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Abstract: Temperature maintenance and detection are 
essential for the survival and perpetuation of any species. 
This review is focused on thermosensation; thus a detailed 
and traced explanation of the anatomical and physiologi-
cal characteristics of each component of this sensation is 
given. First, the proteins that react to temperature changes 
are identified; next, the nature of the neurons involved in 
thermosensation is described; and then, the pathways from 
the skin through the spinal cord to the brain are outlined. 
Finally, the areas of the brain and their interconnections 
where thermoperception arises are explained. Transduc-
tion of the external and internal temperature information 
is essentially mediated by the transient receptor potential 
ion channels (TRPs). These proteins are embedded in the 
neurons’ membrane and they hyper- or de-polarize neu-
rons in function of the intrinsic voltage and the tempera-
ture changes. There are distinct TRP sensors for different 
temperature ranges. Interestingly, the primary afferent 
neurons have either cold or hot receptors, so they are dedi-
cated separately to cold or hot sensation. The information 
is transmitted by different pathways from the skin to the 
brain, where it either remains separated or is integrated to 
generate a response. It seems that both the determination 
of how thermoperception is produced and how we interact 
with the world are dependent on the particular arrange-
ment and nature of the components, the way of transduc-
tion of information and the communication between these 
elements.

Keywords: labelled-line principle; temperature; ther-
moperception; thermoreceptors; transient receptor poten-
tial ion channels (TRPs).

Introduction

Nature and evolution have provided humans with differ-
ent tools to survive the mayhem of chemical and physical 
stimuli. We have a variety of chemoreceptors dispersed 
around the body that help us spot nutrition, noxious sub-
stances or a potential sexual partner. The most well-known 
and evolved chemical senses in humans are gustation 
and olfaction which detect the chemicals in the external 
environment. Olfaction detects volatile compounds and 
combines with gustation to improve the identification of 
foods. Other receptors are sensitive to physical changes 
in the environment. Vision, one of the most complex and 
important senses in the human body, detects electromag-
netic radiation. Thus, half of the human cerebral cortex 
is considered to be dedicated to analysing visual informa-
tion. The auditory system detects frequency and intensity 
of the periodic variations in air pressure, sound. Nearby, 
the vestibular system recognizes balance, movement and 
orientation of the body and head. All over the body, the 
skin and muscles also provide crucial information. There 
are different specialized receptors that are sensitive to 
touch (pressure), temperature (thermosensation), pain 
(noxious stimuli) and position (proprioception); the clas-
sification of theses senses is still unclear and there is no 
definitive consensus (Bear et al., 2007).

Key to the existence of life on Earth is the behaviour 
and nature of the variable temperature. The temperature 
(and pressure) established on Earth serves as a unique 
(from what is known) cultivation environment since many 
elements are stable and chemical reactions can take place 
at the right pace and in the correct amounts. In this well-
established but fluctuating atmosphere, organisms need 
to be aware of and respond efficiently to temperature 
and its effect. There are many examples that show how 
creatures use thermal information in the everyday life for 
their survival: thermotropism in plants, thermal vision 
in snakes, sun basking in reptiles, seeking of shelter in 
mammals, etc. Most organisms need to stay within a par-
ticular temperature range in order to maintain their bodily 
functions; therefore, a temperature detection mechanism 
is needed.

A molecular explanation of the sense organs’ function 
has not been available until recently. The elucidation of 

mailto:ivan.romano.14@ucl.ac.uk
mailto:angel.ezquerra@edu.ucm.es
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-5736-9867


46      I. Ezquerra-Romano and A. Ezquerra: Highway to thermosensation

the details in the transduction processes has mainly been 
conducted in the last 40 years. This has helped to explain 
many aspects which have already allowed us to compre-
hend how the molecular and physiological characteristics 
contribute to the whole mechanism. However, the existing 
theories still need further improvements. A crucial step 
was taken when Cosens and Manning (1969) discovered 
the first transient receptor potential ion channels (TRPs) 
in mutant flies. After this, great advances have been made 
in the comprehension of the TRP channels. These chan-
nels have been found to be involved in many different pro-
cesses, such as thermosensation.

This review is focused on thermosensation. Thus, a 
detailed and traced explanation of the anatomical and 
physiological characteristics of each component of this 
sensation is given. First, the proteins that react to tem-
perature changes are identified; next, the nature of the 
neurons involved in thermosensation is described; and 
then, the pathways from the skin through the spinal cord 
to the brain are outlined. Finally, the areas of the brain 
and their interconnections where thermoperception arises 
are explained.

Molecular level
Transduction of the external and internal temperature is 
essentially mediated by some TRPs (Patapoutian et  al., 
2003). These proteins are embedded in the neurons’ mem-
brane and some of them are extremely sensitive to tem-
perature changes. Thus, a change in temperature opens or 
closes these channels, and the internal and external con-
centrations of ions are consequently modified. In short, 
the cells are polarised in reaction to the temperature shifts 
so that a generator potential is established. In sensory 
neurons, when the generator potential shows enough 
size, spread or both, an action potential is generated. 
Accordingly, the initial change is transduced in a signal 
which can be transported.

