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Integrins are membrane-spanning heterodimeric receptors
which couple signal transduction with cell matrix adhesion.
Several integrins recognize the tripeptide sequence in RGD-
containing peptides and proteins. However, the atomic detail of
the ligand binding site is currently unknown. Starting from the
crystal structure of the extracellular domains of the integrin o.,f3;,
we develop a three-state mechanism of integrin activation based
on Ca?* displacement upon ligand binding. We present a
detailed working model of the highly important but poorly
understood mechanism of an integrin signaling event. Addi-
tionally, we describe the ligand binding site in atomic detail,
which might be a first step in future rational drug design
attempts.

In a recent pioneering work, Xiong etal. solved the crystal
structure of the extracellular domains of a,f3; (Protein Data Bank
(pdb) entry 1JV2)," which provides the possibility of looking at
integrin-activating processes at the atomic level (Figure 1A).
Currently, the consensus model for integrin activation and signal
transduction is a two-state mechanism: a low-affinity resting
state (state one) is activated by intracellular events that lead to a
high-affinity binding state (state two) after a conformational
change. This activation process involves the separation of the a,
propeller domain and the ; BA domain® (the so-called head
groups, Figure 1B). However, biochemical investigations also
support a model with multiple activation states.>® Here, we
start from the crystal structure of the extracellular domains of
a,f; and use automated docking and molecular modeling to
develop a three-state mechanism involving allosteric effects
triggered by a ligand-induced shift of a Ca?* ion. We introduce
an additional step before dissociation of the head groups, which
corresponds to the crystal structure and constitutes a high-
affinity state.

In our model, the inactive state (state one, Figure 1C, left) is
locked in its position by intracellular interactions.”! Proteins
binding at intracellular domainst* & trigger a rotational move-
ment of an integrin subunit, which activates the integrin. This
activated or preconditioned state (state two, Figure 1C, middle)
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Figure 1. A) Crystal structure of the extracellular domains of integrin a.f3;. The a
subunit is shown in yellow, the 3 subunit in white, and the Ca** ion bound to the
adMIDAS region in magenta. B) Docking studies were performed on the head
groups of integrin a.f3;, which comprise the 3 propeller domain of a,, and the A
domain of f3;. The MIDAS region is depicted in blue, the adMIDAS region in
orange. C) Three-state model of signal transduction in integrins. In accordance
with experimental and theoretical studies, intracellular proteins attach to a.f3;
and trigger a rotational movement of the head groups, which exposes the
extracellular ligand binding site (left). Binding of ligands at this site (middle) leads
to conformational changes in the head group region, which in turn evokes
separation of the integrin subunits (right). This separation might be a starting
point for further intracellular events.

corresponds to the published crystal structure and has a high
affinity for extracellular ligands. In contrast to the prevailing
model, the head groups are still associated in this state.
Extracellular ligand binding leads to further conformational
changes, which separate the integrin head groups (state three,
Figure 1C, right).®a This is in complete accord with recent
molecular modeling studies of the transmembrane domains,
which show that these domains can adopt three states. Two of
these transmembrane conformations, which correspond in
our model to the inactive and activated state, respectively, differ
only in the relative rotation of the transmembrane helices,
while the conformation of the third state, which has separated
head groups, also has a higher crossing angle between the
helices.!

It has been postulated that a Ca?* ion bound to the metal-ion-
dependent adhesion site (MIDAS) region of the BA domain of the
integrin subunit ; interacts with the aspartic acid of RGD
peptides and with the receptor.'® Surprisingly, the MIDAS region
of BA, in contrast to a region nearby called the adMIDAS region,
is not populated by a metal ion in the crystal structure of o,f3;.
Further studies showed that the N-terminal 3 propellers of the a
subunits are also involved in the process of binding ligands and
that the arginine of the tripeptide sequence RGD binds in this
region.""3 While the distance between the arginine and
aspartic acid in cyclic RGD peptides is about 13 A48 the
shortest distance between the Ca?* ion bound to the adMIDAS
region and the P propeller of subunit of a, is in the order of 17 A.

