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Background: The activating NK receptor NKp80 triggers cytotoxicity by human NK cells via a cytoplasmic hemITAM
sequence.
Results: A non-consensus hemITAM residue impairs the capacity of NKp80 to recruit Syk kinase and to trigger
cytotoxicity.
Conclusion:Unlike typical hemITAM receptors, NKp80 does not efficiently recruit Syk kinase resulting in attenuated effector
responses.
Significance: An attenuated cytotoxic responsiveness critically impacts on the immunomodulatory function of NKp80.

Cellular cytotoxicity is the hallmark of NK cells mediating
both elimination of virus-infected or malignant cells, and mod-
ulation of immune responses. NK cytotoxicity is triggered upon
ligation of various activating NK cell receptors. Among these is
the C-type lectin-like receptor NKp80 which is encoded in the
human Natural Killer Gene Complex (NKC) adjacent to its
ligand, activation-induced C-type lectin (AICL). NKp80-AICL
interaction promotes cytolysis of malignant myeloid cells, but
also stimulates the mutual crosstalk between NK cells and
monocytes.
While many activating NK cell receptors pair with ITAM-

bearing adaptors, we recently reported that NKp80 signals via a
hemITAM-like sequence in its cytoplasmic domain. Here we
molecularly dissect theNKp80hemITAManddemonstrate that
two non-consensus amino acids, in particular arginine 6,
critically impair both hemITAM phosphorylation and Syk
recruitment. Impaired Syk recruitment results in a substantial
attenuationof cytotoxic responses uponNKp80 ligation.Recon-
stituting the hemITAM consensus or Syk overexpression
resulted in robust NKp80-mediated responsiveness. Collec-
tively, our data provide a molecular rationale for the restrained
activation potential of NKp80 and illustrate how subtle altera-
tions in signaling motifs determine subsequent cellular re-
sponses. They also suggest that non-consensus alterations in the
NKp80 hemITAM, as commonly present among mammalian
NKp80 sequences, may have evolved to dampen NKp80-medi-
ated cytotoxic responses toward AICL-expressing cells.

Cytotoxic lymphocytes of the mammalian immune system
police other self-cells for signs of threats such as viral infection

or malignant transformation. While they share the same effec-
tor mechanisms eventually resulting in the death of self-cells
identified as dangerous, they are subdivided by their molecular
threat-recognizing sensors into CD8 �� T cells, �� T cells, and
Natural Killer (NK)2 cells, respectively. While the former use T
cell receptors as dominating recognition and activation units,
NK cells employ a vast array of different receptor systems to
detect deviations of normal self-cellular surfaces, probably
reflecting their functional versatility (1, 2). For example, the
NKG2D receptor enables NK cells to recognize infected and
malignant cells via interaction with a number of cell stress-
inducedMHC class I-likemolecules resulting in cytolysis of the
harmful cells (3, 4). NK cell cytotoxicity, however, is also
deployed to govern immune responses, e.g. by cytolysis of
immature Dendritic Cells or activated T cells (2, 5, 6).
Receptors activating cellular cytotoxicity of human NK cells

include receptors of the immunoglobulin-like (Ig)-like super-
family, such as the Natural Cytotoxicity Receptors (NCRs)
NKp30, NKp44, and NKp46, the IgG receptor CD16, and
C-type lectin-like receptors such as NKG2D and NKp80 (1, 2,
4).Most of these receptors associate with adaptor proteins such
as CD3� (e.g. NKp30, NKp46, CD16), DAP12 (e.g. NKp44), or
DAP10 (e.g. NKG2D) that contain tyrosine-based signaling
motifs relaying activating signals via recruiting kinases to their
phosphotyrosines (1, 7, 8). These signaling motifs are mostly
ITAMs,which are tandem tyrosine units recruiting the tyrosine
kinases Syk or ZAP-70 (1, 7–9). DAP10 contains a phosphati-
dylinositol-3 kinase (PI3K)-recruiting YXXMmotif (1, 7–9).
Recently, we provided the first insights into signaling by the