Currently, 28 TRP channels have been found and 
these can be categorised into six families (Pedersen et al., 
2005) which have different functions around the human’s 
and other species’ tissues. The families of the vanil-
loid TRP channels (TRPV), the melastatin TRP channels 
(TRPM) and the ankyrin transmembrane proteins chan-
nels (ANKTM) contain the proteins involved in thermosen-
sation (Schepers and Ringkamp, 2010). Evidence that 
supports the special role of TRP channels in temperature 
sensation is their high 10° temperature coefficient (Q10). 
This dimension states the rate of change of a chemical 

or biological reaction when temperature is increased by 
10°C. The rate of any reaction is affected by temperature; 
therefore any process in cells is affected by this variable. 
Most ion channels have a Q10 ranging between 1.5 and 2 
(Hille, 2001; Xu et al., 2002; Benham et al., 2003), but ther-
moTRPs show Q10 values >15. For instance, TRPM8 has a 
Q10 of around 23.8 (Brauchi et al., 2004), TRPV3 has a Q10 
of around 17–22, TRPV4 has a Q10 of 19.1 and TRPV1 has a 
Q10 of around 21 (Benham et al., 2003). Therefore, the sen-
sitivity to temperature changes by TRP channels makes 
them candidates for becoming sensors of temperature.

The channels identified until now in the human body 
and associated with thermosensation can be classified 
into two groups: hot- and cold-sensitive. A neutral range 
between 30°C and 36°C has been defined. Below this 
range, cold stimuli are felt, whereas above it warm ones 
are experienced (Kenshalo et al., 1968; Lee et al., 1998; Lv 
and Liu, 2007). Within these two groups, we can distin-
guish between those that react to noxious and to innoc-
uous temperature (Patapoutian et  al., 2003). Noxious 
stimuli in the hot range have been defined to be over 
~ 43°C and under ~ 17°C in the cold range (Davis and Pope, 
2002; Patapoutian et al., 2003). Thanks to these receptors, 
humans can discriminate a temperature range on the skin 
from <10°C to >50°C (Voets et al., 2005).

It is noteworthy that these TRP channels are also 
expressed in the central nervous system and in other inter-
nal organs; this has led researchers to the idea that there is 
an endogenous agonist to these TRPs (Boulant and Dean, 
1986; Boulant, 1998, 2000; Hori et al., 1999; Mezey et al., 
2000; Guler et  al., 2002). However, this review focuses 
on the sensors and their afferents which are involved in 
external temperature perception.

The scientific literature has always focused more on 
the hot-sensitive proteins; therefore, the understanding 
and information of these is much broader. The first TRP, 
TRPV1, was identified due to its response to capsaicin, the 
ingredient in red hot chilli peppers that elicits a burning 
pain sensation. TRPV1 activation occurs in the noxious 
spectrum, above ~ 42°C (Caterina et al., 1997). The second 
channel discovered was TRPV2. It is activated by high 
noxious temperatures, having a threshold of ~ 52°C (Cate-
rina et  al., 1999). The next hot receptor to be classified 
was TRPV3. The activation onset of this channel is around 
33°C, so it is the first one found to be discovered that trans-
duces innocuous hot information, even though it still 
presents activity above the noxious limit (~ 43°C) (Smith 
et al., 2002; Xu et al., 2002). The last receptor found in the 
hot range was TRPV4. This is the only one that is not acti-
vated by noxious temperatures; its range of activation is 
from ~ 27°C to ~ 42°C (Guler et al., 2002).
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Within the cold-sensitive proteins, TRPM8 was the 
first cold receptor to be identified. This channel is sensi-
tive to menthol which elicits a cool sensation when the 
receptor is exposed to this compound. Its activation range 
is between ~ 28°C and ~ 8°C (McKemy et al., 2002; Bautista 
et al., 2007). The last channel identified to be involved in 
thermosensation was TRPA1 (formerly ANKTM1). TRPA1 
activates when temperatures fall below ~ 17°C (Story et al., 
2003). As aforementioned, a noxious stimulus is perceived 
below this temperature.

Furthermore, other studies have pinpointed other 
non-TRP proteins that seem to be involved in this process. 
Some examples, in the cold range, are TREK-1, a two-pore 
domain K+ channel (Maingret et  al., 2000), DEGyENaC 
cation channel subunits (Askwith et al., 2001) and Na/K 
ATPase (Carpenter, 1967; Pierau et  al., 1974). In the hot 
range, P2X3, an ATP-gated cation selective ion channel, 
has been identified (Souslova et al., 2000).

In summary, the known thermosensitive mechanism 
collectively covers most of the temperature ranges to 
which we are sensitive. Thus, each TRP protein works at a 
particular temperature range and has its optimal point of 
activation within these ranges (Caterina et al., 1999; Nagy 
and Rang, 1999; Patapoutian et  al., 2003; Voets et  al., 
2005). The physiological studies on the thermosensitive 
proteins have revealed a nonlinear relation between tem-
perature increase/decrease and channel activity (Andrew 
and Craig, 2001; Xu et al., 2002).

