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Chemokines and their receptors are essential regulators of in vivo leukocyte migration and, some years ago, a systematic
nomenclature system was developed for the chemokine receptor family. Chemokine receptor biology and biochemistry was
recently extensively reviewed. In this review, we also highlighted a new component to the nomenclature system that
incorporates receptors previously known as ‘scavenging’, or ‘decoy’, chemokine receptors on the basis of their lack of classical
signalling responses to ligand binding and their general ability to scavenge, or sequester, their cognate chemokine ligands.
These molecules are now collectively referred to as ‘atypical chemokine receptors’, or ACKRs, and play fundamental roles in
regulating in vivo responses to chemokines. This commentary highlights this new addition to the chemokine receptor
nomenclature system and provides brief information on the four receptors currently covered by this nomenclature.

Abbreviation
ACKR, atypical chemokine receptor
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This article, written by members of the International Union of Basic and Clinical Pharmacology Committee on Receptor
Nomenclature and Drug Classification (NC-IUPHAR) subcommittee for the chemokine receptors, confirms the existing
nomenclature for these receptors and reviews our current understanding of their structure, pharmacology and functions and
their likely physiological roles in health and disease. More information on this receptor family can be found in the Concise
Guide to PHARMACOLOGY <http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/bph.12445/abstract> and for each member of the
family in the corresponding database http://www.guidetopharmacology.org/GRAC/FamilyDisplayForward?familyId=14.
How to cite: Bachelerie F, Graham GJ, Locati M, Mantovani A, Murphy PM, Nibbs R, Rot A, Sozzani S, Thelen M. (2015). An atypical
addition to the chemokine receptor nomenclature: IUPHAR review ‘15’. Br J Pharmacol. doi: 10.1111/bph.13182.

Introduction
Chemokines are the principal regulators of in vivo leukocyte
migration and membership of the chemokine family is
defined by the presence of variations on a conserved
cysteine motif within the mature proteins (Rot and von
Andrian, 2004). This family is further divided into four sub-
families (CC, CXC, XC and CX3C) according to the specific
nature of this cysteine motif. Chemokine regulation of leu-
kocyte migration is complicated but chemokines can be
broadly characterized as being either inflammatory, or
homeostatic, according to the contexts in which they func-
tion (Mantovani, 1999; Zlotnik and Yoshie, 2000). Thus,
inflammatory chemokines regulate the migration of leuko-
cytes to infected, inflamed or wounded tissue sites, while
homeostatic chemokines are involved in the basal trafficking
of leukocytes into, and out of, peripheral tissues and second-
ary lymphoid organs. In addition to controlling leukocyte
migration, the chemokine family displays a significant
element of pleiotropy with particular roles being seen in the
regulation of stem cell migration both during embryogen-
esis, as well as in the adult. Indeed, this is likely to have
been the primordial role for chemokines (Nomiyama et al.,
2011). This notion is supported by the fact that chemokines
are a vertebrate ‘invention’ (Zlotnik et al., 2006; Nomiyama
et al., 2011) and one of the most ancient chemokines,
CXCL12, is essential for the proper migration of haemopoi-
etic stem cells to the bone marrow both late in development
and in the adult (Lapidot and Petit, 2002; Lapidot et al.,
2005). CXCL12 is also responsible for the migration of pri-
mordial germ cells to the genital ridge during development

(Doitsidou et al., 2002; Ara et al., 2003) as well as for the
migration of a number of other key developmental cell
types. From this single gene and its defined biological role,
the family has expanded through gene duplication to the
point where mammals now have approximately 45
chemokines (Zlotnik et al., 2006) that are involved, in some-
times very complex and subtle ways, in regulating immune
and inflammatory cell migration.

Regardless of their individual function, chemokines inter-
act with 7-transmembrane spanning receptors (Alexander
et al., 2013a,b and http://www.guidetopharmacology.org/
GRAC/FamilyDisplayForward?familyId=14), which are typi-
cally, but not exclusively, coupled to G-proteins for signalling
(Bachelerie et al., 2014). Currently, there are 10 receptors
identified for CC chemokines, 7 for CXC chemokines and
single receptors for the XC and CX3C chemokines. Again,
chemokine receptors can be broadly classified as being
inflammatory or homeostatic according to their function. A
characteristic of chemokine receptors involved in inflamma-
tion is that they tend to be highly promiscuous and can bind
numerous inflammatory chemokines with high affinity.
Further complicating this is the fact that many inflammatory
chemokines are able to bind to numerous inflammatory
chemokine receptors. This, coupled with emerging evidence
of ‘biased signalling’ through chemokine receptors (Zweemer
et al., 2014), highlights the complexity of the orchestration of
inflammatory responses. We currently have a limited under-
standing of chemokine involvement in inflammation and
this is a major disadvantage in terms of therapeutically tar-
geting chemokine receptors in inflammatory, and autoim-
mune, pathologies (Schall and Proudfoot, 2011).