C-type lectin-like receptor (CTLR) NKp80 (10). NKp80 is
expressed by virtually all human NK cells, and subsets of effec-
tor memory CD8 �� T cells and �� T cells, and stimulates their
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cytotoxic effector responses (11–13). NKp80 is also found on
cytotoxic lymphocytes of primates, but is absent from rodents
(14, 15). In humans, NKp80 ligates activation-induced C-type
lectin (AICL) and thereby promotes cytolysis of malignant
myeloid cells and mutual activation of NK cells and monocytes
under inflammatory conditions (13). Notably, NKp80 and
AICL are encoded just 7 kb apart in a tail-to-tail orientation in
the human Natural Killer Gene Complex (NKC) by the genes
KLRF1 and CLEC2B, respectively (13, 16).
In contrast to other activatingNK receptors, NKp80 does not

associate with the abovementioned adaptor proteins, but uti-
lizes a tyrosine-containing sequence motif at the membrane-
distal amino terminus of its cytoplasmic domain for signal ini-
tiation (10). A similar sequence motif was previously reported
for some myeloid-specific CTLR such as Dectin-1 or CLEC-2
(17, 18). Since this motif resembles a single tyrosine unit of an
ITAM, it has been termed hemITAM (17, 18). We previously
reported that mutation of tyrosine 7 of the hemITAM com-
pletely abolishes the capacity of NKp80 to trigger cellular cyto-
toxicity (10). The corresponding tyrosine in hemITAMs of
myeloid-specific CTLR has been shown, upon phosphoryla-
tion, to recruit Syk for signal transduction (17, 18). Our previ-
ously reported data strongly suggested critical involvement of
Syk for NKp80 signal transduction, however, a direct physical
interaction of Syk with tyrosine-phosphorylated NKp80
remained to be addressed (10).
Hence, we set out to scrutinize the hemITAM-like sequence

of NKp80 for its capacity to recruit Syk and to activate NK cell
cytotoxicity to obtain a better understanding of the signaling
mechanisms and function of this unique human NK cell
receptor.

EXPERIMENTAL PROCEDURES

Reagents—NKp80 mAb 5D12 was previously described (13)
and used for flow cytometry as an AlexaFluor647-conjugate.
Monoclonal Ab specific for pY (P-Tyr-100, Cell Signaling),
�-actin (AC-15, peroxidase conjugate, Sigma), CD107a (APC
conjugate, BD Pharmingen) were purchased, as well as sheep
polyclonal Ab specific for NKp80 (R&D Systems), and Syk (Cell
Signaling). Inhibitors piceatannol and PP2 were from Calbi-
ochem and Sigma, respectively.
Cells and Cellular Transduction—Human peripheral blood

lymphocytes (PBL) were isolated from healthy donors by den-
sity gradient centrifugation and subsequent depletion of plas-
tic-adherent cells. For expansion of NK cells, PBL were cul-
tured for 12 to 17 days on irradiated RPMI8866 feeder cells
in RPMI1640 with 10% FCS and 100 units of IL-2/ml (Roche,
Penzberg, Germany). Thereafter, about 70–80% of ex-
panded cells represented CD3�CD56� NK cells as deter-
mined by flow cytometry, and subsequently were used for
immunoprecipitation.
NK-92MI cells (19) weremaintained in IMDMwith 10%FCS

and 10% horse serum. The open reading frame of NKp80with a
carboxyl-terminal FLAG tag was cloned into pMXsIP (kindly
provided by Toshio Kitamura, University of Tokyo) (20).
NKp80 mutants were generated using pMXsIP-NKp80 as a
template and the QuikChange site-directed mutagenesis kit
(Stratagene) according to the manufacturer’s instructions.

Wild-type Syk and kinase-defective (KD) Syk constructs were
cloned into pczCFG5IEGZ (kind gift of Ingolf Berberich, Uni-
versity of Würzburg, Germany). Retroviruses were generated
using phoenix-ampho cells (Nolan Laboratory, Stanford Uni-
versity) for transduction of NK-92MI cells using standard pro-
tocols. NK-92MI cells with ectopic expression of both NKp80
and Syk were generated by subsequent transduction of
pMXsIP-NKp80-transduced NK92MI cells with pczCFG5IEGZ-
Syk constructs. NK-92MI cells stably expressing NKp80 were
selected with 5 �g/ml puromycin (for pMXsIP), and for stable
co-expression of Syk additionally with 0.3 mg/ml zeocin (for
pczCFG5IEGZ). NKp80 surface expression was monitored with
mAb5D12 in flowcytometry. Syk expressionwas assessed byGFP
co-expression in flow cytometry or by immunoblotting.
Cytotoxicity Assay—NKp80 variants expressed by NK-92MI

transductants were tested for their capacity to trigger NK cyto-
toxicity in redirect cytolysis assayswith antibody-loaded Fc�R�

P815 cells as stimulators. P815 cells were labeled with 51Cr
(Perkin Elmer) for 2 h at 37 °C. After washing, 51Cr-labeled
P815 cells were co-cultured for 4 h with NK-92MI transduc-
tants in the presence of 0.5 �g/ml mAb 5D12 at different effec-
tor (E) to target (T) ratios. Subsequently, supernatants
were mixed with OptiPhase Supermix scintillation mixture
(PerkinElmer,Waltham) in an IsoPlate-96 andmeasuredwith a
MicroBeta2 plate counter (PerkinElmer). Spontaneous release
of target cells alone was less than 15% of the maximum release
taken from target cells lysed in 1% Triton X-100. Percentage of
lysis was calculated as follows: 100 � (experimental release-
spontaneous release)/(maximum release-spontaneous release).
Experiments were performed in triplicates.
Flow Cytometry and Degranulation Assays—NK cells were

incubated with Alexa647-conjugated mAb 5D12 or the appro-
priate mouse isotype control in FACS buffer (PBS supple-
mented with 2 mM EDTA, 2% FCS, and 0.02% NaN3). After
washing with FACS buffer, flow cytometric data were acquired
using a FACSCanto II (BDBiosciences). Data analysis was done
using CellQuest and FloJo software (BD Biosciences). For
assessment of degranulation triggered by NKp80, 5D12, or
IgG1 control were coated into 96-well flat-bottom cell culture
plates (0.5 �g per well). After washing, 105 NK-92MI cells were
added to each well in 0.1 ml medium containing anti-CD107a-
APC (BD Pharmingen). After incubation for 2 h at 37 °C, cells
were washed and analyzed by flow cytometry as described
above.
Inhibitor Treatment, Immunoprecipitation, and Immuno-

blotting—After re-warming to 37 °C for 1 min, NK-92MI cells
were treated with 2 mM pervanadate for the indicated times,
and subsequently lysed by addition of lysis buffer (20 mM Tris/
HCl, pH 7.5, 1.1% Nonidet P-40, 140 mM NaCl, 5 mM EDTA, 5
mM iodoacetamide, 10 mM Na4P2O7, 10 mM NaF, 1 mM

Na3VO4, Complete protease inhibitor mixture (Roche)). For
inhibition of Src- or Syk-family kinases, cells were pre-incu-
bated for 20min at room temperature with PP2 or piceatannol,
respectively, before adding pervanadate (for 2 min) and subse-
quent cell lysis. Supernatants of cell lysates were added to 20 �l
of protein A/G-Sepharose beads (Pierce) pre-coatedwith 10�g
5D12 for immunoprecipitation. Following incubation at 4 °C
for 2 h, beadswere repeatedlywashed, incubatedwith PNGaseF
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(New England Biolabs) following the manufacturer’s instruc-
tions and, after addition of SDS-PAGE sample buffer, boiled for
5 min. After SDS-PAGE and blotting, PVDF membranes were
probed with relevant antibodies and developed using enhanced
chemiluminescence (Pierce).

RESULTS

Impaired Syk Recruitment by the NKp80 HemITAM in NK
Cells—Recently, we reported that the immunoreceptor NKp80
triggers cytotoxicity by human NK cells via an atypical
hemITAM and provided several lines of evidence for involve-
ment of Syk kinase in the signaling pathway (10).HemITAMsof
myeloid C-type lectin-like receptors such as Dectin-1 or
CLEC-2 are known to directly recruit and to physically interact
with Syk kinase upon phosphorylation (18, 21). Accordingly,
Syk could be precipitated from cell lysates using synthetic pep-
tides comprising the phosphorylated hemITAMofNKp80 (10).
However, while these data indicated a direct interaction of Syk
with phosphorylated NKp80, initial attempts to detect Syk in
immunoprecipitates of NKp80 from lysates of NKp80-trans-
duced NK-92MI cells (NK-92MI-NKp80) failed, raising the
possibility that Syk may not or only inefficiently associate with
phosphorylated NKp80 in the context of NK cells. These
ambiguous results prompted us to investigate the NKp80
hemITAM in more detail.
The hemITAM of NKp80 can be considered anomalous,

because the two amino acids preceding the tyrosine of the
hemITAM in NKp80 (ERYXXL) deviate from the hemITAM
consensus (DGYXXL) deduced from the Syk-recruiting
hemITAMs of Dectin-1 and CLEC-2 (Fig. 1A and (22)). Previ-
ously, we had shown that a mutant of NKp80 with these two
amino acids substituted by the consensus amino acids (here:
mutant DGY; Fig. 1A) is phosphorylated faster and at a higher
stoichiometry than NKp80, and appeared more potent in trig-
gering NK effector responses (10). To compare wild-type
NKp80 and NKp80/DGY for Syk recruitment, NK-92MI cells
stably transduced with NKp80 or NKp80/DGY were treated
with pervanadate to achieve optimal phosphorylation of the
hemITAM as a prerequisite for Syk recruitment. Subsequently,
NKp80 precipitates of cellular lysates were probed for tyrosine
phosphorylation and Syk co-immunoprecipitation. As previ-
ously reported, (10) we consistently observed a delayed and less
pronounced tyrosine phosphorylation of NKp80 as compared
with NKp80/DGY (Fig. 1B). Most notably, while we routinely
and unambiguously detected Syk in the precipitates of NKp80/
DGY, Syk remained undetectable in NKp80 precipitates (Fig. 1,
B and C). These data clearly demonstrated that glutamate 5
and/or arginine 6 preceding the tyrosine of the hemITAM of
NKp80 cause attenuatedNKp80 phosphorylation and impaired
Syk recruitment in NK-92MI cells.
To assess whether these findings gained with an immortal-

