
FEBS Letters 586 (2012) 2662–2673
journal homepage: www.FEBSLetters .org
Review

Pleckstrin homology (PH) like domains – versatile modules in protein–protein
interaction platforms

Klaus Scheffzek ⇑, Stefan Welti
Division Biological Chemistry, Biocenter, Innsbruck Medical University, Innrain 80/82, A-6020 Innsbruck, Austria

a r t i c l e i n f o a b s t r a c t
Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license.
Article history:
Received 23 March 2012
Revised 7 June 2012
Accepted 8 June 2012
Available online 19 June 2012

Edited by Marius Sudol, Gianni Cesareni,
Giulio Superti-Furga and Wilhelm Just

Keywords:
Signal transduction
Protein structure
Protein complex
Signaling domain
X-ray crystallography
G-Protein
Protein fold
Signal regulator
0014-5793 � 2012 Published by Elsevier B.V. on beh
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.febslet.2012.06.006

⇑ Corresponding author.
E-mail address: Klaus.Scheffzek@i-med.ac.at (K. Sc
The initial reports on pleckstrin homology (PH) domains almost 20 years ago described them as
sequence feature of proteins involved in signal transduction processes. Investigated at first along
the phospholipid binding properties of a small subset of PH representatives, the PH fold turned
out to appear as mediator of phosphotyrosine and polyproline peptide binding to other signaling
proteins. While phospholipid binding now seems rather the exception among PH-like domains, pro-
tein–protein interactions established as more and more important feature of these modules. In this
review we focus on the PH superfold as a versatile protein–protein interaction platform and its
three-dimensional integration in an increasing number of available multidomain structures.

� 2012 Published by Elsevier B.V. on behalf of the Federation of European Biochemical Societies.
1. Introduction

The pleckstrin homology (PH) domain has been defined almost
20 years ago [1,2] as an approximately 100 residue sequence seg-
ment that is present twice in the protein kinase C (PKC) substrate
pleckstrin [3] as well as in a variety of modular proteins involved
in signaling, cytoskeletal organization, membrane trafficking and
phospholipid processing [4–7]. The first structures [8,9] revealed
the PH domain as a strongly bent seven stranded antiparallel
b-sheet, closed on one end by a characteristic C-terminal a-helix
[10] (Fig. 1). As a specialty, the structures of phospholipid binding
PH domains are commonly polarized [11], a property not shared
by many other PH-like domains. Many of the early investigated
PH domains bind phospholipids or their head group derivatives.
This biochemical function made them attractive membrane anchor-
ing modules depending on the local phospholipid concentrations
[4,12,13]. Along this line, initial functions of PH domains in Son of
Sevenless (Sos), b-adrenergic receptor kinase (bARK) and insulin
receptor substrate 1 (IRS1) pointed to roles in receptor binding
[14–16]. It however turned out, that the apparent majority of PH
domains in yeast do not show specific binding to phospholipid
alf of the Federation of European B
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headgroups [17] and are not membrane targeted. Nor do phospho-
inositides (PIs) alone define the location of those PH domains that
actually are membrane targeted [17,18], pointing to PH-like do-
mains being more versatile than initially expected. The elucidation
of the structures of phosphotyrosine binding (PTB) [19,20] and the
polyproline binding Enabled/Vasp (EVH1) [21] domains defined
again the fold of the PH domain as a major déjà vu, thereby broad-
ening the view for the functional PH-potential [11,22] along with its
ligand binding repertoire (Fig. 1). While PH domains were known to
occur in regulators of guanine nucleotide binding proteins (GNBPs),
e.g. as an obligatory C-terminal association with the Dbl Homology
(DH) RhoGEF catalyst [11], the discovery of the PH fold of Ran bind-
ing domain 1 (RBD1) made them direct interaction partners or
effector modules with this class of proteins [23]. Furthermore, it
turns out that also PI binding PH representatives are at the same
time effector modules for small GNBPs [24–29] or of Ga-subunits
[30]. Mutations within PH modules associated with human disease
underscore the importance of these modules in human pathology
[31–36]. It is believed that at least some of the disease associated
missense mutations affect phospholipid binding and as a conse-
quence potentially subcellular localization.

The structure of the PH domain can be operationally divided or
‘split’ in roughly two halves, containing a four-stranded N- and a
three-stranded C-terminal b-sheet including terminal helix (Fig. 1).
iochemical Societies. Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license.
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Fig. 1. The PH module and its canonical ligand binding sites. Besides protein
interaction partners, the PH fold can accommodate binding sites for phosphorylated
inositol head groups (orange), polyproline helices (green) and phosphotyrosine
peptides (blue). The a-helix and b-strands of the PH module are labeled and
numbered in dark yellow.