Neurons associated with TRPV1, TRPV2 and TRPV3 
increase their firing nonlinearly from their respective 
thresholds, probably until the cell and the proteins start to 
become damaged (Caterina et al., 1999; Andrew and Craig, 
2001; Smith et al., 2002; Xu et al., 2002). Similarly, TRPA1 
increases its activity nonlinearly when the temperature 
decreases to the noxious cold range. Cells with TRPV4 chan-
nels on their membrane show a positive nonlinear increase 
in firing within ~ 27°C to ~ 42°C and their peak of activity is 
42°C; after this point the current decreases. Similarly, TRPM8 
neurons show an increase in activity within their range of 
activation (~ 8°C to ~ 28°C) when the temperatures drop to 
its downside limit. These neurons show a decline in their 
activity when temperatures go down further than ~ 8°C; 
the peak current is again around this boundary (McKemy 
et  al., 2002; Bautista et  al., 2007). Consequently, we have 
the capacity to feel a continuous and interrupted increase 
or decrease from low to high temperatures. This is due to the 
overlapping activation and sensitivity of the existing TRPs, 
as well as a complex interaction of activation and inhibition 
of the neurons involved in this process.

It is noteworthy that chilli and menthol are not par-
ticularly sources of heat and cold, but the fact that TRPV1 

and TRPM8, respectively, have binding sites for com-
pounds in these substances increases the firing rate of the 
neurons coupled to these proteins. As a consequence, our 
brain ‘tells’ us we are feeling hot or cold, even though the 
skin temperature does not change.

The underlying mechanism that determines the 
opening and closing of the channels for a particular 
temperature is not completely known. Several differ-
ent hypotheses have been proposed (Clapham, 2003). 
However, evidence that support the theories has just 
been found for two of them (Voets et  al., 2005). The 
less verified theory states that changes in temperature 
produce channel-activating ligands. This mechanism 
has been just seen to work for TRPV4, but it has been 
rejected for TRPM8 and TRPV1, as they still work in cell-
free patches (Watanabe et al., 2002; Brauchi et al., 2004; 
Voets et al., 2004, 2005). The most promising hypothesis 
for the mechanism of TRPs states that TRPM8, TRPV1 and 
TRPV3 are voltage-dependent gating channels, contrary 
to the first assumptions that identified thermoTRPs as 
voltage-independent (Brauchi et  al., 2004; Voets et  al., 
2004; Chung et al., 2005).

The voltage-dependent model defines that tempera-
ture changes (cooling in the case of TRPM8 and heating for 
TRPV1) shift the channel activation curves to more physi-
ological voltages. Two research works that elucidated this 
mechanism showed how temperature sensitivity is highly 
dependent on transmembrane voltage (Brauchi et  al., 
2004; Voets et  al., 2004). Consequently, both tempera-
ture and voltage changes of the membrane are needed for 
increasing the probabilities of channel opening.

Unfortunately, the exact mechanisms that lead to the 
transduction of external thermal conditions to internal 
information are not fully understood. To fully compre-
hend these, we would need to know the structure of the 
gates and the process of their activation. Nevertheless, 
some insights have been achieved.

TRPs are non-selective cationic proteins, but have a 
high permeability to calcium ions. They are grouped into 
homo- or hetero-tetramers to form channels (Caterina 
et  al., 1997; Clapham et  al., 2001; Xu et  al., 2002; Ped-
ersen et al., 2005). Each individual protein is formed by 
six membrane-spanning domains which present a hydro-
phobic region between transmembrane domains 5 and 6. 
Similar to all the transmembrane proteins, TRPs have an 
amino and a carboxy terminus; in this case both are cyto-
plasmic and the amino terminus has three ankyrin-repeat 
domains. TRPMs do not have these repeats (Caterina et al., 
1997; Pedersen et al., 2005). The transmembrane domains 
1–4 and the cytoplasmic terminal segments may contain 
the regulatory parts that control channel gating (Voets 
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et  al., 2005), whereas the hydrophobic region between 
domains 5 and 6 may be the ion passage.

On the other hand, some prominent advances about 
the structure of some voltage-gated ion channels (VGICs) 
regulatory domains and their functions have also been 
achieved (Jiang et  al., 2002; Zagotta et  al., 2003; Pio-
letti et  al., 2006; Yuan et  al., 2010). VGICs are outfit-
ted with diverse cytoplasmic domains (Yu et  al., 2005); 
such domains seem to provide meaning for chemical 
and physical stimuli that would influence opening and 
closing processes. Thus, several authors (Grandl et  al., 
2008; Bagriantsev et al., 2012) have suggested that these 
intracellular domains can serve as temperature sensors. 
In this regard, some VGIC superfamily members, such 
as TRPs (Brauchi et al., 2006; Clapham and Miller, 2011; 
Vriens et  al., 2014), also seem to be gated by the tem-
perature effect in their cytoplasmic domains. Contrarily, 
other researchers consider that the thermal response in 
VGIC superfamily members arises from elements distrib-
uted throughout the channel (Clapham and Miller, 2011; 
Chowdhury et al., 2014).