ized NK cell line also apply to primary NK cells, we studied the
latter for NKp80 phosphorylation and Syk recruitment. Hence,
NKp80 was precipitated from lysates of pervanadate-treated
NK cells obtained fromhealthy donors and expanded in vitro in
co-cultures with RPMI8866 cells. In line with the results from
NK-92MI cells, tyrosine phosphorylation of NKp80 was readily
detected for pervanadate-treated, but not for untreated NK

cells (Fig. 2). Also, there was no Syk detectable in NKp80 pre-
cipitates, even though the experiment was scaled up to achieve
maximum sensitivity and Syk was detectable in NK cell lysates
(Fig. 6A).With the caveat that this experiment did not allow for
a positive control, the results indicate that similarly to
NK-92MI cells, recruitment of Syk by phosphorylatedNKp80 is
impaired in primary human NK cells.
Arginine 6 Hampers hemITAM Phosphorylation—Most

immunoreceptors are phosphorylated by Src-family kinases
upon ligand engagement, but also an involvement of Syk in the
phosphorylation of a hemITAM-bearing immunoreceptor (i.e.
CLEC-2) was recently shown (23, 24). To assess involvement of
Src-family kinases versus Syk kinases in the phosphorylation of
NKp80, we treated NK-92MI-NKp80 cells with inhibitors for
Src-family kinases (i.e. PP2) or Syk (i.e. piceatannol), respec-
tively, followed by a short pervanadate treatment and subse-
quently assayed for tyrosine phosphorylation of precipitated

FIGURE 1. Syk recruitment by NKp80 is hampered by alterations of the
consensus hemITAM sequence. A, hemITAM-containing amino terminal
cytoplasmic sequences of the human C-type lectin-like receptors NKp80
(gene: KLRF1), NKp65 (KLRF2), CLEC-2 (CLEC1B), Dectin-1 (CLEC7A), and
DNGR-1 (CLEC9A), respectively, and of the NKp80 mutant NKp80/DGY with a
reconstituted hemITAM consensus. The first 14 amino acids (aa) are shown
(Dectin-1: aa 9 to 22). B and C, NKp80 was immunoprecipitated from lysates of
NK-92MI-NKp80 or NK-92MI-NKp80/DGY cells, respectively, after various
times of pervanadate treatment using anti-NKp80 mAb 5D12. Tyrosine-phos-
phorylated NKp80 (pY) and co-immunoprecipitated Syk were detected by
immunoblotting after removal of N-linked carbohydrates and reducing SDS-
PAGE. Precipitated amounts of NKp80 were monitored for control with a
polyclonal anti-NKp80 reagent. Comparable expression of NKp80 and
NKp80/DGY by NK-92MI cells is shown in Fig. 5A.
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NKp80. While piceatannol treatment had no effect on NKp80
phosphorylation, treatment with increasing concentrations of
PP2 was paralleled by a decrease in NKp80 phosphorylation
suggesting that NKp80 is phosphorylated by Src kinases (Fig.
3A). It is known that substrate specificity of Src kinases is deter-
mined by acidic and hydrophobic amino acids preceding the

tyrosine to be phosphorylated (25). Hence, we assumed that
arginine 6 of NKp80 may cause the delayed and less efficient
tyrosine phosphorylation observed. To directly address this
presumption, NKp80 with a single arginine to glycinemutation
at position 6 (NKp80/EGY) was stably expressed in NK-92MI
cells and tested together with NKp80 and NKp80/DGY for

FIGURE 2. NKp80 of human NK cells is phosphorylated, but fails to recruit Syk. A, NKp80 surface expression by NK cells expanded in co-cultures with
RPMI8866 cells from PBL of two healthy donors. Expanded NK cells (gate: CD3�CD56�) were stained with mAb NKp80 (solid lines) or an isotype control (filled)
and analyzed by flow cytometry. B, NKp80 from lysates of pervanadate (PV)-treated or untreated human NK cells was immunoprecipitated with anti-NKp80
mAb 5D12 and precipitates were analyzed for NKp80 (polyclonal anti-NKp80 reagent), tyrosine phosphorylation (pY), or presence of Syk by immunoblotting
after removal of N-linked carbohydrates. Arrow indicates anticipated position of Syk. Immunoprecipitations (IP) with an isotype control IgG1 is shown for
control.

