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Cutaneous pigmentation 
modulates skin sensitivity 
via tyrosinase-dependent 
dopaminergic signalling
Kentaro Ono1, Chi T. Viet1,2, Yi Ye1, Dongmin Dang1, Suzuro Hitomi3, Takashi Toyono4, 
Kiyotoshi Inenaga3, John C. Dolan1,2 & Brian L. Schmidt1,2

We propose a new mechanism of sensory modulation through cutaneous dopaminergic signalling. We 
hypothesize that dopaminergic signalling contributes to differential cutaneous sensitivity in darker 
versus lighter pigmented humans and mouse strains. We show that thermal and mechanical cutaneous 
sensitivity is pigmentation dependent. Meta-analyses in humans and mice, along with our own mouse 
behavioural studies, reveal higher thermal sensitivity in pigmented skin relative to less-pigmented 
or albino skin. We show that dopamine from melanocytes activates the D1-like dopamine receptor on 
primary sensory neurons. Dopaminergic activation increases expression of the heat-sensitive TRPV1 
ion channel and reduces expression of the mechanically-sensitive Piezo2 channel; thermal threshold is 
lower and mechanical threshold is higher in pigmented skin.

Pigmentation in human skin can affect thermoregulation and photoprotection from ultraviolet (UV) radiation1. 
Dark skin reduces UV damage to the DNA, however, for some non-equatorial populations there may be selective 
pressure for lighter pigmented skin to facilitate cutaneous photosynthesis of vitamin D3 under low UVB radiation 
intensity1. Cutaneous pain sensitivity is affected by selective forces different than the selective forces that affect 
pigmentation2, 3. Human studies have reported inconsistent racial/ethnic differences in thermal and ischemic 
pain4–14. Racial/ethnic pain differences are reportedly associated with hormonal regulation in the HPA-axis8, 10 
and single nucleotide polymorphisms (SNPs) in genes of μ-opioid receptor (OPRM1)13.

Human skin shade is altered by size and density of melanin particles, trauma, UV exposure and 
melanocyte-stimulating hormone (MSH)15, 16. Racial differences in melanin synthesis are primarily attributed to 
the amount and catalytic activity of the copper-containing enzyme tyrosinase17, which catalyzes critical steps of 
mammalian melanogenesis15, 16. Interestingly, the locus of the mouse tyrosinase gene Tyr (chromosome 7, 49 cM) 
is adjacent to the detected location of a gene that affects heat sensitivity18. Animal studies demonstrate that func-
tional knockouts of genes for the α-MSH receptor (MC1R) and the tyrosinase-related protein 1 (TYRP1) produce 
lower basal heat sensitivity; these two genes are predominantly expressed in melanocytes19–21. Skin melanocytes 
form tight contacts with cutaneous nerves22 and secrete the catecholamine precursor L-dopa23, which is also 
synthesized during melanogenesis by tyrosinase15, 16. These studies suggest that skin melanocytes peripherally 
regulate sensation.

Our meta-analysis in humans and mice reveals greater heat sensitivity in mice and in humans with darker 
skin. We confirmed these findings in mice with behavioural tests. The heat sensitivity mechanism in humans and 
in mice involves pigmentation-dependent dopaminergic signalling from skin melanocytes which modulate gene 
expressions of the heat-sensitive TRPV1 channel and the mechano-sensitive Piezo2 channel in primary sensory 
neurons via D1-like receptors.
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Results
Cutaneous heat sensitivity is higher in dark skinned people compared with light skinned peo-
ple.  To reveal any correlation between skin shade and cutaneous sensitivity in humans, we performed a 
meta-analysis of racial/ethnic differences in cutaneous heat and mechanical sensitivities in healthy human sub-
jects. Our initial Pubmed search revealed 80 unique abstracts with appropriate keywords (see Methods). Twenty-
five of these abstracts were not pain-related and were excluded. The remaining 55 full-text articles in English 
were collected and reviewed to determine eligibility. A total of 37 full-text articles were excluded for the following 
reasons: the study did not compare racial/ethnic difference in pain sensitivities in humans (22 articles), the study 
did not include a healthy control group (6 articles), the study did not show mean values of heat or mechanical 
pain sensitivity (7 articles), and the study sample was composed solely of children (2 articles). Study evalua-
tion, extraction and validation were conducted independently by two co-authors (S.H. and K.I.). Data from the 
remaining 18 articles were extracted by the first author (K.O.). Racial/ethnic groups were divided into light and 
dark skin cohorts (von Luschan skin tone: 1–17 and 18–36, respectively) based on the map of native skin colour 
distributions24. During our coding process 6 additional articles were excluded: one article because of the mixture 
of light and dark skin cohorts, three articles because they contained only one cohort, one article because it did 
not contain a description of standard deviation and one article in which a heat pain test was performed on the 
palm skin (only studies on forearm skin were included). Because two articles used the same database, one of 
these articles was excluded from the meta-analysis. Eleven articles4–14 were utilized to generate the meta-analysis 
(Supplementary Table S1). All studies report heat pain intensity (visual analogue scale) to a heat stimulation of 
48 or 49 °C and/or heat pain threshold (the first painful temperature) and heat pain tolerance (the first intoler-
ance temperature) to a ramp heat stimulation in the forearm skin. In the heat pain intensity analysis, the dark 
skin cohort’s mean was higher than the light skin cohort’s value (Cochran Q, P < 0.00001; Fig. 1a). In the heat 
pain threshold analysis, there was no significant difference in mean differences between the light and dark skin 
shade cohorts (P = 0.24) although a trend toward a lower heat pain threshold in the dark skin cohort is evident 
(Fig. 1b). In the heat pain tolerance analysis, the dark skin cohort mean was lower than the light skin cohort value 
(P < 0.00001; Fig. 1c). Of the 11 studies in our analysis, 4 evaluate pressure pain threshold (the first onset of pain 
from the pressure stimulus) in the trapezius and/or masseter muscle. No significant differences were identified in 
pressure pain thresholds in either region between the two cohorts (P = 0.05 and 0.92, respectively; Fig. 1d,e). Our 

Figure 1.  Forest plots of the mean differences in heat and pressure pain sensitivities between dark and light skin 
human cohorts. Study name is defined as the last name of the first author and all studies are listed in Table S1.  
(a) Heat pain intensity (% of visual analogue scale) in the forearm to 48 or 49 °C stimulation is higher in dark 
skin cohort than light skin cohort (6 studies). Heterogeneity among the studies was moderate (I2 = 44, P < 0.11). 
(b) There is no difference in heat pain threshold (the first painful temperature) in the forearm between the 
two cohorts (10 studies). However, there is a trend toward lower heat pain thresholds in the dark skin cohort. 
Heterogeneity among the studies was moderate (I2 = 46, P < 0.06). (c) Heat pain tolerance (intolerance 
temperature) in the forearm is lower in dark skin cohort than light skin cohort (7 studies). There is no 
heterogeneity among the studies (I2 = 40, P < 0.98). (d) There is no difference in the pain pressure threshold in 
trapezius muscle (4 studies). However, there is a trend toward lower pressure threshold of the dark skin cohort 
than that of the light skin cohort (P = 0.05). Heterogeneity among the studies is moderate (I2 = 46, P < 0.13). 
(e) There was no difference in the pain pressure threshold in the masseter muscle (3 studies). There is no 
heterogeneity among the studies (I2 = 40, P < 0.62).
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human meta-analyses related to heat sensitivity suggest that the dark skin cohort show increased heat sensitivity 
relative to the light skin cohort. Pain sensitivity resulting from a pressure stimulus is not significantly different 
between the dark and light skin cohorts.