Abbreviations

Proteins
Akt1 (PKB) murine thymoma viral oncogene
Dbs Dbl’s big sister
Exo84 Exocyst complex 84 kDa subunit
FACT Facilitates chromatin transcription
GEF G-nucleotide exchange factor
GRK-2 G-protein coupled receptor kinase 2
Grb10 Growth factor receptor-bound protein 10
Grp1 General receptor of phosphoinositides 1
IRS1 Insulin receptor substrate 1
NDPP1 NPC-derived proline-rich protein 1
PDZ PSD-95/Dlg/ZO-1
PLC Phospholipase C
Rac Ras related C3 botulinum toxin substrate 1
Ral Ras-like
Ran Ras-related nuclear protein
RanBP1/2 Ras-related nuclear protein binding protein 1/2,
Rtt106 Regulator of Ty1 transposition protein 106
SHC1 Src homology 2 domain-containing-transforming pro-

tein C1
SifA Salmonella-induced filaments A
Skap-hom Src kinase-associated phosphoprotein 2
SKIP Salmonella-induced filaments A and kinesin-interacting

protein
SOS Son of sevenless
TFII Transcription factor II

Domains
Ac Acidic domain
AGC-K cAMP-dependent, cGMP-dependent and protein kinase

C family kinase

BEACH BEige And Chediak-Higashi Syndrome
BSD BTF2-like transcription factors, Synapse-associated pro-

teins and DOS2-like proteins
CH Calponin homology
CSRD Cystein and serine rich domain
C2 Ca2+ -binding
DH Dbl homology
DM Dimerization
EF EF-hand
G GTPase domain
GAP GTPase activating protein
GED GTPase effector domain
Grb2-BD Growth factor receptor-bound 2 binding domain
GRD GAP related domain
MidD Middle domain
RGS(L) Regulator of G protein signaling (like)
PH Pleckstrin homology
PK Protein kinase
PRD Proline-rich domain
PTB Phosphotyrosine binding domain
SH2 Src homology 2
SH3 Src homology 3
Syn Syndecane binding region
TIM Triosephosphate isomerase barrel like
Tub Tubulin binding region
WD40 Trp – Asp repeats of about 40 amino acids
WH1 Wiskott–Aldrich syndrome/Homer 1
ZF Zinc finger
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Examples of such split PH modules are found in Phospolipase Cc
(PLCc) [37], a-syntrophin [38], Rho Kinase [39], Myosin X [40]
and the Vps36 component of ESCRT-II [41]. A split PH domain
has also been engineered on the basis of the PLCd1 module [42]
and reassembled to a functional phosphoinositide binding unit
[43]. van Rossum et al. (2005) reported ‘in trans’ intermolecular
interaction between PH domain halves derived from PLC-c1 and
a TRPC3 channel that elicits phospholipid binding and cell-surface
expression of TRPC3 [44], although an NMR study could not con-
firm direct interaction of similar constructs purified from the
recombinantly expressed PH portions [45].

In this review we will focus on PH-like examples that mediate
protein–protein interaction or modulate cognate functions of their
host proteins. We give preference to example systems where struc-
tural information is available. The availability of such information
about the PH modules within whole molecular context sometimes
reveals regulatory features not apparent from the isolated PH mod-
ules. We will also briefly describe examples where PH modules
have been presented in association with other domains but where
mechanistic knowledge is currently limited. Domain schemes of
selected PH-like domain containing proteins are summarized in
Supplementary Fig. 1.

2. PH-like modules in different molecular contexts and
functions

As described above, PH modules occur in a wide variety of cel-
lular environments. The following PH representatives are meant to
highlight the PH fold as a versatile protein–protein interaction
platform on an inter- as well as intramolecular level.
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2.1. PH domains associated with guanine nucleotide exchange factors

The canonical Rho family specific guanine nucleotide exchange
factors (GEFs) typically contain a Dbl homology (DH) domain har-
boring the GEF activity, which is commonly followed by a PH mod-
ule [46]. The increased nucleotide exchange rates of some DH–PH
constructs [47,48] suggest an at least supporting role of the PH
portion for the DH GEF activity. Generally, the PH domain is lo-
cated at the C-terminal DH helix, but subtle differences in the rel-
ative DH/PH orientation may lead to differential effects on
nucleotide exchange. Along this line, PH residues conserved in a
number of DH-PH modules have been observed to mediate interac-
tions with the Rho component in the Cdc42:Dbs structure, suggest-
ing that similar interactions may be present in other DH-PH-Rho
complexes as well [49]. However, current structural data do not
support a general role or mechanism of the PH domain in assisting
DH mediated nucleotide exchange [46]. While in several Rho–
RhoGEF structures (Dbs, Intersectin and LARG) the PH domain di-
rectly contacts the bound Rho protein [50,51] (Fig. 2a), no direct
interaction has been observed between Rac1 and the PH domain
of Tiam1 in the respective crystal structure [52]. In addition, the
structure of the Sos derived DH–PH tandem rather suggests an
autoinhibitory function for the PH portion, which appears to block
the Rho binding face of the protein [53].