ChemBioChem 2002, No. 5 © WILEY-VCH-Verlag GmbH, 69451 Weinheim, Germany, 2002

Thus, it seems that the crystal structure does not constitute the
final ligand binding conformation of the receptor.
Superposition of the fA domain of the f3; subunit and of the |
domain of integrin o, reveals a high structural similarity between
these two structures (Figure 2a).l"? Analysis of the structures of
the free | domain of a, integrin and the same | domain in
complex with collagen shows that the binding of the ligand
results in movement of the Ca2* ion and the MIDAS region of the
| domain. We propose that a similar conformational change
occurs in the case of the 5 subunit, which should lead to a
displacement of the Ca?* ion. To corroborate this hypothesis we
modeled the ; MIDAS region according to the | domain of a,
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Figure 2. A) Superposition of the | domain of collagen-associated integrin
subunit a,, (grey) with the SA domain of integrin subunit f3; (green). The respective
metal ions are depicted as spheres; the grey sphere represents the metal ion
bound to the MIDAS region of a,, the green sphere the ion bound to the adMIDAS
region of 3;. The backbone root-mean-square deviation of the superimposed
residues is 1.6 A despite the large difference in metal position. B) Superposition of
the metal-coordinating regions of integrin a, (grey), the crystal structure of the f3;
domain (green), and the structure of the 3; domain that was modeled with regard
to integrin a, (red). The original Ca®*-ion position is indicated by a green sphere;
the position of the shifted Ca®" ion is shown as a red sphere and is nearly identical
to the respective metal position in integrin o, (shown in grey). The surface of the
a, subunit and the position of the ()-Arg®' residue are also shown. The Ca** ion
is moved towards the a, subunit, which allows ligand interactions with both
integrin subunits. The proximity of the shifted loops to the (3)-Arg*' residue
implies an allosteric effect of ligand binding on this arginine, which in turn may
trigger dissociation of the integrin head groups. C) Binding of 1 to the head
groups of the integrin a./3; obtained by automated docking carried out by
employing the AutoDock 3.0 program.”?! Regions which are expected to be
involved in ligand binding (residues 142-151 and 172-181 in integrin a,, and
179-181 and 214-217 in the f3; subunit) are shown in red. The so-called
'specificity region’ of the [3; subunit is green. Initial docking simulations on the
whole heterodimer confirmed that the binding site is close to the MIDAS region of
the f3; subunit (data not shown). D) Most favorable binding arrangement of
ligand 1 to integrin a,f3; as determined by automated docking. Interacting
residues of the a, domain are depicted in orange, residues of the 8; domain in
grey. The Ca®* ion in the shifted MIDAS region is shown in magenta. The acidic
moiety of 1 now takes part in Ca?* coordination at the MIDAS region. The other
interacting residues have been shown to be involved in ligand binding by
experimental studies.
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(Figure 2b) and performed automated docking studies of the
a,ps-selective inhibitor 18 on this conformation associated with
the a, propeller domain (Figure 2c). Indeed, the acidic moiety of
the ligand binds to the Ca?* ion positioned in the shifted MIDAS
region, while the portion corresponding to the arginine in the
natural ligand binds in the region of the (a)-Asp™® and (a)-Tyr'”®
residues of the a, propeller domain (Figure 2d). These regions
have been shown to be crucial for ligand binding and subunit
specificity.'2" A closer investigation of the modeled receptor
conformation reveals that the adMIDAS region is no longer
capable of Ca*" binding, as the formerly calcium-complexing
residue ()-Asp'¥ is now pointing in the opposite direction
compared to its position prior to ligand binding. Furthermore,
the affinity of the MIDAS region for metal ions should increase as
the (B)-Asp?’ residue now takes part in metal complexation. The
proposed Ca?* displacement explains the influence of ion
concentration on ligand binding. Low calcium concentrations
support binding, whereas high calcium concentrations result in
inhibition of ligand binding.?*> 25! Above a critical ion concen-
tration the low-affinity MIDAS region close to the adMIDAS
region will be populated in addition to the adMIDAS region prior
to the ligand binding event, which will render the conforma-
tional changes impossible.