Pigmented mice show higher sensitivity (lower threshold to respond) to thermal and capsaicin 
stimulus compared to unpigmented mice.  We propose that experimental cutaneous pain thresholds 
(thermal and mechanical) in mouse strains possessing different amounts of cutaneous pigmentation can pro-
vide insight into the mechanisms underlying pigmentation-related pain modulation in humans. To investigate 
pain threshold and pigmentation in mice we used an online database that included 21 nociceptive assays in 11 
inbred mouse strains25. Strains were divided into two body-colour groups as follows: pigmented group including 
C3H/He, C57BL/6, C58, CBA, DBA/2 and SM, and an unpigmented group including 129P3, A, AKR, BALB/c 
and RIIIS. In the pigmented and unpigmented mouse groups, pigment phenotype correlates with the genomic 
segment containing the Tyr gene26, 27. Our analysis of the publicly available database demonstrated significantly 
higher thermal sensitivity and lower von Frey mechanical sensitivity in the pigmented group relative to the unpig-
mented group; no differences were found between the groups in tail-clip sensitivity (Fig. 2a). No correlation was 
found between von Frey and tail-clip mechanical sensitivity (Fig. 2b); we regard the assays (and respective stim-
uli) utilized to obtain these data as different stimulus modalities. Von Frey filaments exert a light pricking pressure 
while the tail-clip induces a strong shearing pressure. Multivariate analysis of 21 nociceptive and hypersensitivity 
assays among inbred mouse strains reveals five different pain modalities: thermal, chemical, afferent dependent, 
thermal hypersensitivity and mechanical hypersensitivity28. Among the five modalities, the pigmented group 
show higher thermal and chemical sensitivities than the unpigmented group; however, for the latter three pain 
modalities, the pigmented group demonstrate lower thermal and chemical sensitivity compared to the unpig-
mented group (Fig. 2c). Interestingly, capsaicin sensitivity, a form of chemical-induced nociception, was higher in 
the pigmented group than the unpigmented group while formalin sensitivity did not show statistical significance 
(Fig. 2d). Capsaicin sensitivity was positively correlated with heat sensitivity among the inbred mouse strains 
(Fig. 2e), consistent with a previous study showing a positive correlation between TRPV1 levels and cutaneous 
heat sensitivity across different mouse strains29.

To minimize differences in genetic background among mouse strains, we compared cutaneous sensitivities 
between C57BL/6 (B6) and B6(Cg)-Tyrc−2J (albino-B6); the latter lacks functional tyrosinase activity due to a 
mutation in the tyrosinase gene, Tyr23. In the whisker pad (face) and hind paw, wild type pigment B6 exhibited 
shorter withdrawal latency to heat stimulation but higher withdrawal threshold with von Frey-mechanical stimu-
lation relative to albino-B6 (Fig. 2 f). From our analysis of the online database and our experimental behavioural 
findings we infer that pigmentation alters cutaneous sensitivity (heat, chemical and mechanical), independent 
of skin type (hairy or glabrous) and segment (trigeminal and sciatic nerve innervations), in humans and mice.

Dopamine signalling from melanocytes modulates cutaneous thermal and mechanical sensitiv-
ities via D1-like receptor.  We showed L-dopa release (68 ± 6 μM, 5 independent experiments) from human 
melanoma cells, without catecholamines (Fig. 3a). We demonstrated an incremental increase (104 ± 14 μM, 
P < 0.05, t-test, 9 independent experiments) in L-dopa following enhancement of tyrosinase activity by applying 
α-MSH.

To examine whether L-dopa alters cutaneous sensitivities, we injected L-dopa into the facial subcutane-
ous tissue of albino-B6 mice that lack peripheral L-dopa secretion23. Compared with control injection, L-dopa 
reduced heat latency and increased mechanical threshold on days 1–2 following injection (Fig. 3b), demon-
strating a pattern which follows pigmentation status (Fig. 2 f). Importantly, the subcutaneous L-dopa injection 
did not show any changes in heat or mechanical sensitivities for 2 hours after the injection, which differs from 
the acute effects of catecholamines on heat sensitivity (Supplementary Fig. S1a). Similarly, in healthy human 
subjects, L-dopa administration does not alter acute pain threshold in the cold-pressure test30. Accordingly, the 
changes in cutaneous sensitivities on the day following the L-dopa injection are presumed to be induced by bio-
active catecholamines - enzymes required for conversion of L-dopa to catecholamines are present in the skin31. 
Importantly, dopamine showed the strongest L-dopa-like effects (reduction of heat withdrawal latency and incre-
ment of mechanical withdrawal threshold) on days 1–2 relative to the other catecholamines (Fig. 3b). We infer 
from these findings that dopamine is the primary agent driving changes in sensitivity. Cutaneous sensitivity 
changes were prolonged by repetitive dopamine injection (Fig. 3c), compared with a single injection (Fig. 3b). 
Dopamine injected into the paw reduced the heat withdrawal latency and increased mechanical withdrawal 
threshold (Fig. 3d). Injection of dopamine into the face did not change sensitivity in the paw (Fig. 3d); apparently 
the exogenous dopaminergic sensory modulation is locally mediated in albino-B6, without systemic and central 
effects. To identify which dopamine receptor subtypes are activated during dopaminergic sensory modulation, we 
subcutaneously injected subtype-specific dopamine receptor agonists into the face. The D1-like (D1/D5) receptor 
agonist SKF38393 reduced heat withdrawal latency and increased mechanical withdrawal threshold on day 1. 
D2-like receptor agonists quinpirole and PD168077 did not change (Fig. 3e), indicating involvement of D1-like 
receptor in the doperminargic sensory modulation.

Pigment B6 mice did not show any changes in heat or mechanical sensitivity on day 1 after a single injection 
of dopamine in the face (data not shown) although the same procedure in albino-B6 showed significant changes 
(Fig. 3b). Subsequently, we performed two additional drug injections (a total of three injections) in pigment B6 
mice to determine whether repeated dopamine injection could modulate mechanical or heat sensitivity. Through 
repeated dopamine injection, mechanical withdrawal threshold was significantly increased on days 1 and 7 
while heat withdrawal latency was unchanged in pigmented B6 mice (Fig. 3c). We infer from these results that 
exogenous dopamine was less effective in modulating facial sensitivities in pigment B6 mice than in albino-B6 
mice; wild-type pigment B6 mice exhibit constitutive L-dopa secretion into the skin23. To enhance endogenous 
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Figure 2.  Pigmented and unpigmented mice display differences in cutaneous sensitivities. All bars show 
mean ± s.e.m. The colour of each plot represents the body colour of the inbred mouse strain. (a) Heat and 
mechanical sensitivities in the tail and paw of pigmented and unpigmented male mice (6 and 5 strains, 
respectively). Increased pain sensitivity to stimuli is depicted by positive z-scores. (b) There is no correlation 
between mechanical sensitivities as measured by tail-clip and von Frey tests (r = −0.38, P < 0.25). (c) The 
sensitivities across 5 different pain modalities (thermal, chemical, afferent-dependent, thermal hypersensitivity 
and mechanical hypersensitivity) in pigmented and unpigmented mouse groups (6 and 5 strains, respectively) 
are displayed. The latter three modalities are pathological pain sensitivities in neuropathic and/or inflammatory 
models. *P < 0.05 and **P < 0.01, in t-test. (d) Capsaicin and formalin sensitivities between pigment and 
unpigmented mouse groups (6 and 5 strains, respectively). **P < 0.01, in t-test. (e) There is a positive 
correlation between capsaicin-induced pain and heat sensitivity. Pearson r = 0.81, P < 0.01. Pigmented mouse 
strains show higher thermal and capsaicin sensitivities. (f) Withdrawal latency to radiant heat stimulation 
and threshold to von Frey filaments in the whisker pad (face) and paw of B6 (n = 5 and 10, respectively) and 
albino-B6 (n = 65 and 30, respectively) female mice. *P < 0.05 and **P < 0.01, in t-test.
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dopamine in pigment B6, Entacapone, an inhibitor of dopamine degradation, was injected into the face. The drug 
increased the mechanical withdrawal threshold, but did not change the heat withdrawal latency in pigment B6 
mice (Fig. 3f). Repetitive injections of SKF38393 reduced heat latency and increased mechanical threshold in 
B6 (Fig. 3g), similar to findings in albino-B6. Next, to inhibit endogenous dopamine signalling in pigment B6, 