The role of PH domains in DH–PH membrane targeting is cur-
rently unclear. PH domains of common RhoGEFs bind lipids with
low affinity and low specificity [54], disfavoring lipid binding at
least as the only targeting mechanism. In addition, a number of
DH–PH constructs apparently do not require phospholipid binding
for membrane targeting [55–57]. It has also been proposed that the
PH domain may play roles in allosteric regulation of the catalytic
module [58].

Among the DH–PH modules, RhoGEF structures extending be-
yond DH–PH portions have been solved. A prominent example is
Vav1, of which a structure containing its five N-terminal domains
(Fig. 2b) [59] and one of the DH–PH-C1/ZF fragment in complex
with Rac1 [60] are available. In both structures, the PH-C1 portion
forms a single structural unit that packs against the C-terminal he-
lix of the DH-portion, thereby stabilizing a catalytically competent
conformation to promote nucleotide exchange.

The DH–PH module of Sos has been presented in the context of
almost the entire Sos protein lacking only the C-terminal Grb2
binding domain [33] (Fig. 2c). In this structure the histone domain
occludes the allosteric site [61,62] and stabilizes the DH–PH mod-
ule in an autoinhibitory conformation [33]. The histone domain
regulates the responsiveness of the PH domain to PIP2 thereby con-
straining the activation of Sos at membranes. Furthermore, patient
derived missense mutations associated with Noonan syndrome
have been observed in the PH domain, underscoring the impor-
tance of the module. Noonan syndrome is a genetic disease which
is characterized by deregulation of Ras signaling. Biochemical anal-
ysis indicates that the respective Sos mutants are upregulated in
GEF activity, potentially due to uncoupling of inhibitory conforma-
tions of the histone and the DH–PH unit [33].

In addition to the DH–PH tandem regulating Rho family mem-
bers, PH-like domains are also associated with many Arf-family spe-
cific nucleotide exchange factors of the Sec7 family [63,64]. In these
proteins they are located at the C-terminal end of the Sec7 portion.
Intriguingly recruitment of Arf6 to the plasma membrane occurs
via direct interaction with the PH domain of Arno or Grp1 in a pro-
cess requiring the presence of PIs. In addition, the Arf6–PH interac-
tion was only observed in the presence of GTP, suggesting that Arno
may act as an Arf6 effector module in this context, potentially to re-
cruit ArfGEF activity to membrane compartments for the activation
of Arf-isoforms [25]. The crystal structure of the Sec7-PH tandem re-
veals the Sec7 domain to be autoinhibited by a pseudo substrate
mechanism. In the structure (Fig. 2d), the linker segment and por-
tions of the C-terminal helix of the PH domain interact with the
Arf-docking region normally accommodating the switch regions of
Arf. The autoinhibition has been reported to be partially revertible
presumably by binding of activated Arf6 to the PH portion, or by
PKC mediated phosphorylation in the case of Cytohesin-1 [65].

The PH domain may also act like a potentially regulatory mod-
ule binding to activated forms of other small GNBPs. PDZ-RhoGEF
(PRG) is an unconventional RGS-domain containing Rho family
GEF that can bind RhoA in two different ways. While the DH–PH
tandem interacts with GDP-bound or nucleotide free RhoA to exert
GEF activity, the PH domain can bind specifically to RhoA-GTP via a
second binding surface. Structurally, the interaction between the
PH domain and active RhoA-GTP essentially resembles a classic
effector interface, involving the RhoA switch regions and comple-
mentary regions of the PH domain [26] (Figs. 2e, 3, Supplementary
Fig. 2). The physiological relevance of the observed interaction has
been discussed in view of existing models of a positive feeback
loop, where allosteric binding of Ras-GTP enhances GEF activity
[61]. However, GTP-bound RhoA does not stimulate PRG mediated
nucleotide exchange on RhoA in solution. An alternative mecha-
nism would involve enhanced localization of PRG in the presence
of activated RhoA presumably involving other proteins at the plas-
ma membrane [26].

2.2. PH domains as target modules of guanine nucleotide binding
proteins

A number of signal transducing or signal regulatory compo-
nents are directly controlled via activated GNBPs. Here we describe
examples where a PH module serves as protein–protein interaction
platform to accommodate the GNBP-activator.