FIGURE 3. Arginine 6 of the NKp80 hemITAM impedes NKp80 phosphorylation by Src kinases. A, NKp80 phosphorylation is Src-family kinase-de-
pendent. NK-92MI-NKp80 cells were pretreated for 20 min with various concentrations of the Src-family kinase inhibitor PP2, or the Syk kinase inhibitor
piceatannol, respectively. Before cell lysis, cells were pervanadate-treated (2 min) and precipitated NKp80 assayed for tyrosine phosphorylation. B,
impaired tyrosine phosphorylation of NKp80 can be reversed by substituting arginine for glycine at position 6. NK-92MI-NKp80, NK-92MI-NKp80/EGY,
or NK-92MI-NKp80/DGY transductants were treated for various times with pervanadate before cell lysis, NKp80 precipitation, and assessment of NKp80
tyrosine phosphorylation. A and B, NKp80 was precipitated from lysates using mAb 5D12 and assayed for tyrosine phosphorylation by immunoblotting.
Precipitated amounts of NKp80 were monitored with a polyclonal anti-NKp80 reagent. Comparable expression of NKp80 and NKp80 mutants by
NK-92MI cells is shown in Fig. 5A.
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tyrosine phosphorylation. In accord with the presumption,
NKp80/EGY was phosphorylated faster than NKp80, but com-
parable to NKp80/DGY (Figs. 3B and 4B) demonstrating that
arginine 6 of NKp80 hampers NKp80 phosphorylation.
Glutamate 5 and Arginine 6 Both Contribute to Impaired Syk

Recruitment by NKp80—Based on these results, it was possible
that hampered tyrosine phosphorylation due to arginine 6 may
be causative for the impaired Syk recruitment ofNKp80. In fact,
Syk co-immunoprecipitated with NKp80/EGY, though clearly
less efficiently than with NKp80/DGY (Fig. 4, A and B). This
was unexpected as thesemutants only differ at position 5 by the
rather similar acidic amino acids glutamate and aspartate. Fur-
ther informative insights were obtained from the analysis of the
NKp80 mutant EIY. Here, we substituted arginine 6 by isoleu-
cine corresponding to the hemITAM sequence of DNGR-1
(Fig. 1A), a C-type lectin-like receptor expressed on a subset of
dendritic cells and specifically detecting exposed actin fila-
ments of necrotic cells (26–28). While NKp80/EIY was phos-
phorylated as efficiently as NKp80/DGY, there was clearly no
Syk detectable in NKp80/EIY precipitates (Fig. 4).
Collectively, these results show the following: (i) arginine 6

(replacing the consensus glycine) immediately preceding the
tyrosine of the NKp80 hemITAM hampers efficient tyrosine

phosphorylation and Syk recruitment; (ii) isoleucine 6 does not
affect tyrosine phosphorylation, but impairs Syk recruitment;
(iii) Syk recruitment is not only affected by alterations at posi-
tion 6, but also by a rather minor amino acid substitution at
position 5, (iv) Syk recruitment is impaired independently of
efficient phosphorylation of tyrosine 7.
Attenuated Cytotoxic Capacity of NKp80 Is Due to

HemITAM Modifications Impairing Syk Recruitment—Next,
we assessed functional implications of the biochemical findings
described above. To address the triggering capacity of the
NKp80mutants, the respective NK-92MI transductants, which
express these mutants at comparable levels at the cell surface
(Fig. 5A), were subjected to cytotoxicity and degranulation
assays. First, the capacity to trigger NK-mediated cytolysis was
tested in a redirected cytotoxicity assay with Fc-receptor bear-
ing P815 cells loaded with anti-NKp80 mAb 5D12. NKp80/
DGY was substantially more potent in activating cytotoxicity
than wild-type NKp80, whereas mutation of tyrosine 7 to phe-
nylalanine (NKp80/ERF) fully abrogated NKp80 function (Fig.
5B). Of note, while the activating capacity of NKp80/EGY par-
alleled that of NKp80/DGY, the activating capacity of NKp80/
EIY was comparable to that of wild-type NKp80 (Fig. 5B). This
showed that the potency to trigger cytotoxic responses corre-
lated with the capacity to recruit Syk, but not with the kinetics
of tyrosine phosphorylation. In a next set of experiments,
degranulation of NK-92MI transductants following NKp80
crosslinking by plate-bound mAb 5D12 was analyzed. Signifi-
cant degranulation was only observed for NKp80/DGY and
NKp80/EGY, but notwithNKp80,NKp80/EIY, orNKp80/ERF,
respectively (Fig. 5, C and D). Again, these functional data
revealed a clear-cut difference in triggering capacity between
NKp80mutants able to recruit Syk (i.e.NKp80/DGYand/EGY),
and NKp80 or NKp80 variants where Syk recruitment is
impaired.
Enforced Expression of Syk Promotes Syk Recruitment by