Figure 3.  Pigmentation-dependent cutaneous sensations are mediated by skin dopaminergic signalling. All 
plots show mean ± s.e.m. Each animal experimental group, n = 5. Arrows indicate time of drug injection. (a) 
L-dopa secretion from melanoma cells. High-performance liquid chromatography of supernatant from human 
melanoma WM164 cells (red line). DMEM is the culture medium (black line). Dashed lines show peaks of 
norepinephrine (NE), epinephrine (E), L-dopa (+L-dopa, blue line, at 500 μM) and dopamine (DA). The 
experiment was replicated 5 times. (b) Withdrawal latency to radiant heat stimulation (heat) and threshold 
by von Frey-mechanical stimulation (mechanical) following injection of L-dopa, DA, NE, E (each 50 nmol 
in phosphate-buffered saline (PBS)) into the face of albino-B6 mice. *P < 0.05, **P < 0.01, vs PBS, in Sidak’s 
post hoc test following two-way ANOVA test. (c) Effects of repetitive DA injection (3 times) on withdrawal 
latency to heat stimulation and mechanical withdrawal threshold in the face of B6 and albino-B6. In B6, a single 
dopamine injection did not show any effect on cutaneous sensations one day following the injection (data not 
shown). Repeated injections of dopamine had no effect on heat sensitivity on days 1 and 7 although it reduced 
mechanical sensitivity. *P < 0.05, **P < 0.01, vs PBS, in Sidak’s post hoc test, following two-way ANOVA test. 
(d) Effects of DA injection into the face or hind paw on cutaneous sensitivities in the hind paw of albino-B6. (e) 
Effects of the D1/5 agonist SKF38393, the D2/3 agonist quinpirole, and the D4 agonist PD168077 (15 nmol each) 
in the face of albino-B6. (f) Effects of entacapone (50 nmol, an inhibitor of dopamine degradation) and kojic 
acid (1.5 μmol, an inhibitor of tyrosinase) in B6. (g) Effects of SKF38393 (15 nmol) and/or the D1/5 antagonist 
SCH23390 (50 nmol) in B6. *P < 0.05, **P < 0.01, vs each control (PBS or 1–2% dimethyl sulfoxide (DMSO)) 
and ##P < 0.01, vs SKF38393, in two-way ANOVA test.
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inhibitors of tyrosinase (kojic acid) and a highly selective D1-like receptor antagonist (SCH23390) were injected 
separately into the face. Both drugs prolonged heat withdrawal latency and decreased mechanical withdrawal 
threshold (Fig. 2f,g); the mechanical withdrawal threshold in the treated pigment B6 group approached the 
threshold of the albino-B6 group (Fig. 2f). We conclude that endogenous dopamine modulates cutaneous sensi-
tivity via D1-like receptor activation.

Applications of dopamine at 10 μM as well as SKF38393, quinpirole and PD168077 at 30 μM induced a Ca2+ 
response in cultured trigeminal ganglion (TG) neurons of pigment B6 and albino-B6 mice (Supplementary Fig. S2a). 
The percentage of neurons that responded to either SKF3839 or dopamine was similar in both B6 and albino-B6 
mice; neuronal response was measured with Ca2+ imaging (Supplementary Fig. S2b); SKF38393 and dopamine did 
not induce significant differences in the amplitudes of the Ca2+ response (Supplementary Fig. S2c). On the other 
hand, quinpirole- or PD168077-induced Ca2+ responses in fewer neurons (10–25% of total cells) and the response 
was smaller relative to dopamine-induced Ca2+ responses (Supplementary Fig. S2b,c). We infer from these results 
that dopamine-induced Ca2+ response is predominantly mediated by D1-like receptors. SKF38393-induces a Ca2+ 
response in cultured B6 dorsal root ganglion neurons that are mediated by Ca2+ influx from the extracellular space 
via TRPV1, as opposed to intracellular Ca2+ stores32. The excitation effect of SKF38393 on cultured sensory neu-
rons is consistent with the SKF38393-mediated heat hypersensitivity in the acute phase (Supplementary Fig. S2b). 
Together with D1 and D5 immunoreactivities in TG neurons (Supplementary Fig. S2d,e), the acute behavioural and 
cellular responses by dopamine receptor subtype specific agonists suggest that almost all subtypes are expressed in 
peripheral sensory nerves of mice, consistent with many early studies in TG and dorsal root ganglion neurons32–37. 
Pigment B6 sensory neurons demonstrated lower expression of D1, (but not D5) compared with albino-B6 neurons, 
as measured by immunofluorescence (Supplementary Fig. S2d,e); this finding is consistent with reduced responsive-
ness of pigment B6 mice to SKF38393, as measured by Ca2+ imaging (Supplementary Fig. S2b). The lower expression 
of D1 in sensory neurons of pigment B6 might explain the reduced effect of dopaminergic stimulation on sensory 
modulation.

Dopamine signalling modulates Trpv1 and Piezo2 expressions in sensory neurons.  We focus on 
Trpv1 and Piezo2 as candidate genes in cutaneous dopaminergic modulations because these channels impact base-
line withdrawal sensitivities to radiant heat and von Frey stimulation, respectively29, 38. Trpv1 levels do not differ 
significantly in the TG from pigment B6 and albino-B6 (Fig. 4a); however, Ca2+-imaging demonstrates that a higher 
population of isolectin B4 (IB4)-positive neurons in pigment B6 mice respond to capsaicin (Fig. 4b). There was no 
difference in cell diameters of capsaicin-sensitive IB4-positive neurons between pigment B6 and albino-B6 mice 
(19.5 ± 1.3 and 18.9 ± 1.2 μm, respectively). Since IB4-positive sensory afferents predominantly innervate the epi-
dermal layer39, high-sensitivity in the neuronal subpopulation likely contributes to the high heat sensation in skin. 
Following injection of dopamine or SKF38393 in vivo, Trpv1 is up-regulated in both pigment B6 and albino-B6 
(Fig. 4a). Dopamine incubation of IB4-positive neurons from pigment B6 mice does not change capsaicin sensi-
tivity, as measured with Ca2+-imaging; however, both dopamine and SKF38393 increase capsaicin sensitivity in 
albino-B6 to a level similar to pigment B6 (Fig. 4b) without exhibiting a difference in the percentages of IB4-binding 
cells or Ca2+-influx amplitudes (Supplementary Fig. S3a,b). Piezo2 expression is lower in pigment B6 than 
albino-B6 and is down-regulated following injection of dopamine or SKF38393 (Fig. 4c). Rapidly-adaptive (RA) 
mechanically-activated current in sensory neurons is generated by Piezo2 channel38, 40, 41. In patch-clamp recordings 
from cultured TG neurons, cell populations expressing the RA current are lower in pigment B6 than albino-B6 
(Fig. 4d) without differences in RA current amplitudes (Supplementary Fig. S3c,d). RA cell population in albino-B6 
is decreased by dopamine or SKF38393 incubation but not in pigment B6 (Fig. 4d).

Discussion
We posit a peripheral dopaminergic mechanism to explain pigmentation-dependent differences in cutaneous 
sensitivity (see Fig. 5). During melanogenesis, melanocytes convert tyrosine to L-dopa by tyrosinase; L-dopa 
is converted to dopamine by DOPA decarboxylase. Melanocytes also produce melanin which is released into 
the surrounding tissue through dendritic processes and leads to pigmentation. Pigment B6 mice produce large 
amounts of L-dopa and dopamine in the skin; albino-B6 mice do not23. Dopamine stimulates D1-like receptors 
on peripheral nerves. Moreover, we propose that dopamine induces Trpv1 upregulation and Piezo2 downregu-
lation in sensory neurons, resulting in higher heat sensitivity and lower mechanical sensitivity in pigment mice 
relative to albino mice. Similarly, lower heat sensitivity has been reported in less pigmented mice; these mice have 
dysfunction of MC1R that accelerates tyrosinase activity. Skin sensitivities in pigmented (brown) DBA/2 mice 
were intermediate between the black and albino strains, as shown in Fig. 2b and e. DBA/2 mice have a mutation 
in TYRP1 gene42. The TYRP1 mutation should not affect dopamine synthesis directly since TYRP1 is down-
stream of dopa decarboxylase43. The effect of the TYRP1 mutation on skin sensitivity might be due to its effect on 
melanocyte proliferation21, 44, which in turn affects the overall skin dopamine production. Consistent with these 
pigment-related results from animals, our meta-analysis demonstrated that the dark skin human cohort showed 
higher heat sensitivity in forearm skin relative to the light skin cohort.

We focused on dopamine signalling because, among the catecholamines, this molecule has the largest effect 
on heat and mechanical sensitivity. In the skin of newborn pigmented B6 mice, epidermal tyrosinase and melanin 
are no longer detectable 9 days after birth; skin and plasma dopamine are not detectable at 2-weeks. However, epi-
dermal tyrosinase and melanin, along with L-dopa, remain detectable in the hair follicles at all ages23. We showed 
that antagonism of skin dopaminergic signalling using the D1-like receptor selective antagonist SCH23390 pro-
duced high heat and low mechanical sensitivity in pigment B6; the altered levels were similar to sensitivity levels 
in albino-B6. Together with the effects of the tyrosinase inhibitor kojic acid, these results suggest constitutive 
dopaminergic sensory modulation in cutaneous tissue of adult B6 mice. Because there are tight contacts between 
melanocytes and sensory afferents22 we propose that L-dopa is secreted by melanocytes into the epidermis and 
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that dopamine activates mainly the neuronal D1-like receptor on sensory afferents, although dopamine cross acti-
vation on β-adrenoceptor is also possible45. Dopamine is then acutely degraded to homovanillic acid through the 
catecholamine degradation enzymes catechol-O-methyltransferase (COMT) and monoamine oxidase31 (Fig. 5). 
Norepinephrine produced through dopamine-β-hydroxylase31 is detected in the skin and plasma of mice, similar 
to L-dopa and dopamine, but concentration is dependent on tyrosine hydroxylase activity rather than tyrosinase 
activity23. Since β2-adrenocetor activation in melanocytes has been reported to promote melanogenesis46, second-
ary L-dopa production following epinephrine-promoted melanogenesis may indirectly modulate heat sensitivity 
on the day following injection of epinephrine.

