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Composites of carbon dots (CDs) and metal-organic frameworks (CDs@MOFs) have emerged as a novel
class of hybrid nanomaterials that integrate the high porosity and structural versatility of MOFs with the
outstanding optical properties and biocompatibility of CDs. Although relatively new, these materials have
attracted growing interest as multifunctional platforms for applications in biosensing of bioactive
molecules, drugs, and biomarkers, as well as in cancer diagnosis and treatment and antibacterial activity,
thereby expanding their potential in biomedicine. The promising performance demonstrated in these
areas underscores the need to review and analyze recent advances, along with the benefits and
challenges associated with this new class of materials. This review aims to provide a summary of the
progress made in the synthesis of CDs@MOFs, including the methodologies and precursors employed,
and highlights how the synthesis approach directly influences material properties and guides the
selection of the appropriate CDs@MOFs hybrid material based on the desired application. Subsequently,
the applications of CDs@MOFs in biosensors for the detection of bioactive molecules, drugs, and
biomarkers are discussed, emphasizing advances in detection mechanisms, analytical performance, and

stability. Their emerging applications in cancer diagnosis and treatment, antibacterial activity, and wound
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Accepted 24th December 2025 therapy are also reviewed. Finally, current challenges are discussed, including the control of CD
distribution within MOF structures, stability in physiological media, and the need for sustainable and

DOI: 10.1039/d5na00950b cost-effective synthesis methods, along with an overview of future research and development
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1. Introduction

Since the consolidation of nanomaterials research in the 1990s,
incredible advances have been made around the world, with
a great variety of structures showing diverse and tunable prop-
erties (electrical, mechanical, optical, and chemical).' Among
the most studied are carbon-derived nanomaterials (graphene,
carbon nanotubes, fullerenes, carbon dots, and nano-
diamonds), and metal-oxide, -phosphide, and -sulfide nano-
particles.>® Furthermore, nanoporous materials such as metal-
organic frameworks (MOFs), covalent organic frameworks
(COFs), and zeolites have been extensively studied. The rapid
evolution of each class of material intertwines with the devel-
opment of composites among them, allowing synergistic
interactions that can be designed to enhance their properties.
In this way, nanomaterials have been further exploited in bio-
logical applications, ranging from biomaterial development,
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disease treatment, and theranostics to biosensing, with state-of-
the-art performance at present.*®

The development of MOF-based materials comprises
a constantly growing field spanning a wide range of applica-
tions,® such as catalysis,” photonics,® sensing,>'® energy
storage," drug delivery,"”” magnetic materials,” and environ-
mentally friendly technologies.* This is mainly due to the high
tunability of their metal centers (nodes) and ligands (linkers),
allowing the preparation of highly stable extended materials
with carefully designed chemical or optical properties. One of
the unique features of MOFs is their chemically controlled pore
size and interactions inside the surface and cavity,' enabling
them to host molecules, either to improve MOF properties or to
accumulate analytes.

Thus, electrochemical'® and optical’” MOF-based sensors are
promising devices that cover a wide range of analytes and
detection ranges, including biologically relevant targets such as
biomolecules, drugs, and biomarkers.’*'® Regarding their
optical properties, photoluminescence (PL) is commonly used
as a probe signal sensitive to interactions between MOFs and
other molecules, which can originate from the organic linkers
or involve the metal centers, and is often quenched by the
presence of the analyte.”® In addition, these materials have been
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explored in other biological applications, such as cancer treat-
ment and diagnosis, where MOFs can act as efficient drug
delivery systems, contrast agents for imaging, and platforms for
photodynamic or photothermal therapy.”* They have also
demonstrated significant antibacterial activity, either by the
sustained release of biocidal metal ions, such as Zn*", Cu*", or
Ag', or through the production of reactive oxygen species (ROS)
under light irradiation, making them suitable for infection
control and wound-healing applications.”>*?

Although MOFs can extend to one, two, or three dimensions,
carbon dots (CDs) have emerged as a fascinating family of zero-
dimensional nanomaterials derived from graphitic nanosheets,
with particle sizes of around 10 nm and highly tunable sizes,
morphologies, and optical properties.**** Unlike
luminescent graphene, CDs are typically highly emissive under
light excitation,®® which is attributed to quantum confinement
effects. In this regard, doping with heteroatoms/metals or
surface functionalization with different chemical groups shows
improved optical properties such as different PL colors from
blue to the NIR region, including the biological window.”” In
this sense, CDs emitting in the near-infrared (NIR) region are
highly relevant for bioimaging, biosensing, and drug delivery
applications.”®* This property is especially valuable in in vivo
studies because body tissues exhibit greater transparency in this
spectral window. Unlike UV radiation, which is harmful, and
visible light, which is easily absorbed by biological tissues, NIR
radiation offers deeper and safer penetration.’**!

CDs exhibit enriched photophysics due to the interplay
between core/surface carbon-related states and their interaction
with dopants or chemical groups, which contribute new holes/
electrons affecting luminescence.*> Moreover, chemical modi-
fications lead to fine-tuning of their interactions with other
molecules, which can accept excited-state energy or electrons
for different applications.

