond directly to voltage sensor
motions.

Gating sensors for voltage and ligands

Figure 3 Two sensor domains that govern gating in the Kþ channel family. The top
panel shows the proposed sensor-gating mechanism47 for the calcium-gated MthK
channel. Each rectangular box represents a dimer of two RCK domains (one attached to
the channel subunit, one produced as a soluble protein). The open structure on the left
has been observed for MthK with Ca2þ bound (although the linker between the channel
domain and the sensor domain is not resolved). The closed structure on the right is
proposed, on the basis of the closed channel structure of KcsA3 and the related RCK
domain from the E. coli Kþ channel45. A change at the interface between neighbouring
RCK dimers (which would be produced in MthK by Ca2þ dissociation) could close the
channel by rotating the dimers and contracting the ‘gating ring’. The bottom panel
shows the proposed sensor mechanism for the calcium-gated SK channel52. The two
subunits on the left show Ca2þ-free and monomeric CaM (blue). The two subunits on
the right show how binding of Ca2þ ions (red) to CaM (blue) produces dimerization of
the post-S6 C-terminal tails (shown alternately in grey and yellow).
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Control of these gating motions by voltage (or in the case of other
family members, by ligand binding) is essential for the channels’
signalling function. Before considering control by voltage, I will
discuss two sensor mechanisms that are better understood at the
structural level. Both of these involve intracellular sensor domains
that are directly attached to the C-terminal end of the S6 region (a
motif common to many members of the family; Box 1).
The MthK channel—a bacterial 2TM channel already mentioned
for its importance for understanding both permeation and gating—
has recently given us a new insight into one possible sensor
mechanism used by the tetrameric 6TM channels. Similar to
other channels in the ligand-gated branch of the family (Box 1,
lower right panel), the MthK channel has a C-terminal sensor
domain. The RCK (regulator of Kþ conductance) domain used
here is found also in other Kþ channels such as an Escherichia coli
6TM channel and in a mammalian high-conductance, Ca 2þactivated Kþ (BK) channel45. The original finding that RCK
domains form homodimers fit with the general impression that
the four C-terminal sensor domains of a tetrameric channel might
function as two dimers—a ‘dimer of dimers’ pattern46. But the MthK
channel was a surprise: a functional channel contains eight RCK
domains, one on each channel subunit and one made in a soluble
form by initiation at an internal methionine of the bacterial gene47.
A tight and invariant dimer interface connects each channel
domain with a soluble domain, and these four dimers (each
displayed as a single block in Fig. 3, top panel) then form a ring
with four-fold symmetry. A second interface (between the neighbouring dimers) has a different appearance in the two known
crystal forms of the RCK domains, suggesting a remarkable and
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elegant transduction mechanism. By changing from one form of
the secondary interface to another, the ‘gating ring’ could contract
and expand, prying open the S6 gate of the attached channel
domain (Fig. 3, top panel).
Other ligand-gated channels in the family are likely to use
multimeric sensor domains. The CNG channels use a C-terminal
nucleotide-binding domain that is closely related to the dimeric
catabolite activator protein of bacteria48. The distantly related
glutamate receptors—‘upside down’ Kþ channels with their transmembrane domains flipped and the ligand sensor on the extracellular side49—seem to have an important dimer relationship
between their sensor domains50.
Structural evidence for a possible dimer-of-dimers sensor mechanism comes from another type of Ca2þ-activated channel that
appears to signal by Ca2þ-induced association of sensors connected
to the S6 region51,52. These ‘SK’ channels have a calmodulin-binding
domain (CaMBD) located immediately adjacent to each S6; calmodulin (CaM) is stably bound here even in the absence of Ca2þ.
Studies of the detached CaM–CaMBD complex show that it behaves
like a monomer in the absence of Ca2þ, but dimerizes in the
presence of Ca2þ. The structure of this Ca2þ-induced dimer
shows an intimate reciprocal relationship between two CaM–
CaMBD structures, with each CaM embracing both CaMBDs
(Fig. 3, bottom). As in any dimer of dimers arrangement, formation
of such dimers between neighbouring subunits would break
the four-fold symmetry of the transmembrane channel; somehow
this dimerization would produce a conformational change in the
channel domain that opens the pore. Alternatively, with a modest
change in the structure (and using the same protein interfaces seen
in the crystal dimer structure), the four CaM-CaMBD complexes
might form a four-fold symmetric tetramer upon Ca2þ binding.