D1-like receptors are coupled with Gs protein which activates cAMP33. Because the transcription factor cAMP 
response element binding protein (CREB) can be trafficked in a retrograde direction in peripheral sensory axons 
to cell somata47, CREB is a possible transcriptional candidate that mediates skin dopaminergic gene modulations. 
CREB binding sites are not detected within the two promoter regions, P1 and P2, of the rat TRPV1 genes48. 
Similarly, putative CREB sites are not detected within the P1 and P2 regions (−1007–−1 bp upstream of the 
transcription initiation site) of the upstream region of mouse TRPV1 gene based on an online JASPAR analysis; 
however, the putative site is detected in the more upstream position (−1708 bp). Two putative CREB sites (−1751 
and −340 bp) are detected in the upstream region of human TRPV1 gene. The position of the human putative 
CREB site (−1751 bp) is similar to that in mouse (−1708 bp). Therefore, dopaminergic stimulation may directly 
modulate Trpv1 expression via CREB (Fig. 5).

Previous evidence suggests that chronic D2-like receptor stimulation in human and mice haplotypes with 
lower activity of COMT elicits higher pain sensitivity due to central plasticity including reduced capacity to 

Figure 4.  Dopamine modulates pain-related gene expression in sensory neurons. (a) Trpv1 levels in the 
trigeminal ganglion (TG) following repeated injection of PBS (control (Ctrl), n = 4), dopamine (DA, n = 6) 
or SKF39393 (SKF, n = 4). *P < 0.05, **P < 0.01, vs control, in t-test. All bars show mean ± s.e.m. (b) 
Capsaicin sensitivity in IB4-positive TG neurons following Ctrl, DA (10 μM) or SKF (30 μM) incubation. 
Photomicrographs are representative phase contrast and IB4-fluorescence images. Scale bar, 50 μm. Traces are 
representative Ca2+ responses in TG neurons. Ctrl and DA in B6: n = 27/35 and 29/45, respectively. Ctrl, DA 
and SKF in albino-B6: n = 12/30, 37/55 and 33/40, respectively. **P < 0.01, vs Ctrl, ##P < 0.01, vs B6, in Fischer’s 
test. (c) Piezo2 levels in the TG following repeated injection of PBS, DA or SKF. Sample preparation and analysis 
were the same as A. ##P < 0.01, vs B6. (d) Mechanically-activated currents (rapidly-adapted (RA), slowly-
adapted (SA) and mixed types) in TG neurons following DA or SKF incubation. Two adjacent traces are same at 
different time ranges. Ctrl and DA in B6: n = 83 and 18, respectively. Ctrl, DA and SKF in albino-B6: n = 43, 17 
and 16, respectively. *P < 0.05, vs Ctrl, ##P < 0.01, vs B6, in Chi-square test.
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activate the pain-inhibitory µ-opioid receptor in various brain regions25, 49–52. However, our proposed skin dopa-
minergic sensory mechanism provides a new explanation for higher heat sensitivity in the COMT haplotypes; 
higher dopamine levels in skin under lower COMT activity lead to greater heat sensitivity via D1-like receptor 
activation in the peripheral nervous system. A study in healthy volunteers shows that the centrally-acting D2 
receptor antagonist does not change heat sensitivity in the palm53. We infer from these findings that dopaminergic 
modulation of peripheral sensitivity is not centrally-mediated. Therefore, the skin dopaminergic sensory mecha-
nism may explain the previous observation that COMT haplotypes coding for low COMT activity increased ther-
mal pain sensitivities51, 52. The dopaminergic mechanism may also contribute to heat hypersensitivity in sunburn 
after UVB overexposure54. Reported attenuation of mechanical allodynia following melanoma cell inoculation55, 

56 may be due to the L-dopa released from the melanoma. Disturbance of the dopaminergic signalling in the 
peripheral may also contribute to the upregulation of Piezo2 and mechanical allodynia after nerve injury41.

Methods
Meta-analysis.  A systematic search of published studies in the Pubmed database from January, 2000 
through May, 2014 was performed using the following key words and syntax; #1: [Date-Publication] 2000/01/01–
2014/12/31, #2: pain, #3: race OR racial OR ethnic and #4: mechanical OR tactile OR thermal OR heat. Sufficient 
data from 11 studies were available to conduct separate meta-analyses for heat pain intensity (% of visual ana-
logue scale) to heat stimulation of 48 or 49 °C (if both temperatures were tested, data from 48 °C stimulation was 
analyzed), heat pain threshold (the first painful temperature; °C) and heat pain tolerance (intolerable tempera-
ture; °C) to a heating thermode at 48 or 49 °C on the forearm skin and pressure pain threshold (the first painful 
pressure; kPa) in the trapezius and masseter muscles.

Publicly available database for nocifensive behaviours.  Data from the “Heritability of Nociception 
Project”, which is publicly available on the Jackson Laboratory’s Mouse Phenome Database Website (http://www.
jax.org/phenome; Projects: Mogil1 and Mogil2), were used as the source data for comparison of nocifensive 
behaviours in inbred mouse strains. The database included mechanical nociceptive assays such as tail clip tests 
and von Frey tests, thermal sensitivity assays such as hot-plate tests and Hargreaves’ tests, and licking after chem-
ical applications in 12 inbred mouse strains (please see the “Heritability of Nociception Project” for experimental 
details). Data for the C57BL/10 strain and the dynorphin-induced mechanical withdrawal assay were excluded 
from the analysis because complete data sets were not available. Based on body colour, 11 strains were selected 
and divided into pigmented (C3H/He, C57BL/6, C58, CBA, DBA/2 and SM) and unpigmented (129P3, A, AKR, 

Figure 5.  Mechanism of skin dopaminergic sensory modulation. The left schema represents dopaminergic 
signalling (white arrow) between nerve endings (green) and melanocytes (yellow) in structure of the epithelial 
skin. The right schema shows tyrosinase cascade in melanocytes, metabolism of L-dopa in extracellular 
space (pink) in the skin and presumed CREB-dependent gene modulation pathway from nerve endings 
to neuronal soma of primary sensory neurons, following dopaminergic D1 receptor activation. Tyrosinase 
activity is different among races or ethnicity (genetic status) and environment (stimulation status). A red 
arrow with TRPV1 and a white arrow with Piezo2 indicate up-regulation and down regulation, respectively. 
TRPV1 and Piezo2 are not always co-expressed although we draw both in the same neuronal soma. AADC, 
Aromatic L-amino acid decarboxylase; αMSH, α-Melanocyte stimulating hormone; COMT, catechol-O-
methyltransferase; DBH, dopamine-β-hydroxylase; MAO, monoamine oxidase A; HVA, homovanillic acid; 
UVB, ultraviolet B.

http://www.jax.org/phenome
http://www.jax.org/phenome
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BALB/c and RIIIS) groups. All strains were assigned a z-score for each nociceptive assay. Detailed experimental 
methods, protocols, and comparative results can be found in previous publications28, 57, 58. Mean values for each 
strain were downloaded from the website and the data were transformed into a z-score using the formula z =  
(χ − μ)/σ, where χ is the strain mean score of the assay, μ is the mean score of all 11 strains in the assay and σ is 
the standard deviation across all strains in the assay25. For all calculated z-scores, the greater values reflect greater 
nociceptive sensitivity. For heat nociceptive sensitivity in the tail or hind paw, the sum z-scores were obtained by 
adding results from 2 heat nociceptive assays (tail withdrawal latency to 47 °C and 49 °C water immersion test; 
paw withdrawal latency to 59 °C in hot-plate test and Hargreaves’ test) were used. For mechanical nociceptive 
sensitivity, z-scores of tail clip tests and von Frey tests at the hind paw were used. Furthermore, according to the 
reported classification of pain assays28, all nociceptive assays were classified into 5 modalities (thermal, chemical, 
afferent-dependent, thermal hypersensitivity and mechanical hypersensitivity). The former two modalities are 
designated as physiological baseline pain sensitivities in naïve mice and the latter three modalities are designated 
as pathological pain sensitivities in inflammatory and neuropathic pain models of mice. In the former 4 modal-
ities, the sum z-score in each modality was obtained by summing 2 to 6 nociceptive assays. For capsaicin- and 
formalin-induced pain, the sum z-scores were obtained by adding the results from the two different capsaicin and 
formalin tests.