Hence, CD-derived materials have applications in optoelec-
tronics*** and sensing® while also standing out owing to their
low toxicity, high biocompatibility, tunable optical properties,
and ease of functionalization, which make them especially
attractive for biomedical uses.*® Beyond these areas, CDs are
valued for their reduced production costs, simple synthesis,
excellent water solubility, and remarkable photochemical
stability against photobleaching.’”** These characteristics
underpin their suitability for diverse biomedical applications,
ranging from the selective detection of biomolecules and
biomarkers in sensitive bioassays to their intrinsic peroxidase-
like activity, which has been exploited in enzyme-mimicking
biosensors and catalytic therapeutic platforms.** Additionally,
CDs have been utilized as contrast agents for bioimaging** and
as nanocarriers for controlled drug delivery,”* thereby contrib-
uting to advancements in cancer diagnosis and therapy.****
Furthermore, their ability to generate ROS under light irradia-
tion, combined with their versatile surface chemistry, has been
leveraged in antibacterial strategies, underscoring their multi-
functional potential in biomedicine.*

Because MOFs and CDs have remarkable features that can be
harnessed in several applications, it is natural to aim toward the
development of CDs@MOFs composites seeking synergistic

non-

© 2026 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry

View Article Online

Nanoscale Advances

effects.*® The first study concerning the hybridization of both
materials was reported in 2013, where 5 nm graphene quantum
dots (GQDs) were encapsulated inside a zeolitic imidazolate
framework (ZIF-8) through an in situ procedure.*” The reported
material showed a bathochromic shift (32 nm) in the CD
luminescence, improved stability, and increased capacity for
water adsorption compared to the pristine MOF. Later, in 2014,
the same MOF structure was applied to host an amine-capped
CD (4-8 nm) exhibiting high CD-based PL, which can be
quenched by Cu®" ions accumulated inside the MOF, reaching
a very low detection limit (80 pM) and a wide response range (2-
1000 nM).** After these publications, several CDs@MOFs
composites were developed through different synthesis meth-
odologies, highlighting significant improvements in their
chemical and optical properties compared to individual MOFs
or CDs.* Currently, various synthesis strategies are employed
for obtaining CDs@MOFs, with the most widely used
approaches, particularly in the biomedical field, being bottle-
around-ship, physical mixing, and one-pot synthesis.*® Each of
these approaches presents specific advantages and limitations;
thus, the selection of the method directly depends on the
intended application of the hybrid material.

Although the first report on CDs@MOFs was published in
2013, most biological applications using this family of materials
have been reported over the last five years. Thus, the growing
interest and performance of CDs@MOFs in biosensing and
biomedical research stimulated the present review, where the
connection between material structure and its corresponding
application is considered. Different synthetic methodologies for
these composites are described. Emphasis has been placed on
biosensing studies owing to the high number of articles
employing CDs@MOFs as sensors for biomolecules, drugs, and
biomarkers. This section is separated by different analytes, for
which the reported analytical methodology and detection
parameters are compiled. Moreover, their applications in the
areas of cancer diagnosis, cancer treatment, and antibacterial
therapy are discussed, describing the different working mech-
anisms used and the function of both the MOF and the different
CDs used. Hence, this review focuses on studies reporting the
biomedical applications of CDs@MOFs-based hybrid materials,
analysing their advantages and limitations, as well as their
potential contribution to future applications.

2. Synthesis and modification
strategies for CDs@MOFs hybrid
materials

CDs and MOFs are two families of materials with an enormous
number of possible variations in their chemical composition,
structure, morphology, and particle size, leading to a wide
chemical space for the exploitation of the properties of
CDs@MOFs. However, the development of CDs@MOFs relies on
different synthetic approaches, which aim to ensure the interac-
tion between CDs and MOFs and the homogeneity of the material.
In this way, the two- and one-step methods have emerged as the
most common strategies to synthesize hybrid materials with
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optical/electrochemical properties for bioanalytical applications.
Fig. 1 shows the schematic of the different strategies employed for
the synthesis of the CDs@MOFs hybrid material, which are
further described in detail.

2.1. Two-step method

The two-step method facilitates the production of the
CDs@MOFs composite through the “bottle-around-ship”
method, where the previously synthesized CDs are integrated
into the MOF synthesis process using their respective precur-
sors.” Conversely, the “physical mixing method” involves non-
covalent interactions between the components, combining the
previously synthesized CDs and MOFs.*

2.1.1. Bottle-around-ship. In this approach, as shown in
Fig. 1, CDs, which have already been synthesized, are added to
the solution of MOF precursors, allowing the formation of the
MOF under certain conditions. This facilitates the adsorption of
CDs into the cavities of the porous MOF.>*

This method is one of the most commonly used to obtain
CDs@MOFs composites, which are used in various applications
such as biomolecule sensors,>*® drugs,”** antibiotics,>**
biomarkers,**> cancer treatments,”® and as antibacterial
agents.® However, it is necessary to apply optimal synthesis
conditions to avoid quenching of the CD emission by the MOF,
and it requires a rational and controlled design to optimize the
final properties of the composite.