2.2.1. Phospholipase C-b2/c2 – activated by PH binding of activated
Rho family members

Phospholipases (PLs) are paradigm effectors of heterotrimeric G
proteins, catalyzing the hydrolysis of phosphatidylinositol 4,5-bis-
phosphate (PI(4,5)P2) to yield diacylglycerol and inositol 1,4,5-tris-
phosphate (PI(1,4,5)P3). These second messenger molecules
coordinate PKC activation and mobilization of intracellular calcium
stores, leading to the regulation of a variety of signaling cascades
[66]. Phospholipase C (PLC) isoforms are composed of a central cat-
alytic triosephosphate isomerase (TIM) barrel domain flanked by a
C-terminal C2, a coiled coil and an N-terminal PH domain, followed
by an EF-hand module [66]. It has been shown that Rho family
members directly activate these enzymes in a GTP-dependent
manner [50,67,68,69]. Consistent with biochemical studies, Rac1
binds exclusively to the PH portion of PLC in the crystal structure
of the Rac1–PLCb2 complex [50,68], involving residues from the
top of the PH b-sandwich (Fig. 2f). The structure of the split PH do-
main of PLCc2 in complex with Rac1 involves primarily strand b5
along with areas derived from the C-terminal PH helix for stabiliza-
tion [70]. While in PLCb2 the Rho component binds its core b-
strands approximately perpendicular to those of the PH portion,
it is oriented roughly parallel to the PH derived b-sheet in PLCc2
[24,70] (Fig. 3 (RhoA vs. Rac1), Supplementary Fig. 2). As expected
for GNBP–effector interactions, in both cases the Rho component
binds primarily via the switch regions involving hydrophobic as
well as polar interactions. The PH domain of PLCb2 tightly interacts
with the core enzyme [24] in contrast to the situation in PLCd
where a flexible linker appears to tether the PH portion to the rest
of the protein. Since the Rho component interacts exclusively with
the PH portion of PLC and no conformational changes could be ob-
served that would provide an activation mechanism, the authors
proposed enhanced localization and enzyme orientation as the ma-
jor drivers of enzyme activation [71].



Fig. 2. Comparison of the intramolecular context of PH domains in multidomain proteins. The PH domains are displayed in yellow and have all the same orientation towards
each other, unless indicated otherwise. Other domains are colored in blue/blue-green and protein binding partners in red /red-brown, corresponding to the respective domain
scheme. Gray coloration indicates protein regions without a domain assignment. Nearly the whole surface of the core PH fold can serve as intramolecular interface to other
domains. In the domain schemes, domains are drawn to relative scale and represented as combination of a labeled symbol and a color-matched bar. The protein region
covered in the structural model is indicated with a green bar. Next to the protein name, the respective UniProtKB and PDB accession codes are given. (d) The red circle
indicates the position of Arf1 in the ARNO:Arf1 complex (PDB: 1R8S) when superposed to Grp1 via the Sec7 domains, indicating that in an analog complex conformational
changes would be necessary to avoid steric clashes.
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Fig. 3. Interaction between G-proteins and PH domains. Exploded assembly drawing of different PH–G-Protein complexes superposed with respect to the PH domains.
Exemplarily, the PH domain of PLCb2 is shown in yellow. Color matched lines indicate to which face of the PH domain the G-Proteins bind. The switch I and II regions of small
G-proteins are colored in dark green, the nucleotide and metal ion in light green. PDB accession codes are given next to the protein names. Although the small G-proteins have
overall the same fold, they have been observed binding PH domains in various orientations.
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2.2.2. Gaq-p63RhoGEF–RhoA complex – PH mediated signaling cross
talk from Ga to Rho

The Rho activator p63Rho-GEF is an effector of the Gaq associ-
ated heterotrimeric G-proteins [72], thereby linking Gaq receptor
signaling to small GNBP activation. This is reflected in the crystal
structure of the Gaq-p63RhoGEF-RhoA complex, where Gaq can
be observed to contact the DH and PH domain of p63RhoGEF, but
not RhoA. The regulatory PH domain, which presumably autoinhib-
its the GEF activity of the DH domain, is furthermore contacted by
the effector regions of Gaq at a kinked, amphiphatic helical exten-
sion in the PH fold [30] (Fig. 2g, 3, Supplementary Fig. 2). In gen-
eral, the interaction with Gaq seems to relieve the autoinhibition
from the GEF activity of the DH-PH module, leading to an activa-
tion of RhoA. In addition to the engagement of Gaq and DH, the
PH domain seems furthermore to support membrane association
in this complex, by binding phospholipid headgroups via con-
served basic residues in its N-terminal ß-strands.