High-performance liquid chromatography (HPLC).  The melanoma cell line WM164 was cultured 
in Dulbecco’s Modified Eagle Medium (DMEM) with 10% fetal bovine serum at 37 °C with 5% CO2. After the 
cells were grown into confluence, the cell culture media was replaced with 3 ml DMEM containing either 0.01% 
dimethyl sulfoxide (DMSO) (as control) or 30 μM α-melanocyte-stimulating hormone (Abcam, MA, USA) with 
0.01% DMSO. α-MSH is well known to activate tyrosinase activity in melanoma cells59. Supernatant was collected 
72 hours after drug application. Samples were centrifuged and stored in −20 °C before analysis. HPLC coupled to 
ultraviolet detection was employed for catecholamine measurement. Samples (10 μl) were injected into the HPLC 
system with a Waters 2795 Separations Module microsampler (Waters Corporation, MA, USA). Mobile phase was 
pumped at 1 ml/min and consisted of 2% acetonitrile in 0.1 M KH2PO4 at pH 4.5. Samples were passed through a 
100 × 4.1 mm C18 column (Waters Corporation). A Waters 2487 Absorbance Detector was set at 210 nm (Waters 
Corporation). For these experiments, L-dopa was purchased from Abcam and dopamine, norepinephrine and 
epinephrine were purchased from Sigma-Aldrich (CA, USA). Catecholamine standards were freshly prepared 
in DMEM and 0.01% DMSO. The L-dopa standard calibration concentration ranged from 0 to 500 μM. A linear 
relationship was observed between L-dopa concentrations and the area under the curve (R2 = 0.991) or peak 
height (R2 = 0.985). Identification of each catecholamine in the samples was confirmed by spiking the sample 
with the standard. Area under the curve was used to quantify the concentration of L-dopa released in the different 
experimental treatments.

Animals.  We utilized female B6 and B6 (Cg)-Tyrc−2J mice (6–10 weeks old, Charles River Laboratories, NY, 
USA) weighing 16–20 g., exposed to a 12 hour light-dark cycle, and kept in a temperature-controlled room 
with food and water ad libitum. All procedures involving animals were approved by the New York University 
Institutional Animal Care and Use Committee (IACUC) under protocol # 160908–01, in accordance with 
the Guide for the Care and Use of Laboratory Animals published by the U.S. Institute for Laboratory Animal 
Research (8th edition).

Drug injections.  Under light general anaesthesia with isoflurane (Summit Medical Equipment Company), 
drug-containing phosphate-buffered saline (PBS) at 50 μl was subcutaneously injected over a 5 sec period, into 
the tested regions of the whisker pad and hind paw. The needle was inserted 7 mm subcutaneously. A 30-G needle 
was used to reduce the nocifensive effect of the needle-prick. Repetitive drug injection was performed 3 times, 
once per day at 1 day intervals.

L-dopa, dopamine, norepinephrine and epinephrine were dissolved in PBS. The D1/5 selective agonist 
SKF38393 (Spectrum Chemical Mfg Corp, CA, USA), the D2/3 selective agonist quinpirole (Tocris, Bristol, UK), 
the D4 selective agonist PD168077 (Tocris), the D1/D5 selective antagonist SCH23390 (Tocris), the COMT inhib-
itor entacapone (Abcam)60 and the representative tyrosinase inhibitor kojic acid (MP Biomedicals, OH, USA)61 
were dissolved in DMSO as stock solutions and then diluted to 100 or 50 times in PBS just before injections. PBS 
with 1% or 2% or no DMSO was used as controls for these drug injections. The concentrations of L-dopa and cat-
echolamines were 50 nmol 50 μl−1, based on a previous study showing moderate heat hypersensitivity in the hind 
paw following local injection of norepinephrine at 20–200 nmol 30 μl−1 62. The three dopamine receptor agonists 
were administered at a lower concentration (15 nmol) than that of dopamine, based on a previous in vitro study 
showing that 30% lower concentrations of the agonists induced similar neuronal activity to dopamine63. The 
SCH23390 and entacapone concentrations were 50 nmol and the kojic acid concentration was 1.5 μmol.

Mouse behaviours.  In all behavioural experiments, animals were assigned to groups with a randomized 
block design, and measurements were performed with the experimenter (K.O.) blind to the drug treatments. To 
apply heat and mechanical stimulation to the whisker pad and measure withdrawal, mice were restrained in a 
plastic tube, according to a previous study29. The retention tube was made from a 50-ml conical tube by cutting a 
13 mm diameter hole in the bottom of the tube, and then cutting the tube off at the 30-ml graduation line. Mice 
were habituated to enter and stay in the retention tube for three sessions (once per day) prior to nociceptive test-
ing. For the hind paw tests, mice were placed in plastic chambers on a glass surface (25 °C, for heat stimulation) or 
a raised metal mesh platform (for mechanical stimulation) and acclimated for 10–30 min prior to measurements.

For thermal sensitivity, head or paw withdrawal latency was measured using a thermal stimulator (Hargreaves’ 
Apparatus; Department of Anaesthesiology, University of California, San Diego), according to the general 
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method of Hargreaves’ test for the hind paw64 and a modified method for the whisker pad29. To measure heat 
sensitivity in the whisker pad, a thick-paper cone with a 7 mm diameter opening was attached to the thermal 
stimulator. The thick-paper cone was used to maintain a constant distance (8 cm) between the heat-filament and 
the whisker pad. The radiant heat source was focused on the hind paw or whisker pad. For mechanical sensitivity, 
head or paw withdrawal threshold was measured by using a logarithmically increasing set of von Frey filaments 
(Semmes Weinstein monofilament set; Briggate Medical, Braeside, Australia), ranging in gram force from 0.07 
to 26 g. The filaments were applied to the hind paw or whisker pad with sufficient force to cause a slight bending 
of the filament one per 1 second, at least, 5 times. If mechanical stimulation showed a positive response charac-
terized as a rapid withdrawal, the same stimulation was confirmed twice after checking for no response with the 
lower force stimulation. The heat and mechanical sensitivities were measured as the average of 3–4 trials per ani-
mal taken >5minutes apart. A cutoff was set at 20 seconds for heat stimulation or 26 g for mechanical stimulation 
to avoid tissue damage.

The heat stimulation was applied in the first hour and the mechanical stimulation was applied in the second 
hour. When testing for acute drug effects, the tests were performed 30–40 min after isoflurane anaesthesia. The 
acute effects of the agent on cutaneous sensitivity were represented as the percent change relative to the initial 
values before drug injection. When testing for late drug effects, the tests were performed on day 1, day 4 and day 
14 following the last injection.

RNA quantification.  The trigeminal ganglia (TG) were removed under isoflurane anaesthesia. Ten mg of 
fresh frozen TG (5 samples from 5 animals in each mouse strain) was homogenized with a Mini Beadbeater-1 
(BioSpec Products, OK, USA) and subjected to RNA/DNA extraction with AllPrep DNA/RNA Kit (Qiagen, 
CA, USA). mRNA was reverse transcribed with Random Hexamers (Applied Biosystems, CA, USA). Five repli-
cates were performed in each strain. A 2 µl cDNA aliquot was amplified on the Mx3005 P qPCR system (Agilent 
Technologies, CA, USA) according to manufacturer’s recommendations with the Taqman gene expression assay 
for Trpv1 (TRPV1 gene; Mm01246302_m1) and Piezo2 (Fam38b; Piezo2 gene; Mm01265861_m1), which did 
not detect residual genomic DNA (Applied Biosystems). Mouse ACTB (Applied Biosystems) was used as the 
endogenous control. The delta-delta CT method was used to quantify relative expression. The assays were carried 
out in duplicate and the respective relative amounts of Trpv1 and Piezo2 to ACTB were calculated in each sample.