In this context, Kelin Hu et al.** designed a non-enzymatic
butyrylcholinesterase (BChE) sensor composed of CDs@ZIF-8.
This material was synthesized using the bottle-around-ship
method. In this approach, 2-methylimidazole (2-Melm),
Zn(CH3COOH),, and CDs were mixed in a DMF solution and
stirred for 5 minutes. The CDs were previously synthesized
using a hydrothermal process at 200 °C for 5 h, employing citric
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acid and o-phenylenediamine (OPD) as precursors. This
synthesis method resulted in a decrease in the fluorescence
emission of the CDs encapsulated in the ZIF-8 structure.
However, the competitive interaction between BChE and the
metallic nodes of ZIF-8 promotes the release of the CDs,
allowing for BChE quantification through fluorescent signal
recovery. XPS and FTIR analyses confirmed that the chemical
composition and valence state of ZIF-8 were preserved after the
addition of CDs. Furthermore, the XRD diffraction patterns
showed similar diffraction peaks for the CDs@ZIF-8 material,
indicating that the crystal structure of ZIF-8 remained intact
after the addition of the CDs. These results indicated the
effective incorporation of the CDs into the ZIF-8 structure,
which also maintained its composition and morphology after
synthesis.

Another interesting study that utilized this synthetic method
was reported by Liu J.-Y. et al.,*® who incorporated chiral CDs
(CCDs), which are particularly attractive for the detection of
chiral compounds due to their intrinsic chirality. In their study,
CCDs enabled the development of an activatable fluorescent
probe for the selective detection of b and L folic acid (FA) and the
antibiotic nitrofurazone (NFZ) in real samples. The CCDs were
synthesized via the hydrothermal method using r-cysteine and
citric acid as precursors at 160 °C for 6 hours. The CCDs were
then incorporated into the ZIF-8 structure by mixing them with
Zn(NO;), and 2-Melm in ethanol, and the mixture was stirred
for 19 hours at room temperature. FTIR analysis revealed that
the polar groups (-OH and -COOH) of the CCDs can form
hydrogen bonds with the imidazole nitrogen atoms in ZIF-8 and
also exhibit weak interactions with the MOF structure. TEM
images showed a high density of CCDs encapsulated in ZIF-8,
with crystal planes of 0.41 nm, consistent with an average
particle size of 3.3 nm. Fluorescence characterization confirmed

MOFs and CDs composites
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Fig. 1 Schematic of different strategies for the synthesis of the CDs@MOFs hybrid material.
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the successful encapsulation of the CCDs, showing character-
istic emission at 445 nm under excitation at 395 nm, similar to
free CCDs. The structure and luminescent properties of the
CCDs@ZIF-8 material remained stable after 24 hours of
immersion in water and ethanol.

Different synthetic approaches for CDs@MOFs hybrid
materials are summarized in Table 1.

It is also possible to enhance the applicability of MOFs by
incorporating various types of CDs into the MOF structure. In
this way, through the bottle-around-ship method, N. A. Travlou
et al.** synthesized a hybrid material composed of Ag-MOF and
S- and N-doped carbon dots (S-CDs and N-CDs, respectively),
which has been applied as an antibacterial agent. To synthesize
the S-CDs and N-CDs, poly(sodium 4-styrenesulfonate) and
polyvinylpyrrolidone, respectively, were used as precursors.
These aqueous solutions were heated in a Teflon-lined auto-
clave at 200 °C for 6 h. The hybrid compound was prepared by
mixing an aqueous solution of trimesic acid (BTC) acid and
NaOH (pH 7), where solutions of Ag(NO;) and S-CDs/N-CDs
were added via dropwise addition. FTIR spectra showed that

View Article Online

Review

S-CDs primarily contain sulfonate, sulfate, and carboxyl groups,
while N-CDs contain amines, amides, and carboxyl groups.
Moreover, changes in the IR signals of the carboxylate groups
from the MOF were observed, revealing that the functional
groups of CDs interact with the metal lattice.

On the other hand, it is also possible to obtain a CDs@MOFs
composite in which both the CDs and the MOF exhibit optical
properties. An example of this is the work of Xin Fu et al.,*” who
designed a dual-emitting hybrid material (CDs@MOFs(Eu)).
This compound demonstrated high sensitivity and selectivity
for the detection of doxycycline (DOX). The CDs were synthe-
sized using the hydrothermal treatment of citric acid and
ethylenediamine. To obtain the hybrid compound, the CDs
were incorporated into a mixture with Eu(NOj);-6H,O and
1,3,5-benzenetricarboxylic acid (H3;BTC) in a DMF/ethanol
solution, and the reaction was carried out at 80 °C for 24
hours. SEM and TEM analyses confirmed the preservation of the
rod-like structure of the MOF in the CDs@MOFs composite
(Fig. 2). The incorporation of CDs in the MOF was confirmed

Fig.2 Transmission electron micrographs of carbon dots (a and b), CDs@MOFs(Eu) (c and d), and MOF(Eu) (e and f). Adapted/reproduced from
ref. 67 with permission from the Royal Society of Chemistry, Copyright 2018.
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through XRD, and the presence of relevant functional groups
from the CDs was demonstrated using FTIR spectroscopy.