2.2.3. The Ran binding domain – a PH-like module engaged for effector
interaction with activated Ran

The small GNBP Ran is a critical component of the nucleocyto-
plasmic transport machinery [73] with important roles in the reas-
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sembly of the nuclear envelope after mitosis [74]. RanBP2 is a com-
ponent of the nuclear pore complex and acts like an effector of Ran,
binding GTP-bound Ran via its Ran binding domains (RanBDs). The
crystal structure of the Ran–RanBD1 complex shows the complex
components in a ‘molecular embrace’, involving sequence motifs
of the RanBD, the switch regions and the C-terminal DEEDL stretch
that is critical for the protein–protein interactions of this complex
[23] (Fig. 2h, 3, Supplementary Fig. 2). RanBP1 shares similarity
with RanBDs and has been reported to act as a coactivator for
the productive interaction with the cytoplasmic RanGAP [75]. In
the corresponding structure of the Ran–RanGAP–RanBP1 complex,
RanBP1 interacts primarily with the Ran components. This is com-
parable to the situation in the Ran–RanBD1 complex, displaying no
interactions that might account for an enhancement of GAP activ-
ity [76]. This has been interpreted to mean that the C-terminal a-
helical peptide of Ran is autoinhibitory to GTP hydrolysis in un-
bound activated Ran, but is kept in an extended i.e. non-inhibitory
conformation in the complex [23]. Biochemical analyzes have
shown that the RanBP1 primarily affects the dynamics of the pro-
tein–protein interactions rather than GAP catalysis, consistent with
its binding site distant from the catalytic machinery [77].

2.2.4. Exo84 – subunit of the exocyst complex and PH-like Ral-effector
module

The small GNBP Ral is a member of the Ras superfamily, func-
tioning in cell proliferation, motility, protein sorting and cytoskel-
etal architecture. As part of extracellular signaling pathways, Ral
proteins are involved in oncogenic transformation, endo/exocytotic
processes and actin-cytoskeleton regulatory networks [78,79]. The
exocyst or Sec6/8 complex is an octameric protein assembly that
has important roles in tethering secretory vesicles to the plasma
membrane. Two subunits of the complex, Sec5 and Exo84, have
been shown to act as effectors of Ral-proteins [80,81]. The Ral-
Sec6/8 interaction has essential targeting functions in the cell.
The structure of a RalA-Exo84 complex reveals Exo84 as a largely
unpolarized PH-like domain that uses primarily the C-terminal b-
strands to interact with activated RalA in a rather extended inter-
face using predominantly polar interactions. As expected for an
effector–GNBP interaction, Ral uses the switch regions to contact
the effector module (Fig. 2i, 3, Supplementary Fig. 2) [27].

2.3. Dynamin – PH insights from the near full-length structure

Dynamin is a modular GNBP essential for receptor mediated
endocytosis [82]. It contains a central PH domain flanked by a G-
and a GNBP effector domain (Fig. 2j). The PH domain of dynamin
binds membrane associated PI(4,5)P2 and mutations abolishing
PIP2 binding are defective in endocytosis [83,84]. Oligomerization
of dynamin monomers is essential for its cellular function and po-
sitive cooperativity between dynamin and PIPs in stimulating the
GTPase activity has been observed [85]. Contributions from intra-
molecular components have been proposed earlier, since GTPase
activation can be achieved with soluble PIs i.e. in the absence of
membranes [86]. Non-truncating mutations occurring in centronu-
clear myopahty (CNM) are clustered in the PH domain of dynamin
2, with some of them modulating GTPase activity [35]. In the struc-
ture of dynamin 1 lacking the carboxy-terminal proline rich do-
main, the PH domain interacts with the so-called stalk region, a
helical assembly mediating oligomer formation (Fig. 2j) [87,88].
The presence of the other domains is apparently not associated
with major structural changes in the PH module with respect to
the isolated domain [89]. Several disease mutations [35] map to
or in the vicinity of the stalk-PH interface. Some of them increased
dynamin oligomerization rates in solution, suggesting that the
stalk-PH interface modulates this activity [87]. Although the pre-
cise role of the PH domain in this process is currently unclear,
the PH domain forms the inner ring structure in a model of a dyn-
amin oligomeric turn [87].

2.4. G protein receptor kinase (GRK)-2 – PH module in desensitization

The G-protein receptor kinases (GRKs) are important compo-
nents in the desensitization of G protein signaling and activation
of alternative signaling pathways. GRK2 is composed of an N-ter-
minal Regulator of G protein Signaling (RGS) homology (RH)
domain followed by an AGC superfamily-like kinase and a C-ter-
minal PH domain. Interaction of Gbc with the PH domain in-
creases the phosphorylation of activated G protein coupled
receptors (GPCRs), presumably by a membrane recruitment
mechanism increasing its local concentration [90,91]. The struc-
ture of GRK2–Gbc complex shows the PH domain associated with
the RH- domain as well as with the Gbc subunit (Fig 2k), leaving
the presumed phospholipid binding site exposed to interact with
the plasma membrane [92]. The interaction with Gbc is mediated
by a continuous surface including strands b1, b4 and an extension
of the C-terminal helix. While the sequence details of the interac-
tion appear to be distinct in different PH domain containing GRKs,
the overall structural features are characterized by a common
concave surface complementary to the effector-binding region
of Gbc. In addition, the top of the Gb propeller exposes a primar-
ily acidic surface for PH interaction, consistent with PH binding
areas containing predominantly basic residues [92]. Addition of
the Ga subunit invokes interactions with the PH portion which
is positioned at a distance and separated from the PH-Gbc inter-
face [93].