Strikingly, the VGIC superfamilies, including the 
bacterial voltage-gated sodium channels, share the 
architecture of the C-terminal cytoplasmic domain (CTD) 
(Figure  1). The CTD has two parts: the neck which is a 
membrane proximal four-helix bundle bearing a hydro-
philic core (Shaya et al., 2014; Payandeh and Minor, 2015) 
and a C-terminal four-stranded coiled coil (Mio et  al., 
2010; Powl et al., 2010; Irie et al., 2012; Shaya et al., 2014; 
Payandeh and Minor, 2015). Some studies have proposed 
that the neck undergoes an order/disorder transition on 
channel opening (Shaya et al., 2014). Thus, the neck folds 
a stable structure versus a disordered one and this change 
depends on temperature. That is to say, the neck domain 
forms a metastable structure.

Arrigoni et al. (2016) have demonstrated that the neck 
has a temperature-dependent unfolding transition that 
is directly coupled to channel opening. The neck has two 
ion binding sites which have different activation energies 
and can shift its arrangement by the effect of temperature 
(Figure 1). This structure contributes to the neck rigidity 
and the CTD functional properties. Concretely, this domain 
is constrained on its N and C termini by the channel pore 
domain and a classic parallel four-stranded coiled coil, 
respectively. These physical constraints are influenced by 
the neck during the process of gating.

Furthermore, a comparison of the NaVAe1p and 
TRPA1 CTDs reveals striking structural similarities and it 
points to a unified mechanism in which the propensity of 
the neck region to adopt an order/disorder transition is 
the base to understand the voltage-dependent opening of 

Figure 1: Representation of a thermoTRP in its open state.
The dotted lines represent the hydrophilic core of the neck domain, 
which provides this structure with its metastable behaviour.
Note that this is a theoretical diagram since the channels best 
described to date are bacterial sodium channels (Shaya et al., 2014; 
Arrigoni et al., 2016). Nevertheless, TRPs (with a high permeability 
to calcium ions) have been suggested to also rely on cytoplasmic 
elements for their temperature-dependent activity. Modified from 
Arrigoni et al. (2016), Shaya et al. (2014) and Voets et al. (2005).

the channel (Arrigoni et al., 2016). Obviously, these results 
establish that a discrete ion channel domain can serve as 
a temperature response element.

Another way of considering the mechanism of gating 
is in relation to the thermodynamical variables that 
govern the conformation of the molecular equilibrium. 
The enthalpy and the entropy changes are quite high for 
channel opening, resulting in a low Gibbs free energy 
(Brauchi et al., 2004; Nilius et al., 2005). Large enthalpy 
and entropy changes imply large structural rearrange-
ments of the proteins. Since enthalpy and entropy are 
intrinsically dependent on temperature, these facts could 
mean that there exists a temperature-sensing domain in 
TRPM8 and TRPV1 (Brauchi et al., 2004). Why are TRPM8 
and TRPV1 sensitive to cooling and heating, respectively? 
There is no consensus to the answer of this question. 
Voets et al. (2004) proposed a two-state model. They for-
mulated that temperature sensitivity arises when there 
are differences in the activation energies associated with 
the opening and closing of the channel. Therefore, TRPM8 
presents a higher closing activation energy and TRPV1 
higher opening activation energy. On the other hand, 
Brauchi et al. (2004) proposed an allosteric model. In this 
model, the activation of the sensors to voltage and tem-
perature and the channel opening compose three separate 
two-state equilibriums.
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Additionally, TRPs have been found to be regu-
lated or even activated by the activity of phospholipase 
C (PLC) (Montell et  al., 2002). PLC activity is regulated 
externally by G protein coupled receptors (GPCRs). 
GPCRs in the cell membrane dissociate the G protein into 
active Gα and Gβγ when an agonist binds to it. PLC is 
activated and it hydrolyses phosphatidylinositol 4,5-bis-
phosphate producing two intracellular messengers: dia-
cylglycerol and inositol 1,4,5-trisphosphate (Ins(1,4,5)
P3). Diacylglycerol remains in the membrane and it is 
one of the candidates for the regulation/activation of 
TRPs (Hardie et  al., 2002). Ins(1,4,5)P3 diffuses in the 
cytoplasm and increases intracellular Ca2+ by releasing 
it from the endoplasmic reticulum (Rhee and Bae, 1997). 
The mechanism of TRP channels beyond the activation 
of PLC is not described in detail here; a good review on 
this process can be found in Clapham (2003), Pedersen 
et al. (2005), Minke and Cook (2002) and Montell et al. 
(2002). Interestingly, PLC-dependent (such as TRPV1 and 
TRPV2) and -independent TRPs have been identified, but 
the physiological processes are still poorly understood. 
The regulation by the activity of PLC seems to account 
for increased sensitivity in inflammation (allodynia and 
hyperalgesia) among other regulatory processes acting 
on thermoreceptors (Davis et  al., 2000; Montell et  al., 
2002; del Camino et al., 2010). The regulation explained 
above shows how TRPs are also regulated by internal, 
chemical and long-lasting signals.