Immunofluorescence.  For immunohistochemistry, the TG were dissected from mice after perfusion with 
4% paraformaldehyde in phosphate-buffered saline (PBS) under deep isoflurane anaesthesia and cut in the hori-
zontal plane at 8 μm thickness in a cryostat. After sectioning, TG sections were rinsed with PBS and blocked 
with SuperBlock solution (Thermoscientific, PA, USA) for 1 hour, and then incubated overnight in the primary 
antibodies: D1 (anti-rabbit polyclonal, 1:600; ab85608, Abcam) and D5 (anti-rabbit polyclonal, 1:500; 324408, 
Calbiochem, MA, USA). Three mice from B6 or albino-B6 were used in each experimental group. After incu-
bation with the primary antibody, sections were rinsed in PBS 5 times for 5 minutes each and then incubated in 
chicken anti-rabbit Fluor® 488 (1:1000; Invitrogen, CA, USA) for 2 hours at room temperature. Thereafter, sec-
tions were washed with PBS and coverslipped with UltraCruz mounting medium (Santa Cruz Biotechnologies, 
TX, USA). Control tissue sections were incubated with secondary antibody only or pre-absorption of the primary 
antibody; control sections showed no positivity (data not shown). Images were taken under an epifluorescence 
microscope (Eclipse Ti; Nikon, Tokyo, Japan). Three random sections from each slide were used for quantifica-
tion of each staining. Data analysis was performed using Nikon Element software, which allowed both single and 
merged picture acquisition.

TG cultures.  TG neurons were dissociated according to an established protocol65. After deep anesthetiza-
tion with isoflurane, the TG were removed and transferred into a culture medium (Ca2+ and Mg2+-free Hanks 
balanced salt solution, Invitrogen). After mincing the tissue into 10–12 pieces, the tissues were incubated in 
collagenase type 2 (3.3 mg ml−1; Worthington Biochemical, NJ, USA) and dispase II (4.7 mg ml−1; Roche) for 
20 minutes and then in papain (20 U ml−1, Worthington Biochemical) for 20 minutes at 37 °C. After trituration 
and centrifugation, the cell pellet was resuspended with F-12 (Invitrogen) containing 5% fetal calf serum and 
plated on laminin-coated coverslips. The cells were incubated at 37 °C in a humidified 5% CO2 chamber for 1 day 
(20–28 hours). For Ca2+-imaging and whole-cell patch-clamp recordings, dissociated neurons were preincubated 
with dopamine at 100 μM or dopamine receptor agonists at 30 μM for 1 day before recordings.

Ca2+-imaging.  Protocol for Ca2+ imaging was previously described66, 67. Cultured TG neurons were incu-
bated in a clear culture medium (Ca2+ and Mg2+-containing DMEM) with 10 µM fura-2AM (Life Technologies, 
OR, USA) for 30 minutes before Ca2+ imaging. Cover slips were mounted on a custom aluminium perfusion 
block and viewed through an inverted fluorescence microscope (Nikon Eclipse TS100, NY, USA). Fluorescence 
was excited by UV light at 340 and 380 nm alternately, and the emitted light was collected by using a CoolSnap 
camera attached to a Lambda LS lamp and a Lambda optical filter changer (Sutter Instrument Company, CA, 
USA). Ratiometric measurements were made using the computer software Simple PCI (Compix, PA, USA) 
every 1 second. Solutions were delivered by a solenoid-controlled 4-channel perfusion system at a flow rate at 
1 mL min−1. Capsaicin (Sigma-Aldrich) at 1 μM, dopamine at 100 μM and dopamine receptor agonists at 30 μM 
were applied for 2 minutes and KCl solution (added 50 mM KCl) was applied at end of the experiment to confirm 
that the recorded cells were active neurons. Stock solutions of drugs were dissolved in DMSO. The stock solution 
was diluted to 0.1% with DMEM (as perfusion solution). DMSO alone at 0.1% was confirmed to have no effect on 
intracellular Ca2+ concentration in TG neurons. Cells were judged to be responsive if the ratio value increased by 
greater than 0.1 (Δ ratio unit of F340/F380) after chemical application.
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Whole-cell patch-clamp recording.  Whole-cell patch-clamp recording procedures were described 
in previous studies29, 66. Dissociated neurons were cultured for one day and then coverslips with neurons were 
transferred to a recording chamber superfused continuously with external solution containing the following (in 
mM): 140 NaCl, 4 KCl, 2 MgCl2, 2 CaCl2, 10 glucose and 10 Hepes (pH 7.3 with NaOH, 320 mOsm kg−1 with 
sucrose), at room temperature. Cell sizes of recorded neurons ranged in diameter from 11–34 μm. Patch pipettes 
were double-pulled (P-2000, Sutter, CA, USA) from quartz glass capillaries (Q100–50–10, Sutter). Pipettes were 
adjusted to 3–7 MΩ when filled with a pipette solution (in mM): 145 KCl, 3 MgCl2, 2.25 CaCl2, 1 EGTA, 10 Hepes 
(pH 7.3 with KOH, 310 mOsm kg−1 with sucrose). After establishing the whole-cell configuration, the voltage was 
clamped at −60 mV using Axopatch 200B amplifier (Molecular Devices, CA, USA) and controlled by Clampex 
software (pClamp 10.2; Molecular Devices). Drugs were applied using a fast-step SF-77B superfusion system 
(Warner Instrument, CT, USA) with a three-barrelled pipette placed near the cell.

Mechanical stimulation was performed by a piezo-controlled micromanipulator (Nanomotor MM3A, 
Kleindiek Nanotechnik, Reutlingen, Germany). Mechanical stimuli to neurons were applied using a heat-polished 
glass pipette (tip diameter of 2–5 μm; estimated velocity of 10 μm/ms) as a stimulation probe, which was posi-
tioned at an angle of 45 degrees to the surface of the dish. The amount of probe displacement was controlled by 
using macro-based software commands (NanoControl; 1 step = 1 μm) and gradually increased by one incre-
ment at intervals of 60 seconds. The stimulus was applied for 250 ms. We analyzed data from steps 1–5 (i.e., 1–5 
μm displacements) because use of more than 6 steps frequently induced G-seal rupture or incomplete recov-
ery to base current level (>20% in membrane resistance). If the recorded cells showed mechanically-activated 
current of >30 pA, the cells were deemed to be sensitive to the mechanical stimulation. The falling phase of 
mechanically-activated currents were fitted with single exponential functions to measure their inactivation time 
constants (τ) and classified into three types of current (rapidly-adapting (RA: τ < 10 ms), slowly-adapting (SA: 
τ > 10 ms) and mixed current), according to a previous study41.

Sampling and statistical analyses.  In meta-analysis for collected human studies, all data suitable for 
pooling was analyzed by RevMan 5.4 software (Cochrane Collaboration) using random-effects analysis. For each 
study, the standardized mean difference and 95% confidence interval were calculated. Heterogeneity among stud-
ies was tested by using the Cochran Q statistic (Chi-square value) and was quantified by using the I2 statistic. The 
suggested thresholds for low, moderate and high degrees of I2 heterogeneity are 25%, 50% and 75%, respectively68. 
For in vivo studies, including analyses of the publicly available database, sample sizes were more than 4 per group, 
which is commonly required to obtain statistical significance, while in vitro studies utilized a minimum of three 
experimental replicates. For correlation analyses across mouse strains with two nocifensive behaviours, two-sided 
Pearson correlation test was used. Data are presented as the mean ± s.e.m.; n represents the number of mice 
or neurons tested. No animals/samples were excluded from analysis. Behavioural data showing in Fig. 3 and 
supplemental Fig. S1 used the same baseline. Data for the prolonged effect of drug injections (days following 
injection) were presented as actual measurement values such as withdrawal latency and withdrawal thresholds 
(Fig. 3); the acute effect of drugs (hours following injection) was presented as a percentage change from baseline 
values for better visualization (Fig. S1). All statistical tests were performed using GraphPad Prism version 5 for 
Windows (GraphPad Software, La Jolla, CA) and all reported statistical analyses were justified based on sample 
size, homogeneity of variance and normal distribution of the data. For statistical analyses of the different animal 
groups, two-sided Student’s unpaired t-test was used. For statistical analyses of the time-course of drug effects 
for the behavioural experiments, two-way repeated measure ANOVA test was used; Sidak’s multiple comparison 
test was used as a post hoc test for each day. For statistical analysis of an acute drug effect, Dunnett’s multiple post 
hoc test, following one-way ANOVA test, was used. Fisher’s exact test and Chi-square test were used to compare 
percentages of responders between two groups and among more than two groups, respectively. Significance was 
presumed at P < 0.05.

All original data generated and analyzed during this study are included in this published article and its 
Supplementary Information files.