Tables of Links

TARGETS

ACKR1

ACKR2

ACKR3

ACKR4

CCRL2

Chemokine receptors

LIGANDS

Adrenomedullin

CCL19

CCL21

CCL25

Chemokines

CXCL11

CXCL12

These tables list protein targets and ligands that are hyperlinked to corresponding entries in http://www.guidetopharmacology.org, the
common portal for data from the IUPHAR/BPS Guide to PHARMACOLOGY (Pawson et al., 2014) and the Concise Guide to
PHARMACOLOGY2013/14 (Alexander et al., 2013a,b).
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Atypical chemokine receptors and the
new nomenclature
In addition to the classical signalling chemokine receptors,
there exists a subfamily of receptors referred to as ‘atypical
chemokine receptors’ that are characterized by either an
apparent inability to signal, or the use of alternative signal-
ling pathways to those seen with the classical receptors
(Graham et al., 2012; Nibbs and Graham, 2013). Specifically,
while the classical chemokine receptors typically couple to
G-proteins for signalling, the atypical receptors are unable to
couple to G-proteins and, where signalling can be demon-
strated, they have been shown to preferentially mediate
β-arrestin-based responses to ligand binding. (Nibbs and
Graham, 2013). A further characteristic of the atypical recep-
tors is an altered DRYLAIV motif in the second intracellular
loop and this alteration explains, in part, the lack of
G-protein coupling by these receptors. The peculiarities in
the signalling responses, driven by the atypical receptors,
have meant that their pharmacological properties have
largely been defined on the basis of ligand-binding assays
with chemokines typically binding in the low nM range.

There are currently four members of the atypical
chemokine receptor family (Table 1), which are described
below, and these molecules are involved in the fine-tuning, or
resolution, of chemokine-based responses in both homeo-
static and inflammatory contexts. This receptor family has,
until recently, been on the ‘fringes’ of chemokine biology;
however, a number of observations now attest to the funda-
mental biological roles played by these molecules in a variety
of in vivo situations. This receptor subfamily is therefore
achieving significant prominence, and accordingly, we felt it
appropriate to develop a systematic nomenclature for its
members. The agreed nomenclature system involves naming
these receptors as ACKRs (atypical chemokine receptors) and
numbering them in the order that they were first reported as
being atypical chemokine binders. The members of the atypi-
cal chemokine receptor subfamily have recently been exten-
sively reviewed (Graham et al., 2012; Nibbs and Graham,
2013; Bachelerie et al., 2014) and so only brief details are
provided here. The four currently accepted members of the
ACKR family are the following:

(i) ACKR1 [formerly known as the Duffy Antigen Receptor
for Chemokines, or DARC (Novitzky-Basso and Rot,
2012)]. ACKR1 was characterized as being the cell surface
molecule supporting red blood cell invasion by the
malarial parasites Plasmodium vivax and knowlesi. ACKR1
is highly expressed on red blood cells, and subsets of
vascular endothelial cells, and expression is also seen on
neurons. ACKR1 is unique among vertebrate chemokine
receptors in that it can bind, with high affinity, both CC
and CXC chemokines. The chemokines bound by
ACKR1 are all involved in inflammatory responses and
ACKR1 has been shown to be important for ligand tran-
scytosis across endothelial layers, to ensure presentation
in the vascular lumen, as well as in buffering inflamma-
tory chemokine levels in the circulation. In contrast to
the other atypical receptors mentioned below, ACKR1
is not believed to possess ligand-scavenging activity
(Pruenster et al., 2009). In terms of the evolutionary rela-
tionship to the other classical and atypical chemokine
receptors, ACKR1 is a slight ‘outlier’ in that its primary
sequence and chromosomal localization suggest that it
may not have evolved from within the chromosomal
loci encoding the signalling chemokine receptors
(Nomiyama et al., 2011). There are currently no data to
support ACKR1 signalling in response to ligand binding.