Neuronal level
Similar to the aforementioned classification of the TRP 
channels, thermosensitive afferent neurons can be classi-
fied depending on the type of receptor they have. Ther-
moreceptors are found in different tissues; in the case of 
external temperature changes, they are situated in the 
free nerve endings of afferent neurons (Schepers and 
Ringkamp, 2010). In the innocuous range, there is an 
independent transduction and transmission of cold and 
hot stimuli information, since neurons with either cold or 
hot receptors have been found. Noxious cold and heat are 
mainly mediated by the same afferents, though there are 
some fibres activated specifically by just noxious cold or 
heat temperatures (Schepers and Ringkamp, 2010). Thus, 
there are primary afferents dedicated separately to the 
innocuous and noxious thermosensations. On the other 
hand, multimodal neurons (hot and cold transduction as 
well as the activation to other stimuli such as pressure, 
osmolality, etc.) have also been found, especially in the 
noxious range (LaMotte and Campbell, 1978; Campbell 

and LaMotte, 1983). Additionally, some mechanorecep-
tors are also sensitive to cold and heat, but their role in 
temperature sensation is not well understood (Schepers 
and Ringkamp, 2010). A consequence for these facts is 
that temperature sensitivity is not even around the body; 
instead the body shows varied sensitivities to temperature 
among different regions of the skin (Adair, 1999).

Heat is transferred from a heat reservoir to a cold one; 
thus a thermal gradient is created. Therefore, the tem-
perature on the skin surface differs from the temperature 
inside. Additionally, human skin has three layers: epi-
dermis, dermis and subcutaneous tissue. Thus, the heat 
is transferred through the tissue and a thermal gradient 
appears which stimulates the thermoreceptors differently 
depending on their location. Strikingly, innocuous cold 
and hot thermoreceptors are situated at a different depth 
in human skin. Cold receptors are found in the epidermis 
(Dhaka et al., 2008) at a depth of 0.2 mm, whereas warm 
receptors are found deeper, approximately at a depth of 
0.5 mm (Figure 2) (Lv and Liu, 2007). Noxious hot receptors 
(C fibres) have been found to be in a depth range of 0.2–
0.6 mm (Tillman et al., 1995). The depth of cold nocicep-
tors might be the same, since TRPV1 and TRPA1 (remember 
that nociceptors are multimodal, the same afferent fibre 
receives and carries noxious cold and hot information) are 

Figure 2: Diagram of the thermoreceptors in the skin. Note that on 
average hot receptors are found deeper in the skin.



50      I. Ezquerra-Romano and A. Ezquerra: Highway to thermosensation

expressed mainly in the same neurons (Patapoutian et al., 
2003). The fact that cold and hot receptors do not share the 
same depth has immediate consequences in the capacity 
to perceive stimuli by each type of receptor. Cold receptors 
temperature drops faster than warm receptor temperature; 
therefore their temperature is also increased more quickly. 
Consequently, the detection time of the warm receptors is 
slower than the cold receptors (Lv and Liu, 2007).

Another important characteristic is that each kind of 
thermosensitive afferent neurons is grouped into differ-
ent types of fibres. Thus, warm (innocuous hot) sensitive 
fibres are mainly C fibres (Mackenzie et al., 1975; LaMotte 
and Campbell, 1978). These are unmyelinated and they 
have the smallest diameter, approximately 1–2 μm (Lv and 
Liu, 2007), implying that they are the slowest conducting 
fibres. Cold sensation is mediated by Aδ and C fibres (Mac-
kenzie et al., 1975; McKemy et al., 2002; Lv and Liu, 2007). 
Aδ fibres are myelinated and have a diameter of around 3 
mm; hence they conduct faster than C fibres (Lv and Liu, 
2007). Remarkably, this separation observed at the skin 
level of hot and cold information is kept in the spinal cord 
and even in some areas of the brain as it will be explained 
below (Craig and Dostrovsky, 2001; Craig, 2002, 2003). 
Besides, a feature that cold and hot sensitive fibres share 
is that they both branch at the end into 5–10 unmyelinated 
parts (Figure 2) (Adair, 1999).