The elusive voltage sensor
The voltage sensor is obviously central to the function of the
voltage-gated Kþ channels, but its three-dimensional structure is
still unknown. There is, however, a great deal of functional information about voltage sensing.
The transmembrane voltage must be sensed by a structure that
moves charge at least partially across the membrane. The energetics
of voltage gating, together with direct electrical measurements of
the gating charge movement, show that as many as four charges per
channel subunit are effectively translocated across the membrane as
the channel switches between closed and open states53.
The expectation that transmembrane charges would be responsible for voltage sensing made it relatively easy to recognize the
probable voltage sensor in the first channels cloned and
sequenced54. The only sequence motif conserved across all voltage-gated ion channels (Naþ, Ca2þ, Kþ) is in the fourth transmembrane region (S4), which at every third position has a positively
charged arginine or lysine residue. Mutations of these charges have
complicated effects on voltage gating, but the ultimate interpretation of these experiments is that the S4 charges are indeed the
critical gating charges55,56. These charges in the transmembrane
region are energetically disfavoured (as discussed above for ion
permeation); two possible mechanisms to compensate for this are
negative countercharges in the S2 transmembrane region55,57 and
water-filled ‘canals’58 at each end of the S4 transmembrane region.
The canals also focus the voltage drop across a thin septum, allowing
a small physical movement to have large electrostatic consequences58.
Translocation of these S4 charges from one side of the membrane
to the other can be confirmed biochemically, by replacing a charged
residue with cysteine and applying cysteine modifying agents to one
side or another59,60. A position accessible from the intracellular side
at negative voltage can become accessible from the outside at
positive voltage. Remarkably little of the S4 is actually buried in
the membrane: when one charge position is accessible from the
40

outside, a site only six residues away in the sequence is accessible
from the inside. This too is consistent with the idea of water-filled
access pathways at each end.
Altogether, the four segments S1–S4 are presumed to form the
voltage sensor domain. On the basis of the pattern of sequence
conservation, cysteine accessibility, and tolerance for substitution,
all are probably mainly a-helical61–64. The pattern of the charged
residues at every third position led to the early proposal of a ‘helical
screw’ motion65,66: the S4 would advance screw-like to move each
charge to the position of the next charge (or the next, and so on),
thereby maintaining the charge distribution in the core while
producing an overall translocation of charge across the membrane.
Many physical measurements have been made on fluorescence
probes attached to cysteines placed in or near the S4, in an attempt
to infer the motion of the voltage sensor. The pattern of fluorescence
changes and the pattern of distances estimated from resonance
energy transfer have roughly agreed with the idea of a rotation67,68.
Yet all of the measured distance changes (particularly from the
measurements with the highest precision) are very small (about 1 Å)
and seem inconsistent with the popular proposal of a substantial
rotation. There are many other ways in which the effective translocation of charge could be accomplished, such as the relative lateral
movement of crossed helices or a rocking motion at the interface
between two domains. Solving this particular puzzle would be
greatly helped by some knowledge of the three-dimensional
structure.

The coupling problem
Unlike the ligand-binding domains attached directly to S6, the
transmembrane voltage sensor does not have an obvious specific
mechanism for coupling to the channel gates. Two possibilities have
come to light recently. One is a direct coupling between the voltage
sensor and the selectivity filter gate—in Shaker Kþ channels,
activation gating produces a close approach between the extracellular part of the S4 and the region flanking the selectivity filter69. This
then produces an allosteric effect on slow inactivation (involving the
selectivity filter gate). At the intracellular side of the channel, a
different site has been proposed70 for coupling between S4 movement and the S6 activation gate: some sort of tight association
between the S4–S5 linker and the intracellular projection of S6.
On the basis of the two best-known sensor mechanisms described
in the previous section, it seems probable that a consistent theme of
coupling will be that changes in quaternary structure of a sensor
(such as ring expansion/contraction or domain multimerization)
are transduced to the gating motions of the pore. It may therefore be
tricky to identify a specific functional link between sensor and pore:
the linkage may comprise a small number of ‘tie-rods’ with
identifiable importance, or it may consist of an entire domain
interface.
Dissecting these coupling mechanisms will of course be easier
when we know the whole structure of a voltage-gated channel;
however, particularly in this case, structure will not be enough, and
careful mutagenesis and functional measurements will probably be
required too. The fascination of the coupling problem is enhanced
when one remembers that certain channels (for example, the HCN
channels) have opposite relationships between voltage sensor movement and S6 gating: it appears that the same S6 gate used by
‘normal’ voltage-gated Kþ channels closes at positive voltages rather
than negative voltages43 (although S4 has the normal positive
charges and presumably the normal direction of motion).

Outlook
A combination of functional probing of channel proteins and recent
structural advances have given clear pictures for many of the
essential functions of the voltage-gated Kþ channels and their
relatives. The remarkable optimizations of these channels for
permitting rapid and selective ion flow across the hostile barrier
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of the cell membrane are now mostly apparent, as is the basic
repertoire of conformational changes used to gate this flow. We now
see the outlines of two general approaches used by intracellular
sensor domains to manipulate the channel gates, and some tantalizing details of the transmembrane voltage sensor itself. Many
challenges remain in learning how the intricate machinery is
integrated into a functional whole, and into the larger function of
cellular signalling.
A
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