NKp80 and Enhances NKp80-mediated Effector Responses—
Next, we raised the question whether failure to detect Syk
recruitment by NKp80 in cellular lysates may be due to insur-
mountable structural constraints excluding interaction of Syk
with NKp80 or due to a lower affinity of NKp80 for Syk and,
hence,more pronounced competition of Sykwith other cellular
proteins for NKp80 binding. The latter was suggested by our
earlier findings of Syk binding to synthetic NKp80 phospho-
peptides (10) and by the fact, that NK-92MI cells only contain
rather low levels of Syk (Fig. 6A).
In case Syk unfavorably competes with other cellular pro-

teins for association with phosphorylated NKp80, enforced
expression of Sykmay promote Syk associationwithNKp80. To
address this presumption, we made use of the previously
reported NK-92MI transductant expressing both NKp80 and a
kinase-deficient form of Syk (KD-Syk) (10). These transduc-
tants express high amounts of KD-Syk that inhibits NKp80-
mediated signaling (Fig. 6, A and B) (10). In contrast to NKp80
precipitates from NK-92MI-NKp80 cells, NKp80 precipitates
from NK-92MI/NKp80 cells with KD-Syk contained Syk in
detectable amounts (Fig. 6C). These findings prompted us to
establishNK-92MI-NKp80 cells with ectopic overexpression of
wild-type Syk to assess functional consequences thereof.

FIGURE 4. Glutamate 5 and arginine 6 of the NKp80 hemITAM jointly
contribute to impaired Syk recruitment by NKp80. A and B, substitu-
tion of both arginine 6 and glutamate 5 to the hemITAM consensus amino
acids glycine 6 and aspartate 5 is strictly required for efficient Syk recruit-
ment by NKp80. NK-92MI cells transduced with NKp80, NKp80/EGY,
NKp80/EIY, or NKp80/DGY, respectively, were treated (A) for 5 min or (B)
for various times with pervanadate before cell lysis, or left untreated.
NKp80 was precipitated from lysates using mAb 5D12 and precipitates
were assayed for tyrosine phosphorylation and co-precipitated Syk by
immunoblotting. Precipitated amounts of NKp80 were monitored with a
polyclonal anti-NKp80 reagent.
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Immunoprecipitations revealed that Syk associated with
NKp80 in these cells upon pervanadate treatment (Fig. 7A).
Next, NK-92MI cells ectopically expressing wild-type Syk
together with either NKp80, NKp80/DGY, or NKp80/ERF,
respectively, were assayed in redirected lysis assays for the func-
tional potency. Remarkably, cytotoxic responses of NK-92MI
cells transduced with NKp80 plus Syk were substantially stron-
ger than responses of NK-92MI-NKp80 cells, and comparable
to that of NKp80/DGY plus Syk (Fig. 7B). Superior reactivity
was not due to Syk overexpression per se as transductants
expressing both NKp80/ERF plus Syk remained functionally
silent. Altogether, these data show that NKp80 can recruit Syk
when abundantly present resulting in a substantially increased
potential to trigger NK cytotoxicity.

DISCUSSION

NKp80 uniquely differs from other human activating NK
receptors by engaging a likewise C-type lectin-like glycoprotein
(i.e. AICL) which is encoded in tight genetic linkage, and by
transducing activating signals by a hemITAM-like sequence in
its cytoplasmic domain. Considering the variety of activating
receptors expressed by NK cells these distinct properties of
NKp80 point to a peculiar function of NKp80 in NK cell biol-
ogy. Unraveling the signaling pathway of NKp80, and, in par-
ticular, molecular dissection of the hemITAM which is central
to NKp80 signaling, is expected to provide important clues for
NKp80 function.
Here we show that amino acids glutamate 5 and arginine 6