Noxious cold and hot receptors are coupled to C and 
Aδ fibres (Campbell and LaMotte, 1983; Caterina et  al., 
1997; Clapham et  al., 2001). There is evidence that dem-
onstrates that both fibres are involved in noxious tem-
perature perception. In noxious hot sensation, Aδ fibres 
conduct and make us feel the first fast pain onset, while C 
fibres firing explains the second pain sensation that lasts 
longer. Some researchers have blocked Aδ and they have 
observed the disappearance of the first fast pain (Price 
et al., 1977; Campbell and LaMotte, 1983). Importantly, the 
activity of the fibres correlates with the psychological pain 
perception of the stimuli (Schepers and Ringkamp, 2010). 
Interestingly, blocking Aδ fibres in the presence of a cold 
stimulus results in burning or heat experience (Mackenzie 
et al., 1975; Craig and Bushnell, 1994). This observation is 
the same phenomenon noted in the thermal grill illusion 
(Yarnitsky and Ochoa, 1990); it suggests that hot and cold 
information input is already modulated at the spinal cord 
by cold afferents and that sensation depends on the inte-
gration of various inputs. Additionally, two different types 
of Aδ fibre nociceptors have been identified depending on 
their response to heat stimuli. Type I fibres have a high tem-
perature threshold, around 53°C, and type II fibres have a 
lower activation point at approximately 47°C (Treede et al., 
1995; Caterina et al., 1999; Schepers and Ringkamp, 2010).

The opening of the TRP channels leads to the polari-
zation of the neuron, thus triggering the firing of a signal. 
Remarkably, the amplitude of the polarisation is the same 
for any stimuli in any neuron in the nervous system, 
meaning that information is not coded by the intensity 
of the polarisation. In fact, the intensity of the signal per-
ceived is related to the frequency of the firing. In other 
words, the information is coded by the number of polari-
sation peaks per unit of time and not their amplitude. 
Thus, an abrupt change in temperature causes a high 
firing frequency that implies an intense signal. In particu-
lar, cold thermoreceptors increase their firing rate when 
temperature cools down and decrease their activity when 
temperatures rise, and vice versa for hot thermoreceptors 
(Kenshalo et  al., 1968; Lv and Liu, 2007; Schepers and 
Ringkamp, 2010). Hence, during and after the tempera-
ture change, the activity of cold and hot sensors presents 
the biggest difference in firing rate. After the transient 
increase (or decrease) in firing rate, the neuron comes 
back to a steady level; this means thermoreceptors adapt 
to long-lasting stimuli (Hensel and Zotterman, 1951). Addi-
tionally, the peak impulse frequency of the cold receptors 
lasts longer than that of the warm thermoreceptors (Lv 
and Liu, 2007). This behaviour of the thermoreceptors 
at the skin level has direct effects on our perception of 
temperature.

To sum up, temperature sensation has dedicated 
specific fibres for each temperature range. It should be 
noted that a neuron is capable of reacting to both cold 
and hot stimuli due to the presence of cold and hot chan-
nels in its membrane (McKemy et al., 2002). Only C fibres 
are involved in innocuous warm stimuli sensation and 
both C and Aδ fibres in innocuous cold stimuli detection. 
Noxious stimuli are perceived by multimodal C and Aδ 
fibres. It is the integration and modulation of both types 
of fibres that leads to a correct sensation of noxious tem-
perature. These differences in the type of fibres imply 
that thermal information has different speed and signal 
timing for each thermal range. Nevertheless, the final 
sensation of temperature arises from the complex interac-
tion of the overlapping activity of different population of 
neurons. Accounts of this complex synergy are found in 
some bizarre sensory phenomena: paradoxical heat and 
cold, thermal grill illusion and cold allodynia (Craig and 
 Bushnell, 1994; Craig et al., 1996; Craig, 2002).

Central nervous system level
Temperature and pain information goes through the 
spinothalamic tract. This tract is composed of afferent 
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Figure 3: Diagram of primary afferent neurons carrying hot and cold 
temperature information to the spinal cord (Caterina et al., 1999; 
Clapham et al., 2001; Patapoutian et al., 2003).
Note that hot and cold innocuous information travels in separated 
fibres (represented in the figure), whereas hot and cold noxious 
information can be transmitted in the same primary afferent (not 
represented here for clarity).

neurons that synapse in the substantia gelatinosa of the 
dorsal horn and the second-order neurons that decussate 
and ascend in the opposite tract (Figure 3) (Patapoutian 
et  al., 2003). Research studies have revealed a labelled 
line of temperature information (as well as for other 
somatosensory information) from the skin to the brain, 
showing that there are dedicated pathways for each kind 
of information (Figure 4) (Craig, 2003).