2.5. AKT/PKB – a PH domain containing S/T kinase module

AKT/PKB is a member of the S/T AGC kinase family with roles
in cellular metabolism, cell growth, proliferation and survival.
Deregulation of the AKT pathway has been implicated in a variety
of human malignancies and AKT-inhibitors are under investiga-
tion as potential anti-cancer drugs in tumors of hyperactive AKT
[94]. AKT isozymes consist of a central kinase domain that is pre-
ceded by an N-terminal PH domain [95,96]. While the PH domain
binds PIP2/PIP3, the resulting interaction does not lead to kinase
activation. Mutations affecting lipid binding block AKT-phoshp-
orylation by PDK1, whereas removal of the PH domain abolishes
the requirement for PIPs. PIP binding to the PH domain poten-
tially induces conformational changes that allow AKT phosphory-
lation via PDK1. PH domains of AKT mediate membrane
translocation that can be visualized after stimulation in a PI3K-
dependent manner [97]. Consistently, a transforming mutation
has been identified in the phospholipid binding pocket, suggestive
to change the lipid binding profile of AKT and thereby inducing
pathological membrane localization of the protein [31,32]. The
structure of a PH-KINASE module has been presented in complex
with a selective allosteric inhibitor [98]. In the structure, the PH
domain employs portions of the C-terminal b-sheet to interact
with the N-lobe next to the nucleotide binding pocket/cleft and
with the C-lobe of the kinase module (Fig. 2l). PH-in and PH-
out conformers of the PH domain have been defined with the for-
mer, corresponding to a closed inactive and the latter to an open
and active conformation. The structure suggests that in the PH-in
conformation AKT is unable to bind ATP or ATP-competitive
inhibitors. In the co-crystal structure with the allosteric inhibitor
bound, AKT is locked in a closed conformation with its phospho-
lipid binding site blocked by the kinase domain. The authors sug-
gest that the constitutive membrane localization observed with
the E17K mutant is a result of a change in the interaction pattern
along with a shift of the conformational equilibrium towards the
PH-out form [98].
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2.6. Neurofibromin – a PH module associated with a phospholipid-
binding Sec14-like domain

A PH-like domain has been discovered in the RasGAP neurofi-
bromin, the protein that is not functional in patients affected with
the familial cancer syndrome neurofibromatosis type I (NF1) [99].
Adjacent to the central RasGAP domain, Neurofibromin contains a
glycerophospholipid binding Sec14-PH module, that has been dis-
covered by crystallographic analysis of the respective protein frag-
ment [100,101] (Fig. 4a). Sec14-like domains have originally been
described as globular lipid binding proteins in yeast where they
serve as lipid shuttles between membrane compartments [102].
They are also present in a variety of modular signal regulators such
as RhoGEFs, RhoGAPs and PTPases. [103]. The interaction between
the two domains brings a PH derived hairpin-like protrusion in
contact with a conserved helical lid segment of the Sec14 portion
[100,101], that was proposed to control glycerophospholipid bind-
ing to the lipid binding cage in Sec14p [104]. Ligand binding to the
respective region of the PH-like portion may induce conforma-
tional changes, thereby triggering release or closure of the helical
lid (Fig. 4b). The precise nature of such a ligand is currently un-
clear. The integrity of the inter domain linker does not seem to
be essential for the stability of the interface between the two do-
mains, since a mutation essentially duplicating the linker does
not affect the overall structure of the Sec14-PH module or the rel-
ative position of the two domains [105]. While glycreophospho-
lipid binding of the Sec14-component is well established [101]
and the Sec14-PH module binds phosphatidylinositol phosphates
with moderate specificity in overlay assays [100], the function of
the module and particularly of its PH portion is currently unclear.
It is interesting to note that the N-terminal Sec14-like domain from
Dbs located at its N-terminus also forms intramolecular interac-
tions with the PH portion from its central DH–PH module and that
these interactions seem to keep the Dbs protein in the non-trans-
forming conformation. Removal of the Sec14-portion or a mutation
Fig. 4. The Sec14-PH module of Neurofibromin: intramolecular aspects. (a) Domain schem
domain, a glycerophospholipid is bound, depicted with both stick and molecular surface r
PH ‘‘lock’’ protrusion in brown. (b) Mechanistic scheme of lipid exchange: Sec14-PH can
This suggests that the ‘‘lid’’ helix and the closely interacting ‘‘lock’’ protrusion are flexible
‘‘lock’’ interface (V).
preventing lipid binding is sufficient to translocate Dbs to the cell
periphery, but not to activate transformation [106]. Whether the
Sec14-PH module of neurofibromin has an influence on the GAP
activity of neurofibromin is currently unclear.