(ii) ACKR2 [formerly known as D6 or ccbp2 (Graham and
Locati, 2013)]. ACKR2 is a broad specificity receptor for
inflammatory CC chemokines that is expressed predomi-
nantly by lymphatic endothelial cells but also by some
leukocyte subsets, most notably innate-like B cells.
ACKR2 is also inducibly expressed by keratinocytes and
is a prominent feature of human psoriatic skin. Another
major site of ACKR2 expression is the syncytiotropho-
blast layer in the placenta. ACKR2 mounts non-classical,
β-arrestin-dependent, signalling responses to ligand
binding (Borroni et al., 2013) but, most importantly, this
molecule internalizes the chemokines that it binds and
targets them for intracellular degradation. This has led
to it being characterized as a scavenging receptor for
inflammatory CC chemokines. This function allows it to
control the resolution of inflammatory responses, as well
as other aspects of peri-lymphatic leukocyte migration.

Table 1
The basic properties of the ACKRs

Name Alternative names Ligands
Demonstrated
signalling mechanisms Sites of expression

ACKR1 DARC, CD234, Duffy
antigen

CCL1,2,5,7,8,11,13,14,16,17,18
CXCL1,2,3,4,5,6,8,9,10,11,13

None defined Red blood cells, vascular endothelial
cells, Purkinje cells.

ACKR2 Ccbp2, D6, CMKBR9 CCL2,3,3L1,4,5,6,7,8,11,12,13,
14,17,22,23,24,26

β-arrestin Lymphatic endothelial cells, B1 B cells,
trophoblastic cells, keratinocytes.

ACKR3 RDC1, CXCR7, CMKOR1 CXCL11, 12.
Adrenomedullin, opioid
peptides

β-arrestin Vascular endothelial cells,
haematopoietic cells, neurons,
various developmental cell types.

ACKR4 CCRL1, CCXCKR, CCR11 CCL19, 21, 25. CXCL13 β-arrestin Lymphatic endothelial cells, germinal
centre B cells, thymic epithelial cells.
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Mice deficient in ACKR2 have problems resolving
inflammatory responses and difficulty in maintaining
pregnancy in the presence of systemic maternal inflam-
mation. The gene-encoding ACKR2 is incorporated
within one of the major chromosomal loci incorporating
other chemokine receptors, and thus, ACKR2 is evolu-
tionarily related to these other receptors (Nomiyama
et al., 2011).

(iii) ACKR3 [formerly known as RDC1 or CXCR7
(Sánchez-Martín et al., 2013)]. ACKR3 binds CXCL11
and CXCL12 and is expressed by a variety of cell types.
There are clear roles for ACKR3 in regulating vascular,
cardiac and brain development and numerous cancer
cells, and cancer-associated blood vessels, express this
receptor. There have been some extremely elegant
studies into roles for ACKR3 during development where
it fine-tunes CXCR4-dependent cellular migration and
contributes to CXCL12-dependent aspects of embryonic
patterning. Similar to ACKR2, signalling studies indicate
that ACKR3 mediates β-arrestin-dependent responses
and is capable of internalizing and degrading ligands,
and thus, again, is active as a chemokine-scavenging
molecule. A peculiarity of ACKR3 is its additional ability
to scavenge chemokine-unrelated proteins. Initially
described as a receptor for adrenomedullin (Kapas et al.,
1995), it was recently shown that ACKR3-mediated scav-
enging of adrenomedullin is critical for the growth of
lymphatic vessels (Klein et al., 2014). Finally, ACKR3 is
also able to bind opioid peptides and thus directly con-
tribute to the modulation of circadian glucocorticoid
oscillation (Ikeda et al., 2013). The gene encoding
ACKR3 is incorporated within one of the major chromo-
somal loci encoding other chemokine receptors, from
which it is clearly evolutionarily derived (Nomiyama
et al., 2011). It is important to point out that, due to
common prior usage, CXCR7 will be retained as an alias
for ACKR3 and this designation will, therefore, not be
available for any other CXC chemokine receptors.