The morphology of the composites was evaluated using
TEM. Fig. 2a and b show that the CDs are spherical, with a size
of approximately 2 nm, whereas the hybrid material and the
MOF(Eu) exhibit a rod-like morphology and comparable
dimensions (Fig. 2af).

As shown in this section, the bottle-around-ship method
offers several notable advantages in the synthesis of
CDs@MOFs hybrid materials. The main strength of this
method lies in its simplicity and versatility, allowing it to be
applied to a wide variety of combinations of CD and MOF
structures. Furthermore, this strategy facilitates the efficient
encapsulation of CDs in the MOF matrix, preventing their
agglomeration on the external surface and promoting a homo-
geneous distribution throughout the material. Another key
factor is that the CDs can be pre-synthesized, allowing their size
and morphology to be tailored to the specific requirements of
the application. In addition, this approach avoids blocking the
MOF pores, maintaining its functional porous structure, and
reducing the resistance to nanoparticle diffusion into the
material.®** However, this method also has certain limitations.
During synthesis, metal ions from the MOF precursor can
interfere with the CDs, leading to a decrease in their fluores-
cence intensity.*

Moreover, the presence of CDs in the MOF formation stage
can negatively affect its crystal growth and optical properties.**
Despite these disadvantages, the bottle-around-ship method is
promising due to its simplicity and effectiveness in integrating
CDs into MOF arrays.

2.1.2. Physical mixing. Another widely used approach for
the formation of CDs@MOFs is the “physical mixing” method
due to its ease of synthesis. In this case, both the pre-
synthesized CDs and the MOF are directly mixed, generating
interactions between them, often assisted by binding agents, as
shown in the second approach in Fig. 1.%

In this context, Pirot et al.”* reported the development of
a hybrid material composed of yellow-emissive CDs (y-CDs),
a chromium-based MOF (Cr-MOF), and a molecularly imprin-
ted polymer (MIP), denoted as y-CDs@Cr-MOF/MIP. This
composite exhibited high sensitivity for the detection of uric
acid (UA) and ascorbic acid (AA) through two distinct recogni-
tion sites, enabling its application in real human urine samples.
The y-CDs were synthesized using the hydrothermal method
using OPD as a precursor at 180 °C for 14 h, while the Cr-MOF
(MIL-101(Cr)-NH,) was obtained through a hydrothermal
method using Cr(NO;);-9H,0, 2-aminoterephthalic acid, and
NaOH in water at 150 °C for 12 h. Subsequently, the composite
was prepared by mixing the y-CDs with the Cr-MOF in an
aqueous solution under stirring for 5 minutes. After this, the
MIP polymer was added by combining AA and UA with (3-ami-
nopropyl)triethoxysilane (APTES) in the mixture, followed by
continued stirring. After 2 hours of stirring, TEOS and NH; were
introduced, followed by stirring for an additional 16 hours at
room temperature. The morphology and crystal structure of y-
CDs@Cr-MOF/MIP were analyzed using FE-SEM, revealing
that the particles were spherical and polydisperse in size, with

© 2026 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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average diameters ranging from 25 nm to 788 nm. The resulting
nanocomposite probe features two recognition sites and
exhibits dual fluorescence, with a blue emission from the Cr-
MOF and a yellow emission from the y-CDs.

Another composite, developed by Shixin Wu et al.,”* is based
on green-emitting CDs (g-CDs) and UiO-66 (2-CDs@UiO-66). This
material combines the excellent optical properties of g-CDs with
the ability of UiO-66 to detect norfloxacin (NFX) in milk and pork
samples. The g-CDs were obtained using riboflavin by hydro-
thermal synthesis in anhydrous ethanol at 180 °C for 10 h after
prior sonication. Alternatively, UiO-66 was obtained using sol-
vothermal synthesis in DMF using ZrCl,, benzoic acid, p-phthalic
acid, and trifluoroacetic acid (TFA), with successive reactions at
100 °C for 1 h and 120 °C for 48 h. To synthesize the g-CDs@UiO-
66 hybrid material, UiO-66 was dispersed in a solution of g-CDs
and stirred for 12 hours at 60 °C.

The integration of the g-CDs into the UiO-66 structure was
achieved due to the abundance of functional groups (hydroxyl and
carboxyl) on the g-CDs, which can interact with the carboxyl
groups of NFX, thus enhancing the fluorescent response. TEM and
SEM characterization also confirmed the incorporation of g-CDs
into UiO-66. The g-CDs were spherical, well-dispersed, and 1.5-
3.5 nm in size, and the UiO-66 maintained its ortho-octahedral
morphology, with a rougher surface after integration.