2.7. PH modules in transcription, DNA repair and chromatin
remodeling

Structural domains and folds are rarely confined to cellular
compartments. Along this line PH-like domains have been found
in proteins that function almost exclusively inside the cell nucleus.
Likewise a histone-like domain has also been found in the signal
regulatory protein Sos (see above).

2.7.1. The p62 subunit of TFIIH: a nuclear PH module with p53 and
TFIIEa binding regions

The general transcription factor TFIIH is involved in transcrip-
tion as well as DNA repair [107,108]. It is recruited to the pre-ini-
tiation complex through interaction between its p62 subunit and
the carboxy terminal domain of TFIIEa. A strongly polarized PH-
like domain was identified by structural analysis of a domain in
the core subunit p62 that is essential for DNA repair activity by
the nucleotide excision pathway, but not for complex assembly
or basal transcription [109]. Most of the residues contributing to
positively charge clustering are conserved among eukaryotic p62
sequences, suggesting common types of interactions among these
regions. The XPG protein is involved in nucleotide excision repair
and was retained in pull-down experiments, although detailed
interaction studies were not reported [109]. The transactivation
domain (TAD) of p53 specifically interacts with the PH portion of
the p62 and Tfb1 subunits of human and yeast TFIIH. In the respec-
tive complex the TAD portion forms an amphipathic a-helix upon
binding Tfb1 (Fig. 5a) [110]. A C-terminal acidic region of TFIIEa is
required for native hTFIIH binding, with the p62 subunit binding
strongly. TFIIEa shares its binding surface on the PH portion with
e of neurofibromin and ribbon representation of the Sec14-PH module. In the Sec14
epresentation colored in brown–red. The Sec14 ‘‘lid’’ helix is shown in turquoise, the
exchange the bound lipid against a different one in the presence of liposomes (I, IV).
(I,II,III). In vitro, lipid exchange can be blocked by small molecules binding the ‘‘lid’’–



Fig. 5. Examples of nuclear PH modules. (a) Binding sites of TFIIE and p53 on the PH domain of the p62 TFIIH subunit. Binding of p53 and TFIIE is mutually exclusive due to an
overlap of the binding sites. (b) Ribbon representation of Rtt106 bound to acetyl–histamine, indicating the binding site of K53 acetylated Histone H3 (red dotted line).
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that of the TAD from p53 and of herpes simplex virus protein VP16
[110–112] with yet different modes of binding. The N-terminal re-
gion of the respective TFIIEa fragment becomes ordered upon
interaction with the PH-portion. It thereby forms an additional
strand on top of the core b-sheet and presents a number of consec-
utive acidic residues to interact with conserved basic contributions
from the PH domain (Fig. 5a). The folded core of the acidic frag-
ment does not show significant interactions with the PH-portion,
consistent with the observations that constructs covering this core
but lacking the preceding acidic tail do not interact with the PH
module. Interestingly binding of monophosphorylated PIs to the
PH-like domain of p62/Tfb1 has been reported with the binding re-
gion overlapping that of VP16 [111] although the physiological rel-
evance of that finding is unclear.

2.7.2. yFACT, Rtt106p – PH-like-tandem arrangements in chromatin
remodeling

The essential chromatin remodeling complex FACT (FAcilitates
Chromatin Transcription) has important roles in transcription as
well as DNA replication and consists of the three highly conserved
subunits Spt16/Cdc68, Pob3 and Nhp6 [113]. The crystal structure
of a proteolytic fragment of Pob3 (Pob3M) has revealed the pres-
ence of a closely associated tandem of PH-like domains, packing
against each other with their b-sheets to generate an assembly in
which the two PH-portions appear related by a translation [114]
similar like in Rtt106 (see below, Fig. 5b). Mutational analysis of
a surface patch lined by conserved residues pointed to a role in
normal DNA replication and normal transcription. The authors find
Pob3 interacting with replication protein A (RPA), a small b-barrel
protein involved in DNA metabolism [114]. The mode of this inter-
action and the involved surfaces are currently unclear as is the role
of the tandem association. The PH tandem found in Pob3 is se-
quence related to the histone chaperone Rtt106 that is involved
in depositing H3K56-acetylated H3–H4 complex on replicating
DNA [115]. A tandem of PH-like module also structurally resem-
bling that seen in Pob3 binds the K56 containing region of H3,
resulting in a complex tightening upon K56-acetylation. The bind-
ing region of the acetylated K56 was derived from a co-crystal-
structure with acetyl-histamine along with chemical shift
mapping [115] (Fig. 5b).