(iv) ACKR4 [formerly known as CCRL1 or CCXCKR (Hansell
et al., 2006)]. ACKR4 binds the homeostatic CC
chemokines CCL19, 21 and 25 and displays a very
limited expression profile being seen predominantly on
thymic epithelial cells, keratinocytes and lymphatic
endothelial cells lining the ceiling of the subcapsular
sinus of lymph nodes. ACKR4 is able to internalize and
degrade its ligands and thus acts as a scavenging receptor
for these homeostatic CC chemokines. Recent data
suggest important roles for this molecule in regulating
dendritic cell entry into the lymph node parenchyma
(Ulvmar et al., 2014). The gene encoding ACKR4 is incor-
porated within one of the chromosomal loci including
other chemokine receptors from which it has therefore
clearly evolved (Nomiyama et al., 2011).

Concluding comments

In summary, therefore, the systematic nomenclature system
for chemokine receptors has been broadened to incorporate
four atypical chemokine receptors. The ACKRs have distinct
signalling properties, and play fundamental roles in pattern-

ing chemokine-based responses in vivo. They are, therefore,
essential contributors to the overall orchestration of
chemokine activity in developmental, immune and inflam-
matory contexts. This new nomenclature system will further
expand as other atypical chemokine receptors are reported.
Indeed, ACKR5 and ACKR6 designations are currently being
reserved pending confirmation of chemokine binding by
CCRL2 (Leick et al., 2010) and PITPNM3 (Chen et al., 2011)
respectively.

Acknowledgements

Work in the author’s laboratories is supported by the follow-
ing agencies: Investissements d’Avenir (supporting the
Laboratory of Excellence in Research on Medication and
Innovative Therapeutics of which F. B. is a member), INSERM
(F. B.), ERA-Net for Research Programmes on Rare Diseases
(E-Rare-013 to F. B.), the Italian Association for Cancer
Research (A. M., M. L. and S. S.), European Commission
(A. M. and M. L.), the Italian Ministry of Education, Univer-
sities and Research (A. M., M. L. and S. S.), the Italian Ministry
of Health (A. M. and M. L.), the Division of Intramural
Research of the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious
Diseases (P. M. M.), the Medical Research Council (G. J. G.
and R. N.; G0802838 to A. R.), the Wellcome Trust (G. J. G.),
the Helmut Horten Foundation (M. T.) and the Swiss National
Science Foundation (M. T.).

Conflict of interest

The authors declare no conflicts of interest regarding this
manuscript and its contents.

References
Alexander SPH, Benson HE, Faccenda E, Pawson AJ, Sharman JL,
McGrath JC et al. (2013a). The concise guide to PHARMACOLOGY
2013/14: overview. Br J Pharmacol 170: 1449–1458.

Alexander SPH, Benson HE, Faccenda E, Pawson AJ, Sharman JL,
Spedding M et al. (2013b). The concise guide to PHARMACOLOGY
2013/14: G protein-coupled receptors. Br J Pharmacol 170:
1459–1581.

Ara T, Nakamura Y, Egawa T, Sugiyama T, Abe K, Kishimoto T et al.
(2003). Impaired colonization of the gonads by primordial germ
cells in mice lacking a chemokine, stromal cell-derived factor-1
(SDF-1). Proc Natl Acad Sci U S A 100: 5319–5323.

Bachelerie F, Ben-Baruch A, Burkhardt AM, Combadiere C, Farber
JM, Graham GJ et al. (2014). International union of pharmacology.
LXXXIX. Update on the extended family of chemokine receptors
and introducing a new nomenclature for atypical chemokine
receptors. Pharmacol Rev 66: 1–79.

Borroni EM, Cancellieri C, Vacchini A, Benureau Y, Lagane B,
Bachelerie F et al. (2013). Beta-arrestin-dependent activation of the
cofilin pathway is required for the scavenging activity of the
atypical chemokine receptor D6. Sci Signal 6: 1–12.

BJP F Bachelerie et al.

3948 British Journal of Pharmacology (2015) 172 3945–3949



Chen J, Yao Y, Gong C, Yu F, Su S, Chen J et al. (2011). CCL18
from tumor-associated macrophages promotes breast cancer
metastasis via PITPNM3. Cancer Cell 19: 541–555.

Doitsidou M, Reichman-Fried M, Stebler J, Koprunner M, Dorries J,
Meyer D et al. (2002). Guidance of primordial germ cell migration
by the chemokine SDF-1. Cell 111: 647–659.

Graham GJ, Locati M (2013). Regulation of the immune and
inflammatory responses by the ‘atypical’ chemokine receptor D6.
J Pathol 229: 168–175.