An interesting composite based on hydroxyapatite nanowires
(HAPNWS) decorated with CDs and a lanthanide metal-organic
framework (Tb-MOF) was designed by Mengyao Sun et al.” as
a ratiometric fluorescent probe for the detection of dopamine
(DA). The HAPNWs-CDs-Tb/MOF nanocomposite was prepared
through a multi-step process. First, CDs were synthesized using
the solvothermal method from glycine in a water/ethylene glycol
mixture (15 : 10 mL) at 180 °C for 12 h. In parallel, the Tb-MOF was
obtained by mixing Tb(NO3);-6H,0 and trimellitic acid (H;BTC)
in aqueous and ethanolic solutions, respectively. Subsequently,
HAPNWs were synthesized via the solvothermal method, onto
which the Tb-MOF was grown in situ. Finally, the resulting
precipitate was dispersed in the CD solution, stirred for 30 min at
room temperature, and collected by centrifugation, yielding the
composite with CDs homogeneously decorated on its surface
through physical mixing.

SEM images confirmed the integration of the Tb-MOF into
the HAPNWs through in situ growth, resulting in the charac-
teristic helical morphology, as shown in Fig. 3a and b. The CDs
had particle sizes ranging from 4.5 to 12.3 nm, with an average
of 8.3 nm (Fig. 3c). The TEM image of the HAPNW-CDs@Tb/
MOF showed dense and homogeneous decoration of CDs on
the surface of the hydroxyapatite nanowires (Fig. 3d). After the
incorporation of Tb-MOF, the surface Tb content increased to
41.01%. SEM-EDS images showed that Tb is uniformly distrib-
uted on the surface of the HAPNWSs, adopting a helical
morphology. Finally, the fluorescence spectrum exhibited the
emission characteristics of both the CDs and the Th-MOF.

On the other hand, materials based on CDs and MOFs have
been explored for the development of new cancer therapies. A
prominent example is the nanocomposite composed of copper-
based MOF nanoparticles (Cu-MOF) doped with red-emitting
CDs (r-CDs), denoted as Cu-MOF®@r-CD, designed by
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Fig.3 SEMimage of HAPNWs (a), SEM image of the HAPNWSs-CDs-Tb/MOF (b), TEM image of CDs (c), and TEM image of the HAPNWs-CDs-Tb/
MOF (d). Adapted/reproduced from ref. 73 with permission from the Royal Society of Chemistry, Copyright 2022.

Zhongping Su et al.” In this case, r-CDs were synthesized from
OPD through a combined microwave-assisted process at 150 °C
for 20 min, followed by hydrothermal treatment at 200 °C for
12 h in the presence of HCI and tert-butylhydroperoxide (TBHP).
The Cu-MOF was prepared by the controlled addition of
Cu(CH3;COOH), and H3BTC solutions in a DMF/ethanol
mixture. Finally, the two components were combined by phys-
ical mixing: Cu-MOF and r-CDs were dispersed in ethanol and
stirred for 24 h, and the resulting Cu-MOF@ r-CD composite
was washed and stored in ethanol at 4 °C.

The Cu-MOF®@r-CD nanocomposite showed a lower specific
surface area than the Cu-MOF, indicating the successful incor-
poration of the r-CDs into the pores of the MOF. TEM images
confirmed the retention of the original morphology, while Raman
spectra revealed an increase in the degree of graphitization of the
r-CDs and their successful integration into the MOF. The XRD
pattern indicated that the MOF crystal structure remained
unchanged after incorporating the r-CDs. Regarding optical
properties, Cu-MOF@r-CD retains the characteristics of both
components, with a notable increase in near-infrared absorption
(660-810 nm), weakening of visible absorption, and redshift in the
UV peak of the r-CDs (from 355 nm to 420 nm). This broad
absorption in the visible and infrared regions enabled the evalu-
ation of its photothermal performance using an 808 nm laser.

Because the properties of CDs and MOFs can be pre-tuned
during their separate synthesis, the physical mixing approach is
presented as one of the simplest and most straightforward strat-
egies for obtaining CDs@MOFs composites. CDs can be incor-
porated into the MOF structure in different ways, either through
adsorption on its surface or by occupying the internal pores of its
matrix.®

Ultimately, the possibility of pre-synthesizing and tuning the
characteristics of both components makes physical mixing

1456 | Nanoscale Adv, 2026, 8, 1450-1489

a versatile and easily adaptable methodology, facilitating the
selection and optimization of specific applications for the
resulting compounds.

Compounds obtained through this strategy have been used
in diverse applications, such as sensing of biomolecules,”"*%
sensing of antibiotics,”” biomarker detection,’™*" cancer treat-
ment,” and antibacterial applications.”®*

2.2. One-step method

In the one-step method, as described by the third scheme in Fig. 1,
MOFs and CDs are synthesized simultaneously in a single vessel.*
To achieve this, MOF precursors, such as metal salts and organic
ligands, are mixed with carbon sources and reacted under
controlled conditions, resulting in the co-formation of the
CDs@MOFs hybrid composite. This approach enables the direct
incorporation of CDs into the MOF structure in a single step,
thereby obtaining integrated hybrid materials.