preceding the hemITAMtyrosine 7 strongly affect the signaling

FIGURE 5. Substitution of glycine 6 in the consensus hemITAM attenuates NKp80-mediated cytotoxicity. A, comparable surface expression of NKp80
mutants by transduced NK-92MI cells. NK-92MI cells stably transduced with NKp80 or NKp80 mutants/ERF,/DGY,/EGY, or/EIY, respectively, were stained with
mAb 5D12 (solid lines) or an isotype control (filled) and analyzed by flow cytometry. Lower panel: Relevant aminoteminal sequences of NKp80 mutants are
shown (aa 1 to 14) with dashes indicating amino acids identical to NKp80 sequence. B, attenuated NKp80-mediated cytotoxicity is associated with arginine 6
or isoleucine 6 replacing glycine 6 of the hemITAM consensus. NK-92MI-NKp80, NK-92MI-NKp80/EGY, NK-92MI-NKp80/ERF, NK-92MI-NKp80/EIY, NK-92MI-
NKp80/DGY, or mock-transduced NK-92MI cells were co-cultivated for 4 h with 51Cr-labeled P815 cells in the presence of anti-NKp80 mAb 5D12 in a redirect
cytolysis assay to determine cytotoxic potency of the NKp80 mutants. C and D, degranulation of NK-92MI transductants is strictly dependent on glycine 6 in the
hemITAM. NK-92MI transductants were incubated for 2 h in 96-well plates coated with anti-NKp80 mAb 5D12 or an isotype control (IgG1) and subsequently
assessed for cell surface CD107a exposure by flow cytometry. C, representative dot plots of 5D12- (lower panels) or IgG1 control-stimulated (upper panels) and
(D) means of triplicates with standard deviations of one representative experiment out of three experiments.
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capacity of NKp80 and, hence, determine quality and strength
of the resulting effector responses. While both glutamate 5 and
arginine 6 impair Syk recruitment with a critical impact on the
initiation of downstream signaling pathways, arginine 6 also

impedes phosphorylation of tyrosine 7, and thus likely the sig-
naling strength. Watson and colleagues showed in a series of
elegant experiments that signaling of CLEC-2 via Syk requires
that the two SH2-binding domains of Syk dimerize two neigh-
boring CLEC-2 molecules via binding to their phosphorylated
hemITAMs provided either by a CLEC-2 homodimer or two
adjacent CLEC-2 homodimers (22, 29). This intermolecular
binding mode of Syk to hemITAMs obviously is different to its
intramolecular binding mode to ITAMs and may impose addi-
tional structural restraints on Syk binding by hemITAM amino
acids determining homodimerization and/or conformation
(29). Hence, amino acids at hemITAM position 6 may either
directly affect Syk binding or indirectly through conforma-
tional effects. Replacement of glutamate 5 and arginine 6 in
NKp80 by aspartate 5 and glycine 6 preceding the hemITAM
tyrosine 7 in the consensus hemITAMof themyeloid receptors
CLEC-2 and Dectin-1, enabled efficient Syk recruitment,
autonomous degranulation, and strong cytotoxic effector
responses. Hence, it is tempting to speculate that the subopti-
mal hemITAM of NKp80 specifically evolved to dampen
NKp80-mediated effector responses to avert otherwise detri-
mental effects toward AICL-expressing cells. This idea is
supported by comparative analyses of mammalian NKp80
sequences. Expression of NKp80 has so far been documented
for lymphocytes of primates (14, 15) andNKp80-like sequences
are present in genomes of various mammals, including horse,
dog, and cow, but not in rodents. Intriguingly, alignments of
these mammalian NKp80 sequences reveal that the first 10
amino terminal amino acids comprising the hemITAM are
highly conserved (Fig. 8), except for position 6 where arginine
occasionally is replaced by isoleucine, threonine, or serine,
respectively, but not by glycine. Isoleucine similarly to arginine
impairs Syk recruitment byNKp80 (Fig. 4), further lending sup-
port to the idea that attenuation of the triggering potency of
NKp80 specifically evolved to dampen effector responses upon
AICL ligation. Unlike other activating NK cell receptors, such
as NKG2D or NCRs that mediate recognition and elimination

FIGURE 6. Syk association with NKp80 is detectable upon Syk overexpres-
sion. A, immunoblots of lysates of expanded, polyclonal NK cells, Jurkat cells,
and NK-92MI transduced with wildtype or kinase-deficient (KD) mutants of
Syk or ZAP70 (B) FACS plots of NK-92MI cells ectopically expressing NKp80 or
NKp80 in conjunction with Syk (KD). Syk expression is indicated by co-ex-
pressed GFP. C, NKp80 was precipitated from lysates of untreated or pervana-
date-treated NK-92MI cells ectopically expressing NKp80 alone or in conjunc-
tion with Syk KD using mAb 5D12. Precipitates were assayed for tyrosine
phosphorylation and co-precipitated Syk by immunoblotting. NKp80 precip-
itation was monitored with a polyclonal anti-NKp80 reagent.