Innocuous and noxious temperature-sensitive neurons 
synapse in the superficial laminae, lamina I and lamina II, 
of the dorsal horn (Caterina et  al., 1999; Clapham et  al., 
2001; Patapoutian et  al., 2003). Lamina I contains three 
different types of cells according to their morphology: fusi-
form, pyramidal and multipolar (Han et al., 1998). Fusiform 
cells respond to noxious hot stimuli and to pinch; this is 
supported by the fact that they seem to have unmyelinated 
axons (as aforementioned, noxious stimuli are perceived 
by C fibres). Pyramidal cells are responsive to innocuous 
cold and multipolar cells have been identified to be poly-
modal (heat, pinch and cold) and as nociceptive-specific 
(Zhang et  al., 1996). These three different morphologies 
coincide with three distinct physiologies: nociceptive-
specific, thermoreceptive-specific and polymodal nocicep-
tive (Price et  al., 1978; Zhang et  al., 1996). Evidence that 
supports a labelled line of temperature sensation is the 
distribution of the channels. TRPV1 has been observed in 
the superficial laminae, laminae I and II (Caterina et al., 
1999; Clapham et al., 2001). TRPV2 is mainly expressed in 
the superficial laminae, and TRPV3 and TRPV4 have been 
found in lamina I (Andrew and Craig, 2001; Patapoutian 
et  al., 2003). Furthermore, the hypothalamus and the 
brainstem send projections to these laminae, indicating 
that there is already a modification and modulation of the 
signal at this stage (Holstege, 1988).

Strikingly, evidence of labelled-line logic in the brain 
has been found in the Drosophila brain. Gallio et al. (2011) 
showed a clear segregation of the cold and hot informa-
tion-carrying neurons. Cold-sensing neurons target a 
glomerulus at the lateral margin of the proximal anten-
nal protocerebrum (PAP), whereas hot-sensing neurons 
project to a separated glomerulus in the same area. It 
is important to highlight that they do not overlap. This 
arrangement creates a thermotopic map in the fly’s PAP 
that translates to a functional representation of tempera-
ture in the brain. Furthermore, it is noteworthy that the 
anatomical independence of each temperature sensing 
neuron leads also to a clear behaviour consequence. Flies 
that had either the cold- or hot-sensing neurons silenced 
exhibited a selective deficit of avoidance to cold and hot 
stimuli when cold or hot glomerulus were inactivated, 
respectively (Gallio et al., 2011).

Recently, a study conducted by Frank et  al. (2015) 
found the high brain areas where thermosensory informa-
tion converge: the mushroom body, the lateral horn and 
the posterior lateral protocerebrum. Most of the neurons 
that innervate the hot and cold glomeruli already target 
both types of cells, so they represent the first point of con-
vergence of hot and cold temperature. This research group 
also identified fast- and slow-adapting neurons; these are 
projections from the PAP to the areas aforementioned acti-
vated by either hot or cold stimuli. Fast-adapting neurons 
are thought to convey temporal information (start and 
end). Slow-adapting neurons may encode for the magni-
tude of a temperature change (Frank et al., 2015). These 
findings are promising and the authors suggest a similar 
mechanism in mammals (Gallio et al., 2011).

Some insights have been achieved in the brain areas 
of humans and primates that become more active with 
temperature changes and information. Temperature 
neurons ascending via the spinothalamic tract send 
axons to the posterior part of the ventromedial nucleus 
(Lenz et  al., 1993; Davis et  al., 1999). Contrary to what 
would be expected, temperature information does not 
target the parietal somatosensory cortex. Innocuous 
temperature elicits activity in the right anterior insula 
and the orbitofrontal cortex (Craig et  al., 2000) and 
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noxious thermal stimuli activates the anterior cingu-
late cortex and the dorsal posterior insula (Figure  5) 
(Craig et al., 1996; Brooks et al., 2002). The journey that 
temperature information makes from the thermorecep-
tors to the brain is not futile; the messages are used by 
the hypothalamus, integrator of thermal internal and 
external information and responsible of thermogenesis 
(Boulant, 1998; Nagashima et al., 2000). The hypothal-
amus is located under the thalamus and it is the main 
chief in the hormone regulation (Figure  5). It has also 
been described to be the centre of control of emotions 
and other behavioural functions. Interestingly, tempera-
ture among other bodily feelings has an inherent asso-
ciation with emotion; it has a motivational aspect. It is 
obvious that temperature perception has a homeostatic 
role and it is related to the body’s needs and survival 
(Mower, 1976;  Satinoff, 1978). The feelings that arise with 
thermoperception are directly related to homeostasis 
and behavioural motivations of survival (Craig, 2002). It 
is probable that the synergic integration and interaction 
between the homeostatic centres in the brainstem and 
hypothalamus with the thermal representation in the 

insular, anterior cingulate and orbitofrontal cortex result 
in the feeling, awareness and perception of temperature 
(Craig, 2002).

The main area involved in thermoregulation is the 
preoptic-anterior hypothalamus (Boulant, 1980). The 
posterior nucleus of the hypothalamus, more concretely 
the dorsomedial region, seems to have an important role 
in cold responses such as shivering (Stuart et  al., 1961; 
Halvorson and Thornhill, 1993; Nagashima et al., 2000). 
These areas elicit a variety of responses to control cor-
poral temperature. When the individual’s temperature 
decreases, the body carries out heat retention responses 
such as shivering, cutaneous vasoconstriction and behav-
ioural responses. When body temperature increases, the 
body undergoes heat loss responses such as panting, 
sweating and vasodilatation. Along with the idea that TRP 
channels are expressed in the central nervous system, 
these types of responses are also provoked when some 
preoptic temperature-sensitive neurons are warmed or 
cooled down (Boulant, 1998). Nevertheless, a major pro-
portion of the neurons found in this area are temperature 
insensitive.