References
	 1.	 Jablonski, N. G. & Chaplin, G. Human skin pigmentation as an adaptation to UV radiation. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. USA 107, 

8962–8968 (2010).
	 2.	 Smith, E. S. et al. The molecular basis of acid insensitivity in the African naked mole-rat. Science 334, 1557–1560 (2011).
	 3.	 Rowe, A. H., Xiao, Y., Rowe, M. P., Cummins, T. R. & Zakon, H. H. Voltage-gated sodium channel in grasshopper mice defends 

against bark scorpion toxin. Science 342, 441–446 (2013).
	 4.	 Sheffield, D., Biles, P. L., Orom, H., Maixner, W. & Sheps, D. S. Race and sex differences in cutaneous pain perception. Psychosom. 

Med. 62, 517–523 (2000).
	 5.	 Yosipovitch, G., Meredith, G., Chan, Y. H. & Goh, C. L. Do ethnicity and gender have an impact on pain thresholds in minor 

dermatologic procedures? A study on thermal pain perception thresholds in Asian ethnic groups. Skin Res. Technol. 10, 38–42 
(2004).

	 6.	 Campbell, C. M., Edwards, R. R. & Fillingim, R. B. Ethnic differences in responses to multiple experimental pain stimuli. Pain 113, 
20–26 (2005).

	 7.	 Watson, P. J., Latif, R. K. & Rowbotham, D. J. Ethnic differences in thermal pain responses: a comparison of South Asian and White 
British healthy males. Pain 118, 194–200 (2005).

	 8.	 Mechlin, B., Morrow, A. L., Maixner, W. & Girdler, S. S. The relationship of allopregnanolone immunoreactivity and HPA-axis 
measures to experimental pain sensitivity: Evidence for ethnic differences. Pain 131, 142–152 (2007).

	 9.	 Rahim-Williams, F. B. et al. Ethnic identity predicts experimental pain sensitivity in African Americans and Hispanics. Pain 129, 
177–184 (2007).

	10.	 Grewen, K. M., Light, K. C., Mechlin, B. & Girdler, S. S. Ethnicity is associated with alterations in oxytocin relationships to pain 
sensitivity in women. Ethn. Health. 13, 219–241 (2008).

http://S1
http://S1


www.nature.com/scientificreports/

1 2Scientific REPOrTS | 7: 9181  | DOi:10.1038/s41598-017-09682-4

	11.	 Wang, H. et al. Ethnic differences in pain, itch and thermal detection in response to topical capsaicin: African Americans display a 
notably limited hyperalgesia and neurogenic inflammation. Br. J. Dermatol. 162, 1023–1029 (2010).

	12.	 Sibille, K. T. et al. Individual differences in morphine and butorphanol analgesia: a laboratory pain study. Pain Med. 12, 1076–1085 
(2011).

	13.	 Hastie, B. A. et al. Ethnicity interacts with the OPRM1 gene in experimental pain sensitivity. Pain 153, 1610–1619 (2012).
	14.	 Riley, J. L. III et al. Age and race effects on pain sensitivity and modulation among middle-aged and older adults. J. Pain 15, 272–282 

(2014).
	15.	 Sturm, R. A., Box, N. F. & Ramsay, M. Human pigmentation genetics: the difference is only skin deep. Bioessays 20, 712–721 (1998).
	16.	 Hearing, V. J. & Tsukamoto, K. Enzymatic control of pigmentation in mammals. FASEB J. 5, 2902–2909 (1991).
	17.	 Iwata, M., Corn, T., Iwata, S., Everett, M. A. & Fuller, B. B. The relationship between tyrosinase activity and skin color in human 

foreskins. J Invest Dermatol. 95, 9–15 (1990).
	18.	 Mogil, J. S. et al. Variable sensitivity to noxious heat is mediated by differential expression of the CGRP gene. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. 

U. S. A. 102, 12938–12943 (2005).
	19.	 Mogil, J. S. et al. Melanocortin-1 receptor gene variants affect pain and mu-opioid analgesia in mice and humans. J. Med. Genet. 42, 

583–587 (2005).
	20.	 Delaney, A., Keighren, M., Fleetwood-Walker, S. M. & Jackson, I. J. Involvement of the melanocortin-1 receptor in acute pain and 

pain of inflammatory but not neuropathic origin. PLoS One 5, e12498, doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0012498 (2010).
	21.	 Fortin, A. et al. Positional cloning of a quantitative trait locus contributing to pain sensitivity: possible mediation by Tyrp1. Genes 

Brain Behav. 9, 856–867 (2010).
	22.	 Hara, M. et al. Innervation of melanocytes in human skin. J Exp Med. 184, 1385–1395 (1996).
	23.	 Eisenhofer, G. et al. Tyrosinase: a developmentally specific major determinant of peripheral dopamine. FASEB J. 17, 1248–1255 

(2003).
	24.	 Dimasi, D. P. et al. Ethnic and mouse strain differences in central corneal thickness and association with pigmentation phenotype. 

PLoS One 6, e22103, doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0022103 (2011).
	25.	 Belfer, I. et al. Pain modality- and sex-specific effects of COMT genetic functional variants. Pain 154, 1368–1376 (2013).
	26.	 Yokoyama, T. et al. Conserved cysteine to serine mutation in tyrosinase is responsible for the classical albino mutation in laboratory 

mice. Nucleic Acids Res. 18, 7293–7298 (1990).
	27.	 Wade, C. M. et al. The mosaic structure of variation in the laboratory mouse genome. Nature 420, 574–578 (2002).
	28.	 Lariviere, W. R. et al. Heritability of nociception. III. Genetic relationships among commonly used assays of nociception and 

hypersensitivity. Pain 97, 75–86 (2002).
	29.	 Ono, K., Ye, Y., Viet, C. T., Dang, D. & Schmidt, B. L. TRPV1 expression level in isolectin B4-positive neurons contributes to mouse 

strain difference in cutaneous thermal nociceptive sensitivity. J. Neurophysiol. 113, 3345–3355 (2015).
	30.	 Brefel-Courbon, C. et al. Effect of levodopa on pain threshold in Parkinson’s disease: a clinical and positron emission tomography 

study. Mov. Disord. 20, 1557–1563 (2005).
	31.	 Reimann, E. et al. Expression profile of genes associated with the dopamine pathway in vitiligo skin biopsies and blood sera. 

Dermatology 224, 168–176 (2012).
	32.	 Lee, D. W. et al. Trans-activation of TRPV1 by D1R in mouse dorsal root ganglion neurons. Biochem. Biophys. Res. Commun. 465, 

832–837 (2015).
	33.	 Galbavy, W., Safaie, E., Rebecchi, M. J. & Puopolo, M. Inhibition of tetrodotoxin-resistant sodium current in dorsal root ganglia 

neurons mediated by D1/D5 dopamine receptors. Mol Pain 9, 60 (2013).
	34.	 Xie, G. X., Jones, K., Peroutka, S. J. & Palmer, P. P. Detection of mRNAs and alternatively spliced transcripts of dopamine receptors 

in rat peripheral sensory and sympathetic ganglia. Brain Res. 785, 129–135 (1998).
	35.	 Peterfreund, R. A., Kosofsky, B. E. & Fink, J. S. Cellular localization of dopamine D2 receptor messenger RNA in the rat trigeminal 

ganglion. Anesth. Analg. 81, 1181–1185 (1995).
	36.	 Li, G. H., Guan, B. C. & Li, Z. W. Effects of dopamine, SKF-38393 and R(-)-NPA on ATP-activated currents in rat DRG neurons. Can 

J. Physiol. Pharmacol. 83, 267–277 (2005).
	37.	 Peiser, C. et al. Dopamine type 2 receptor expression and function in rodent sensory neurons projecting to the airways. Am. J. 

Physiol. Lung Cell Mol. Physiol. 289, L153–L158 (2005).
	38.	 Eijkelkamp, N. et al. A role for Piezo2 in EPAC1-dependent mechanical allodynia. Nat. Commun. 4, 1682, doi:10.1038/ncomms2673 

(2013).
	39.	 Plenderleith, M. B. & Snow, P. J. The plant lectin Bandeiraea simplicifolia I-B4 identifies a subpopulation of small diameter primary 

sensory neurons which innervate the skin in the rat. Neurosci. Lett. 159, 17–20 (1993).
	40.	 Coste, B. et al. Piezo1 and Piezo2 are essential components of distinct mechanically activated cation channels. Science 330, 55–60 

(2010).
	41.	 Lou, S., Duan, B., Vong, L., Lowell, B. B. & Ma, Q. Runx1 controls terminal morphology and mechanosensitivity of VGLUT3-

expressing C-mechanoreceptors. J. Neurosci. 33, 870–882 (2013).
	42.	 Anderson, M. G. et al. Mutations in genes encoding melanosomal proteins cause pigmentary glaucoma in DBA/2J mice. Nat. Genet. 