It has been shown that the specificity of cyclic RGD peptides
correlates with the angle between the Lys and Asp residue.? As
our model can only approximate the energies of binding due to
inaccuracies in side chain conformations and negligence of
solvent effects, we can only qualitatively show specificity effects.
Comparing the conformations with our binding model ration-
alizes the following findings.: the o,f;-specific RGD peptide
adopts a conformation that is comparable to the synthetic
ligand while the extended conformation of the a,p;-specific
RGD peptide cannot bind to a,f3; in a similar fashion (Figure 3).
Nevertheless, a structure with associated head groups is not in
accordance with electron microscopy images of ‘activated’
integrins.” 2! Therefore, it seems likely that the ligand binding
event leads to still further conformational changes of the
integrin. Two loops that are involved in Ca’* complexation are
close to the (B)-Arg?' residue, which is part of the o/p interface
and inserts into the § propeller of the a, subunit. The (3)-Arg®'
residue is surrounded by aromatic residues from this 3 propeller
domain. Thus, cation -t interactions?® between (B)-Arg?' and
neighboring residues from the a, subunit should contribute to
the a/f interface.™ A slight change in the position of the (f)-
Arg®' residue induced by allosteric rearrangement caused by
ligand binding and calcium displacement can disrupt these
cation-t interactions. Consequently, the head groups disso-
ciate, which leads to an increase of the crossing angle between
the integrin subunits as observed in experimental and theoret-
ical investigations. It has been shown in molecular modeling
studies that involve the transmembrane regions of the homol-
ogous o,,[3; integrin that high activation energy is necessary for
the transition from a small to a large crossing angle of the
transmembrane helices (unpublished results). This energy may
be provided by the ligand binding event.

In conclusion, we have developed a model of an integrin
activation mechanism in structural terms based on the obser-
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Figure 3. A) Manual superposition of 1 and the RGD conformation of a5
specific (red) and a,,5-specific (cyan) cyclic RGD peptides. While the a.3;-specific
ligand adopts a conformation similar to the nonpeptidic ligand, the a,,[3;-specific
ligand cannot occupy the binding pocket.

vation that conformational changes of the activated integrin are
a necessity for ligand binding. Our mechanism is completely
consistent with experimental data currently in the literature. The
conformational changes involve a shift in the position of a metal
ion from the recently described adMIDAS region to the MIDAS
region of the ; subunit. A Ca** ion moves towards the a
subunit, allowing ligand interactions with both subunits. The ion
shift is accompanied by rearrangements of loops surrounding
the MIDAS region, which in turn may trigger the dissociation of
the integrin head groups. Thus, we show that the crystal
structure is only a snapshot in a multistage process. Here, we
used molecular modeling to fill in the steps between the x-ray
structure and the ligand binding and activation mechanism.

Methods

The P; backbone was threaded onto the o, conformation by
employing the molecular modeling software tool MODELLER.?”
Sidechains of the affected residues were initially positioned by using
the CONFMAT program® with 20 cycles. Conversion of these
positions to the meanfield energy was achieved. Afterwards,
250 steps of conjugate gradient minimization were employed with
harmonically restrained backbone atoms. Residues that were not
affected by the loop modifications were kept fixed during minimi-
zation. The modeling software Sybyl 6.6 (Tripos Inc., St. Louis) was
used to add polar hydrogens, to assign template charges, and to
perform a geometry relaxation of the protein. The ligand was
modeled in the same way.

To identify the ligand binding site in greater detail an automated
docking of the inhibitor 1 was performed in a grid box of 38 x 40 x

1439-4227/02/03/05 $ 20.00+.50/0 ChemBioChem 2002, No. 5



40 A centred around the MIDAS region with a grid point spacing of
0.375 A. The ligand was subjected to 50 docking runs by employing a
Lamarckian Genetic Algorithm with all relevant torsional angles
released and the various ring conformations of the inhibitor taken
into account. Each docking run was initiated with a population of
50 individuals chosen at random and iterated through 7.5 x 10°
energy evaluations. Up to 300 iterations of local search were applied
with a frequency of 0.07. Thus, approximately 2 x 10° ligand - protein
arrangements were evaluated.
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