Figure 4: Diagram of the ‘highway’ to thermosensation, from the proteins to the brain.
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Similar to the distinction between cells dedicated 
to warm and cold information in the Drosophila brain, 
warm- and cold-sensitive neurons in the preoptic area 
have been seen to increase their firing rate to external 
(skin) and direct (preoptic) warming and cooling, respec-
tively (Boulant and Hardy, 1974; Boulant and Gonzalez, 
1977). Interestingly, warm-sensitive neurons seem to be 
the major contributor in the integration of the information 
(Boulant, 1998) and the regulation of temperature (Zhang 
et  al., 1995; Chen et  al., 1998). Warm-sensitive neurons 
send dendrites to at least two information sources: per-
pendicular and medially to the third ventricle (Boulant, 
1998). It has also been found that these neurons contrib-
ute more to the control of shivering, non-shivering and 
vasomotion (Zhang et al., 1995; Chen et al., 1998).

Concluding remarks
Thermoperception is conditioned by the way information 
transduces and transmits; it is not as simple as if we had 
thermometers. We have at least six TRP channels (TRPV1, 
TRPV2, TRPV3, TRPV4, TRPM8 and TRPA1) that respond 
nonlinearly to temperature changes. Furthermore, they 
are expressed in different groups of neurons that have 

Figure 5: Diagram of the main areas of the human brain active 
with temperature information and changes (insular cortex, anterior 
cingulate cortex, orbitofrontal cortex and hypothalamus).
Connections from the thalamus to each area have not been drawn 
for clarity reasons. The insular cortex cannot be seen in this sagittal 
plane; hence the dashed lines represent the connections to this 
area. Modified from Craig (2002).

different characteristics; this information goes at differ-
ent speeds, through different pathways and arrives to the 
brain separately (Figure 4). Interestingly, it seems that the 
body has evolved to group pain and noxious stimuli sepa-
rated from precise and more accurate innocuous stimuli.

Thermoperception is also highly dependent by the 
way each element communicates with one another. As it 
is  revealed in the thermal grill illusion and the paradoxi-
cal burning sensation, there are excitatory and inhibitory 
interactions between different subsets of neurons. The 
arrangement of the elements implicated in thermosen-
sation is also determined for the resulting sensation. For 
instance, differences in the distribution of the expression 
of TRP channels have been found across different species. 
Consequently, each living creature generates its own 
thermal map that determines its relation and reaction to 
the environment’s stimuli (Caterina et al., 1999; Hori et al., 
1999; Guler et  al., 2002; Peier et  al., 2002; Smith et  al., 
2002; Xu et al., 2002). Therefore, distinct species generate 
a different perception of the world, not just because their 
nervous systems are different, but because their entire 
biology has a particular structure and arrangement.

The way we perceive the world seems to be deter-
mined by the physiological structure of each element 
involved in thermosensation. Nevertheless, to completely 
comprehend temperature perception, each distinguished 
mechanism should be integrated under a holistic per-
spective. We would understand how we distinguish a 
cold object from a hot one, how we perceive ambient tem-
perature and how this affects our body, which is the body 
response, etc. However, to achieve this, all the thermo-
dynamic variables of the organism need to be integrated 
in the analysis, such as the way we generate and main-
tain internal heat, how heat transmits and the intrinsic 
thermal conductivity of the skin, how the thermal gradi-
ent is created in our skin and body, etc. (Torvi and Dale, 
1994; Lv and Liu, 2007).

This review is focused only on the characteristics of 
the thermoperception mechanisms. Interestingly, some 
similarities with some exceptions are pinpointed across all 
the senses. For example, metabotropic receptors (GPCRs) 
are used to transduce the stimuli in vision, taste, pain, 
etc. Strikingly, the proteins that configure these receptors 
belong to the same family, TRP channels (Patapoutian 
et al., 2003; Zhang et al., 2003; Pedersen et al., 2005). The 
first TRP channel identified was actually one involved in 
fly’s vision (Cosens and Manning, 1969). It is noteworthy 
that the labelled-line hypothesis (Figure  4) is supported 
as far as it is known by all the senses; even the eye shows 
different pathways for different channels of the visual 
information.
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Understanding the mechanism of thermosensa-
tion would obviously lead us to interpret different body 
responses such as fever and heatstroke or how the body 
encounters changes in the ambient temperature. But we 
would also find direct applications in quotidian life. The 
textile, air conditioning and heating industries could take 
advantage of the findings and they could apply them to 
improve all their products, looking for achieving and 
maintaining the temperature-comfort zone.

On the other hand, the comprehension of thermoper-
ception would even help us to elucidate the creation of 
concepts of heat and temperature. This could be applied 
by teachers to optimise the teaching of these thermody-
namic terms. Although there are still many gaps to fill, we 
are certainly on the highway to thermosensation.
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