30, 81–85 (2002).
	43.	 del Marmol, V. & Beermann, F. Tyrosinase and related proteins in mammalian pigmentation. FEBS Lett. 381, 165–168 (1996).
	44.	 Sarangarajan, R. et al. Mutant alleles at the brown locus encoding tyrosinase-related protein-1 (TRP-1) affect proliferation of mouse 

melanocytes in culture. Pigment Cell Res. 13, 337–344 (2000).
	45.	 Zhao, H., Matsuoka, S., Fujioka, Y. & Noma, A. Effects of dopamine on L-type Ca2+ current in single atrial and ventricular myocytes 

of the rat. Br. J. Pharmacol. 121, 1247–1254 (1997).
	46.	 Gillbro, J. M. et al. Autocrine catecholamine biosynthesis and the beta-adrenoceptor signal promote pigmentation in human 

epidermal melanocytes. J. Invest. Dermatol. 123, 346–353 (2004).
	47.	 Cox, L. J., Hengst, U., Gurskaya, N. G., Lukyanov, K. A. & Jaffrey, S. R. Intra-axonal translation and retrograde trafficking of CREB 

promotes neuronal survival. Nat. Cell Biol. 10, 149–159 (2008).
	48.	 Xue, Q., Jong, B., Chen, T. & Schumacher, M. A. Transcription of rat TRPV1 utilizes a dual promoter system that is positively 

regulated by nerve growth factor. J. Neurochem. 101, 212–222 (2007).
	49.	 Zubieta, J. K. et al. COMT val158met genotype affects μ-opioid neurotransmitter responses to a pain stressor. Science 299, 1240–1243 

(2003).
	50.	 Jarcho, J. M., Mayer, E. A., Jiang, Z. K., Feier, N. A. & London, E. D. Pain, affective symptoms, and cognitive deficits in patients with 

cerebral dopamine dysfunction. Pain 153, 744–754 (2012).
	51.	 Diatchenko, L. et al. Catechol-O-methyltransferase gene polymorphisms are associated with multiple pain-evoking stimuli. Pain 

125, 216–224 (2006).
	52.	 Diatchenko, L. et al. Genetic basis for individual variations in pain perception and the development of a chronic pain condition. 

Human molecular genetics 14, 135–143 (2005).
	53.	 Becker, S. et al. Dopamine and pain sensitivity: neither sulpiride nor acute phenylalanine and tyrosine depletion have effects on 

thermal pain sensations in healthy volunteers. PLoS One 8, e80766, doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0080766 (2013).
	54.	 Moore, C. et al. UVB radiation generates sunburn pain and affects skin by activating epidermal TRPV4 ion channels and triggering 

endothelin-1 signalling. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. USA 110, E3225–E3234 (2013).

http://dx.doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0012498
http://dx.doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0022103
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/ncomms2673
http://dx.doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0080766


www.nature.com/scientificreports/

13Scientific Reports | 7: 9181  | DOI:10.1038/s41598-017-09682-4

	55.	 Pickering, V., Jay Gupta, R., Quang, P., Jordan, R. C. & Schmidt, B. L. Effect of peripheral endothelin-1 concentration on carcinoma-
induced pain in mice. Eur. J. Pain 12, 293–300 (2008).

	56.	 O’brien, E. E., Smeester, B. A., Michlitsch, K. S., Lee, J.-H. & Beitz, A. J. Colocalization of aromatase in spinal cord astrocytes: 
Differences in expression and relationship to mechanical and thermal hyperalgesia in murine models of a painful and a non-painful 
bone tumor. Neurosci. 301, 235–245 (2015).

	57.	 Mogil, J. S. et al. Heritability of nociception I: responses of 11 inbred mouse strains on 12 measures of nociception. Pain 80, 67–82 
(1999).

	58.	 Mogil, J. S. et al. Heritability of nociception II. ‘Types’ of nociception revealed by genetic correlation analysis. Pain 80, 83–93 (1999).
	59.	 Eberle, A. N. et al. Receptors for melanocyte-stimulating hormone on melanoma cells. Ann. N. Y. Acad. Sci. 680, 320–341 (1993).
	60.	 Müller, T. Entacapone. Expert Opin. Drug Metab. Toxicol. 6, 983–993 (2010).
	61.	 Chang, T. S. An updated review of tyrosinase inhibitors. Int. J. Mol. Sci. 10, 2440–2475 (2009).
	62.	 Tan, Y., Sun, L. & Zhang, Q. Noradrenaline enhances ATP P2X3 receptor expression in dorsal root ganglion neurons of rats. 

Neuroscience 176, 32–38 (2011).
	63.	 Miyahara, N., Ono, K., Hitomi, S., Hirase, M. & Inenaga, K. Dopamine modulates neuronal excitability pre- and post-synaptically 

in the rat subfornical organ. Brain Res. 1447, 44–52 (2012).
	64.	 Hargreaves, K., Dubner, R., Brown, F., Flores, C. & Joris, J. A new and sensitive method for measuring thermal nociception in 

cutaneous hyperalgesia. Pain 32, 77–88 (1988).
	65.	 Malin, S. A., Davis, B. M. & Molliver, D. C. Production of dissociated sensory neuron cultures and considerations for their use in 

studying neuronal function and plasticity. Nat. Protoc. 2, 152–160 (2007).
	66.	 Viet, C. T. et al. Demethylating drugs as novel analgesics for cancer pain. Clin. Cancer Res. 20, 4882–4893 (2014).
	67.	 Ye, Y. et al. Adenosine triphosphate drives head and neck cancer pain through P2X2/3 heterotrimers. Acta Neuropathol. Commun. 

2, 62, doi:10.1186/2051-5960-2-62 (2014).
	68.	 Meghani, S. H., Byun, E. & Gallagher, R. M. Time to take stock: a meta-analysis and systematic review of analgesic treatment 

disparities for pain in the United States. Pain Med. 13, 150–174 (2012).

Acknowledgements
This work was funded by NIH/NIDCR R01 DE19796.

Author Contributions
K.O. performed the behaviour tests, Ca2+-imaging and electrophysiology experiments; he analyzed and 
interpreted all data. C.T.V. performed quantitative RT-PCR. Y.Y. performed HPLC and edited the manuscript. 
D.D. performed immunofluorescence for the dopamine receptor and prepared the drugs so that K.O. was blind 
while performing the behavioural experiments. H.S. and K.I. reviewed and assessed published studies for meta-
analysis. T.T. performed the online promoter region analysis. J.C.D. edited the manuscript. B.L.S. designed all 
experiments and organized the study.

Additional Information
Supplementary information accompanies this paper at doi:10.1038/s41598-017-09682-4

Competing Interests: The authors declare that they have no competing interests.
Publisher's note: Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and 
institutional affiliations.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International 
License, which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or 

format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Cre-
ative Commons license, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this 
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the 
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons license and your intended use is not per-
mitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the 
copyright holder. To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.
 
© The Author(s) 2017

http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/2051-5960-2-62
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	Cutaneous pigmentation modulates skin sensitivity via tyrosinase-dependent dopaminergic signalling

	Results

	Cutaneous heat sensitivity is higher in dark skinned people compared with light skinned people. 
	Pigmented mice show higher sensitivity (lower threshold to respond) to thermal and capsaicin stimulus compared to unpigment ...
	Dopamine signalling from melanocytes modulates cutaneous thermal and mechanical sensitivities via D1-like receptor. 
	Dopamine signalling modulates Trpv1 and Piezo2 expressions in sensory neurons. 

	Discussion

	Methods

	Meta-analysis. 
	Publicly available database for nocifensive behaviours. 
	High-performance liquid chromatography (HPLC). 
	Animals. 
	Drug injections. 
	Mouse behaviours. 
	RNA quantification. 
	Immunofluorescence. 
	TG cultures. 
	Ca2+-imaging. 
	Whole-cell patch-clamp recording. 
	Sampling and statistical analyses. 

	Acknowledgements

	Figure 1 Forest plots of the mean differences in heat and pressure pain sensitivities between dark and light skin human cohorts.
	Figure 2 Pigmented and unpigmented mice display differences in cutaneous sensitivities.
	Figure 3 Pigmentation-dependent cutaneous sensations are mediated by skin dopaminergic signalling.
	Figure 4 Dopamine modulates pain-related gene expression in sensory neurons.
	Figure 5 Mechanism of skin dopaminergic sensory modulation.