The hybrid material CDs@UiO-66(COOH),, developed by
Xinlei Zhang et al.,”® was synthesized using an efficient, solvent-
free method for application in the detection of chlortetracycline
(CTC). This compound was obtained by dry milling ZrOCl,-
-8H,0, pyromellitic acid, and OPD, followed by heat treatment
at 180 °C for 24 h. During this process, the OPD molecules were
assembled through hydrogen bonding with the MOF and, upon
heating, partially decomposed, forming CDs encapsulated
within the UiO-66 structure.

The synthesis of the composite was confirmed by various
analyses. The XRD patterns of UiO-66(COOH), and CDs@UiO-
66(COOH), were consistent with that of the simulated crystal,
validating its successful production via the one-pot synthesis
(Fig. 4a). The hydrogen-bonding interactions between the OPD
and MOF were confirmed using FTIR analysis, as reflected in

characteristic band shifts (Fig. 4b). A homogeneous

© 2026 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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(a) (From bottom to top) Simulated XRD pattern of UiO-66 (JCPDS no. 36-1451), and the experimental PXRD patterns of the as-prepared

UiO-66(COOH), and CDs@UiO-66(COOH),-X (X = 25, 50, 75, 100, and 150) samples; (b) FTIR spectra of OPD, UiO-66(COOH), and CDs@UiO-
66(COOH),-50; (c) Raman spectrum of CDs@UiO-66(COOH),; and (d) and (e) TEM images and (f) particle size distribution histograms of CDs.
Adapted/reproduced from ref. 78 with permission from the Royal Society of Chemistry, Copyright 2022.

encapsulation of spherical CDs (5-8 nm) within the MOF crys-
talline matrix was shown by TEM (Fig. 4d and e). Regarding
their PL performance, the CDs@UiO-66(COOH), composite
exhibited intense green emission (around 511 nm) when excited
at 400 nm, significantly higher than the weak blue emission of
pure UiO-66.

Yufei Wang et al. developed a CDs@ZIF-8 nanocomposite
using a one-pot method.” The ZIF-8 matrix prevents CD
aggregation and quenching, promoting their fluorescence and
catalytic activity. The synthesis consisted of grinding ZnO and 2-
Melm in a 1: 4 ratio, followed by heat treatment at 180 °C for 8 h
in a sealed reactor. Structural analyses confirmed the formation
of the nanocomposite, with XRD patterns corresponding to
standard ZIF-8, but with higher crystallinity. SEM analysis
showed spherical crystals for pure ZIF-8 and more irregular
particles for the composites. The CDs within the structure of the
nanocomposite were evident with a size of ~1.9 nm. Through
XPS and FTIR characterization, C-O and C=O0O groups attrib-
utable to CDs were detected, the content of which varied
depending on the synthesis conditions. To corroborate the
presence of CDs, they were synthesized separately without ZnO,
yielding free CDs with a slightly larger average size of ~2.4 nm,
as shown in Table 1, together with weaker luminescence. This
observation demonstrates that ZIF-8 restricts their growth and
enhances their fluorescence through quantum confinement.

This methodology allows part of the 2-MeIm to form the ZIF-
8 network, while the excess is carbonized to generate CDs, some
of which are encapsulated and others removed after washing.
Regarding their optical properties, CDs@ZIF-8 exhibited blue-

© 2026 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry

shifted fluorescence (450 nm) relative to pure ZIF-8 (433 nm).
Under excitation at 480 nm, an intense yellow emission (560
nm) is observed, which is attributed to the CDs. Furthermore,
the incorporation of CDs into ZIF-8 facilitated electron transfer,
resulting in high peroxidase-like activity.

The one-step method for synthesizing CDs@MOFs compos-
ites is an efficient, rapid, and sustainable strategy as it requires
less time, solvents, and energy.*® For its success, it is essential
that the synthesis conditions allow for the simultaneous
formation of MOFs and CDs without one interfering with the
crystallization or fluorescence of the other, and that CDs are
controlled so that they do not form outside the MOF cavities.
However, as the optimal temperatures for synthesizing MOFs
are typically lower than those required to carbonize the CD
precursors, this method is only viable in specific systems and is
not universally applicable, which necessitates further optimi-
zation. Compounds obtained using this strategy have been
applied in different fields, including biomolecular” and anti-
biotic sensors.”

In summary, the synthetic methodology, particle size, and
application of each composite reviewed in this work are shown
in Table 1. Although the particle size of CDs@MOFs composites
has not been reported in all articles, the reported values cover
a broad range, from 25 nm to 3 um. Larger particle sizes have
been obtained via the physical mixing method, which can be
a drawback for certain applications despite its synthetic
simplicity. On the other hand, most composites exhibit fluo-
rescence, which is easily ascribed to CD- or MOF-based lumi-
nescence and is determined by the intrinsic nature of each

Nanoscale Adv., 2026, 8, 1450-1489 | 1457
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material and not by the synthetic method. However, the
chemical, electrochemical, and optical performance are
strongly affected by particle size and the different interactions
arising from each synthetic approach.