Graham GJ, Locati M, Mantovani A, Rot A, Thelen M (2012). The
biochemistry and biology of the atypical chemokine receptors.
Immunol Lett 145: 30–38.

Hansell CA, Simpson CV, Nibbs RJ (2006). Chemokine
sequestration by atypical chemokine receptors. Biochem Soc Trans
34 (Pt 6): 1009–1013.

Ikeda Y, Kumagai H, Skach A, Sato M, Yanagisawa M (2013).
Modulation of circadian glucocorticoid oscillation via adrenal
opioid-CXCR7 signaling alters emotional behavior. Cell 155:
1323–1336.

Kapas S, Clark AJL (1995). Identification of an orphan receptor gene
as a type 1 calcitonin gene-related peptide receptor. Biochem Bioph
Res Co 217: 832–838.

Klein Klara R, Karpinich Natalie O, Espenschied Scott T,
Willcockson Helen H, Dunworth William P, Hoopes Samantha L
et al. (2014). Decoy receptor CXCR7 modulates
adrenomedullin-mediated cardiac and lymphatic vascular
development. Dev Cell 30: 528–540.

Lapidot T, Petit I (2002). Current understanding of stem cell
mobilization: the roles of chemokines, proteolytic enzymes,
adhesion molecules, cytokines, and stromal cells. Exp Hematol 30:
973–981.

Lapidot T, Dar A, Kollet O (2005). How do stem cells find their way
home? Blood 106: 1901–1910.

Leick M, Catusse J, Follo M, Nibbs RJ, Hartmann TN, Veelken H
et al. (2010). CCL19 is a specific ligand of the constitutively
recycling atypical human chemokine receptor CRAM-B.
Immunology 129: 536–546.

Mantovani A (1999). The chemokine system: redundancy for robust
outputs. Immunol Today 20: 254–257.

Nibbs RJB, Graham GJ (2013). Immune regulation by atypical
chemokine receptors. Nat Rev Immunol 13: 815–829.

Nomiyama H, Osada N, Yoshie O (2011). A family tree of vertebrate
chemokine receptors for a unified nomenclature. Dev Comp
Immunol 35: 705–715.

Novitzky-Basso I, Rot A (2012). Duffy antigen receptor for
chemokines (darc) and its involvement in patterning and control of
inflammatory chemokines. Front Immunol 3: Article 266, 1–6.

Pawson AJ, Sharman JL, Benson HE, Faccenda E, Alexander SP,
Buneman OP et al. (2014). The IUPHAR/BPS guide to
PHARMACOLOGY: an expert-driven knowledgebase of drug targets
and their ligands. Nucleic Acids Res 42 (database issue):
D1098–D1106.

Pruenster M, Mudde L, Bombosi P, Dimitrova S, Zsak M, Middleton
J et al. (2009). The Duffy antigen receptor for chemokines
transports chemokines and supports their promigratory activity.
Nat Immunol 10: 101–108.

Rot A, von Andrian UH (2004). Chemokines in innate and adaptive
host defense: basic chemokinese grammar for immune cells. Annu
Rev Immunol 22: 891–928.

Sánchez-Martín L, Sánchez-Mateos P, Cabañas C (2013). CXCR7
impact on CXCL12 biology and disease. Trends Mol Med 19: 12–22.

Schall TJ, Proudfoot AEI (2011). Overcoming hurdles in developing
successful drugs targeting chemokine receptors. Nat Rev Immunol
11: 355–363.

Ulvmar MH, Werth K, Braun A, Kelay P, Hub E, Eller K et al. (2014).
The atypical chemokine receptor CCRL1 shapes functional CCL21
gradients in lymph nodes. Nat Immunol 15: 623–630.

Zlotnik A, Yoshie O (2000). Chemokines: a new classification
system and their role in immunity. Immunity 12: 121–127.

Zlotnik A, Yoshie O, Nomiyama H (2006). The chemokine and
chemokine receptor superfamilies and their molecular evolution.
Genome Biol 7: 243.

Zweemer AJM, Toraskar J, Heitman LH, Ijzerman AP (2014). Bias in
chemokine receptor signalling. Trends Immunol 35: 243–252.

BJPAtypical addition to chemokine receptor nomenclature

British Journal of Pharmacology (2015) 172 3945–3949 3949