FIGURE 7. Attenuated NKp80-mediated cytotoxicity can be enhanced by overexpression of Syk. NK-92MI-NKp80, NK-92MI-NKp80/DGY, and NK-92MI-
NKp80/ERF stably expressing high levels of wild type Syk were generated by transduction and assayed (A) for Syk co-immunoprecipitation with NKp80 and (B)
for NKp80-mediated cytotoxicity in a redirected cytolysis assay. A, Syk-transduced NK-92MI-NKp80, NK-92MI-NKp80/DGY, and NK-92MI-NKp80/ERF cells were
treated with pervanadate (2 min) and subsequently lysed. NKp80 was precipitated with anti-NKp80 mAb 5D12 and precipitates assessed for NKp80 tyrosine
phosphorylation and co-precipitated Syk. NKp80 precipitation was monitored with a polyclonal anti-NKp80 reagent. For control, lysates were directly assessed
for Syk. Note that amounts of NKp80 in lysates were below detection threshold (B) NK-92MI-NKp80, NK-92MI-NKp80-Syk, NK-92MI-NKp80/DGY-Syk, and
NK-92MI-NKp80/ERF-Syk were co-cultivated with 51Cr-labeled P815 cells in the presence of anti-NKp80 mAb 5D12 and % cytolysis determined after 4 h of
co-culture.
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of dangerous infected or malignant cells (2, 4), immunomodu-
latory functions of NKp80 may require a more restrained acti-
vation potential.
DNGR-1 (CLEC9A), a myeloid CTLR that recently has been

shown to bind actin filaments of necrotic cells, contains a
hemITAMwith an isoleucine at position 6 similarly to NKp80/
EIY (Figs. 1A and 5A) (26–28, 30, 31). While we did not detect
Syk recruitment by NKp80/EIY, Syk recruitment by DNGR-1
has been reported (30, 31). Of note, the underlying evidence for
direct physical interaction has primarly been derived from pep-
tide pulldown experiments (30, 31). Our data illustrate that
results from peptide pull-down experiments have to be inter-
preted with caution and emphasize the need to confirm physi-
cal interaction of signaling proteins with intact receptors in the
appropriate cellular context. Hence, reassessment of Syk
recruitment by DNGR-1 in immunoprecipitation experiments
may be desirable, in particular, because functional conse-
quences of DNGR-1 ligation reportedly differ from ligation of
Dectin-1, e.g. with regard to DC activation and phagocytosis
(18).
The myeloid hemITAM receptors CLEC-2 and Dectin-1

were shown to also mediate phagocytosis (32–34). Interest-
ingly, Dectin-1-mediated phagocytosis in macrophages was
shown to be Syk-independent, while it was strictly depending
on the presence of the hemITAM tyrosine and the preceding
triacidic DED motif (32–34). These data imply that the
hemITAM serves as a docking site for additional signalingmol-
ecules apart from Syk. Our data also raise the possibility that
Syk is not the major signaling component recruited by the
anomalous hemITAM of NKp80: competition for binding to
the NKp80 hemITAM between Syk and at least one other
(unknown) signaling component in the cellular context of NK
cells is indicated by our studies with NK-92MI cells overex-
pressing Syk. Together with data from our previous peptide
pulldown experiments, where we did not observe a differen-
tial binding of Syk to phosphopeptides corresponding to the
hemITAM of NKp80 versus the hemITAM of NKp80-DGY,
this suggests that NK cells express a signaling protein effi-

ciently competing with Syk for NKp80 binding in NK cells.
Studies are ongoing to identify this protein that will impor-
tantly contribute to a better understanding of NKp80 func-
tion and hemITAM signaling capacities.
We recently provided the first report of NKp65, an activating

receptor expressed by NK-92 cells that represents the closest
relative to NKp80. NKp65 is encoded in close proximity to
NKp80 in the NKC, and like NKp80, opposite to its ligand, i.e.
KACL (35). The amino terminus of NKp65 matches the
hemITAM consensus including aspartate and glycine at posi-
tions 5 and 6, respectively (Fig. 1A), and therefore may be
expected to recruit Syk more efficiently than NKp80. Func-
tional data using NK-92 cells as effectors also suggest that
NKp65 is capable to trigger robust effector responses (35).
However, as conventional NK cells do not express significant
amounts of NKp65, the physiological significance of NKp65 as
opposed to NKp80 remains unclear.
Taken together, we here show that the restrained potential of

NKp80 to activate cytotoxicity can be ascribed to a single amino
acid deviating from the hemITAM consensus and impairing
Syk recruitment.Wepropose that this anomalous hemITAMof
NKp80may have specifically evolved to dampen NKp80-medi-
ated cytotoxic effector responses in the context of the immu-
nomodulatory function of NKp80.
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