Among the MOFs discussed, ZIF-8 is one of the most
frequently reported platforms, forming composites with different
CDs that have been applied in the sensing of bioanalytes (BChE,
FA, NFZ, H,0,, GSH) as well as for antibacterial applications.
This highlights the versatility of ZIF-8 as a structural host that
synergistically enhances material properties.®

The various synthetic methods for fabricating CDs@MOFs-
based sensors provide researchers with valuable tools for the
rational design and synthesis of these materials. Future develop-
ment should focus on creating hybrid structures with greater
precision and incorporating advanced functionalities, such as the
inclusion of multiple emitting centers or the addition of nano-
particles. These improvements will significantly expand their
applicability in various areas, especially in biosensors and
biomedical applications.

It is worth noting that another approach used to obtain
hybrid materials is the so-called “ship-in-a-bottle” approach. As
shown in the fourth scheme in Fig. 1, this method consists of
synthesizing CDs in the presence of the MOF, promoting their
formation within the cavities of the scaffold.’>** However, to our
knowledge, no CDs@MOFs materials prepared using this
strategy have yet been reported for biological applications. The
high temperatures and long reaction times required may hinder
successful CD formation while compromising the structural
stability of the MOF.

3. Toxicity and biocompatibility

The assessment of the toxicity and biocompatibility of
CDs@MOF materials must account for the combined effects of
both components.

MOFs are highly versatile materials with great potential in
medical applications, although their toxicity remains a concern.
The release of metal ions, such as Zn** in the case of ZIF-8, and
organic ligands during MOF degradation has been shown to
cause oxidative stress, mitochondrial dysfunction, and loss of
cell viability depending on the size, morphology, stability, and
chemical composition of the material.”® More recent studies
have explored MOFs with alternative metal centers, such as Fe-
MOF, Cu-MOF, and Zr-MOF, applied in photodynamic therapy,
controlled drug release, and biomolecular detection.’”**
However, these systems differ markedly in their toxicological
profiles depending on the nature of their central metal ion. In
general, Zr-MOFs and Fe-MOFs exhibit greater biocompatibility
owing to their chemical stability and low ion release,” while Cu-
MOFs and other redox-active metals tend to generate ROS
through Fenton-type reactions, increasing the risk of oxidative
stress and cell damage.'*

On the other hand, CDs are highly versatile nanomaterials, but
their increasing use in biological applications has highlighted the
need to understand their toxic effects. The structural and photo-
chemical stability of CDs is a key factor influencing their toxicity
because their degradation or agglomeration can alter the release of
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reactive species and modify their interaction with cells."”* The
incorporation of metals, such as Fe, Cu, or Ni, enhances their
optical and catalytic properties and increases the generation of
ROS, causing oxidative stress, DNA damage, or mitochondrial
dysfunction, depending on the type and concentration of the
dopant.'” Additionally, surface functionalization (introduction of
—-OH, -NH,, or -COOH groups) can improve biocompatibility and
reduce cytotoxicity by promoting dispersion and limiting direct
interaction with cell membranes.'” Taken together, these studies
indicate that the toxicity of CDs and M-CDs depends critically on
their size, doping, stability, and surface chemistry—factors that
must be carefully controlled to ensure their safe use in biological
systems.

Regarding CDs@MOF hybrid materials, although there are
currently no reviews dedicated exclusively to toxicity, the available
experimental results allow the inference of clear trends regarding
their biological behavior. Several studies on CDs@MOF hybrid
materials, such as those based on ZIF-8, UiO-66, and MIL-101,
suggest that the incorporation of CDs can modify the stability,
degradation, and cellular response of the MOF, partially reducing
its cytotoxicity through surface passivation and decreased release
of metal ions. For example, Shuwen Zhou et al.'* demonstrated
that CDs@ZIF-8 exhibited low cytotoxicity (<15% reduction in
viability at 100 ug mL ") and notable antioxidant properties in
human kidney cells (HK-2), reducing MDA levels and increasing
SOD, GPx, and GSH activity by activating the Nrf2/HO-1 pathway.
Complementarily, the work by Tian Z. et al.'® demonstrated that
ZIF-8/GQDs exhibited high biocompatibility (cell viability >90% up
to 200 ug mL™", cell line 4T1) and pH-dependent drug release,
maintaining structural integrity and preventing damage to non-
tumor cells. Although GQDs were used in this case, rather than
CDs, both nanoforms share a structure based on sp® carbon
domains and oxygenated surface functional groups, which
explains why their biological interactions and biocompatibility
profiles are comparable. These results suggest that incorporating
nanocarbons into MOFs can decrease the baseline toxicity of
MOFs by stabilizing their structure, modulating the release of
metal ions, and improving cellular tolerance. However, in systems
containing redox-active metals (Fe, Cu, and Co), CDs or GQDs may
promote electron transfer and the formation of ROS, increasing
the risk of oxidative stress.'*

Overall, current evidence indicates that the toxicity of
CDs@MOFs depends on the metal composition, CD/MOF ratio,
degree of structural integration, and degradation conditions.
Therefore, a comprehensive toxicological evaluation is required,
including in vitro (MTT, CCK-8, and WST-1) and in vivo assays, to
establish correlations between structure, function, and biocom-
patibility, thereby determining the viability of these hybrids in
biomedical and environmental applications.