2.8. Other PH-modular assemblies

A number of other PH-like domains have been described re-
cently in different cellular contexts and with different ligand bind-
ing properties, some revealed by their structure determination. In
this section we briefly describe a few examples where the PH mod-
ule appears in conjunction with another domain, although the sig-
nificance of the involved interface is not established in all cases.

Skap-hom is an integrin-signaling adapter that mediates cyto-
skeletal interactions. It forms a dimer of two PH domains mediated
by N-terminal coiled-coil dimerization segments. A PI-gated switch
has been proposed in which the PH dimer has decreased PI affinity,
presumably as a result of the stabilization of a conformation non-
competent for IP-binding in the dimeric form [116] (Fig. 6a).

The BEACH domain (for beige and Chediak-Higashi Syndrome)
is a �300 residue protein module highly conserved in a large fam-
ily of eukaryotic proteins, including Neurobeachin and CHS-pro-
tein. These are commonly large (>2000 amino acids) eukaryotic
proteins with putative functions in vesicular transport or mem-
brane dynamics [117]. The structure of the Neurobeachin BEACH
domain reveals the presence of an N-terminal PH scaffold that
tightly interacts with the BEACH domain core (Fig. 6b). The back-
sheet (b-strands 5,6,7,1) of the PH portion is primarily involved
in the highly conserved interface with the BEACH component and
mutational analysis of the interface has confirmed the biochemical
and structural relevance of the interaction. Little is known about
binding partners of this PH-like domain [118].

Insulin receptor substrates (IRSs) are tyrosine phosphorylated
by activated insulin receptors to associate with SH2 domain con-
taining enzymes. Substrate targeting regions contain a PH followed
by a PTB domain. The crystal structure of a PH–PTB tandem from
IRS1 shows a tight association between the two modules in which
the front sheet of the PH packs against the back of the PTB domain
in a manner apparently different from those seen in other PH-tan-
dems [119] (Fig. 6c).



Fig. 6. Comparison of the intramolecular context of PH domains in multidomain proteins, focusing on selected arrangements containing two domains. Annotation and colors
schemes are like in Fig. 2. The PH domains are not structurally aligned to each other to better visualize the neighboring domains. (e) SifA extends one b-sheet of the SKIP PH
domain, as indicated with blue circles. A close up view of the augmented ß-sheet without the remaining parts of the two proteins is shown to the right, as indicated by blue
lines.

2670 K. Scheffzek, S. Welti / FEBS Letters 586 (2012) 2662–2673
RA-PH modules of grb-adapter proteins for receptor tyrosine ki-
nases contain Ras association (RA) and PH domains in a tandem
arrangement that are associated via b-augmentation. In this type
of interaction two antiparallel b-sheets at the molecule edge adjoin
to form a continuous b-sheet. The precise impact of the RA-PH
interface is currently unclear [120] (Fig. 6d).

The bacterial virulence factor SifA (for Salmonella induced Fil-
aments) is essential for Salmonella mediated pathogenesis [121]
and has been shown to interact with the host protein SKIP via
a PH-like domain at the C-terminal end of SKIP [122]. In the
complex structure the N-terminal domain of SifA forms a contin-
uous antiparallel b-sheet with the C-terminal b-sheet from the
PH portion, as mediated by strand b5 [121,123] (Fig. 6e). Inter-
estingly binding of SifA to the PH domain can be outcompeted
specifically by the small GNBP Rab9 in a GTP-dependent
manner, suggesting Rab9 as another G protein binder of the
PH module. The Rab9/SKIP interface has not been defined so
far [124].
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3. Concluding remarks

Almost 20 years after the first reports about PH domains, it is
becoming increasingly clear that with the PH superfold nature
has provided a rather versatile module to interact with a variety
of different ligands, using entirely different faces of the module.
While PI binding can be observed in only few PH-like domains, it
turns out that the PH superfold frequently serves as a protein–pro-
tein interaction platform, binding of which may elicit a variety of
cellular responses. In particular, GNBPs are among the major PH
interacting partners that bind primarily in a GTP-dependent man-
ner. This defines the PH module as a common effector platform for
GNBPs. The selection of examples described above suggests that
the PH module is not confined to a particular cellular compartment
or function, but is rather used in a variety of cellular contexts.

While the PH fold has originally been detected exclusively in
eukaryotic proteins, the first bacterial examples have only recently
appeared with the structures of three members of the previously
uncharacterized protein family PF08000. Some of these PH-like do-
mains formed pentamers and dodecamers in the crystal. The dis-
covery of the PH fold in a bacterial background raises the
possibility that PH-like domains may be rather ancient protein
modules that adopted increasingly diverse molecular/biochemical
functions [125].
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