4. Various applications of
CDs@MOFs-based nanomaterials
4.1. Biosensing

Biosensing seeks to recognize and quantify analytes using
molecular entities that possess high specificity. In this field, as

© 2026 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d5na00950b

Open Access Article. Published on 06 Chwevrer 2026. Downloaded on 2026-06-11 18:52:35.

Thisarticleislicensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 3.0 Unported Licence.

(cc)

Review

previously mentioned, CDs stand out owing to their intense PL,
biocompatibility, and ease of functionalization, enabling the
design of optical sensors sensitive to changes in their emission
upon interaction with analytes. These sensors can be based on
the direct interaction of CDs with the target, their conjugation
with specific receptors, or the combination of CDs with other
nanocomponents to enhance signal detection.*”’

MOFs, on the other hand, are equally promising due to their
porous structure, large surface area, and optical properties,
which facilitate analyte accumulation and enhance sensitivity
and selectivity upon sensing.'® The combination of CDs and
MOFs allows the creation of effective hybrid platforms for bio-
logical and pharmaceutical detection applications. Recent
studies have highlighted that this integration enhances fluo-
rescence responsiveness, improves analyte affinity, and enables
more stable and selective biosensing performance owing to the
synergistic interaction between the porous MOF framework and
the photoluminescent properties of CDs.**

Based on the discussion above, the combination of CDs with
MOF hybrid materials integrates the advantages of both
components. These compounds provide a versatile and tunable
platform for detecting various analytes with high sensitivity and
specificity.**®

Depending on the nature of CDs' interaction with analytes,
the detection mechanisms can vary. In some cases, CDs serve as
primary receptors, while the MOF acts as analyte concentrators,
enhancing system sensitivity.* In other approaches, MOFs
serve as the primary recognition sites, while fluorescence of CDs
is utilized as an internal reference to obtain more stable
signals."* There are also designs in which both CDs and MOFs
simultaneously participate in analyte recognition, functioning
as co-receptors and enabling more precise and quantitative
detection.'” The latter approach leads to the design of ratio-
metric fluorescent sensors with dual or multiple emitting
centers, showing improved accuracy by minimizing the influ-
ence of external factors, such as fluctuations in the excitation
source or background absorption.'*

Moreover, the CDs@MOFs hybrid materials can be conju-
gated with different types of nanomaterials, such as nano-
particles, nanorods, and nanopolymers, to enhance their
performances for sensing biomolecules or biomarkers. Fig. 5
summarizes CDs@MOFs and their hybrid materials with other
nanocomposites for sensing different types of biomolecules.

The underlying mechanisms for the increase or decrease in
optical signals (fluorescence, absorbance, or electrochemical) in
the presence of an analyte in CDs@MOFs-based systems can be
diverse. In this sense, specific interactions lead to different
photochemical processes affecting the sensor response. Among
the most common fluorescent quenching mechanisms are
fluorescence resonance energy transfer (FRET), aggregation-
caused quenching, static or dynamic quenching,
photoexcitation-induced electron transfer (PET), and the inner
filter effect (IFE). These phenomena have been widely studied
and discussed in previous work."** This section expands on the
discussion of various biosensors for bioactive molecules, drugs,
antibiotics, and biomarkers. Fig. 6 shows CDs@MOFs with
different nanostructure-based hybrid materials for the sensing

© 2026 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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of various biomolecules by the mechanism of fluorescence/
absorbance quenching, signal enhancement, or change in the
electrochemical responses after conjugation with biomolecules.

4.1.1. Bioactive molecules. Some bioactive molecules can
diffuse across cell membranes, making it crucial to monitor
their concentration.’® Below, we present CDs@MOFs-based
biosensors designed to detect various bioactive molecules.

4.1.1.1. Hydrogen peroxide (H,0,). H,0, is a small molecule
that can readily diffuse across cell membranes, where it
participates in various vital biological processes. In addition to
its metabolic roles, it functions as a central signaling mediator
in pathways associated with oxidative stress, with H,O, often
originating from classical enzymatic reactions.'*® Furthermore,
in the bioanalytical field, H,O, acts as an intermediate in
reactions catalyzed by enzymes, making it an indirect indicator
for the detection of biomolecules, including glucose, lactate,
and cholesterol (Ch)."”**° In this context, evaluating the
sensitivity of biosensors to H,O, is a classic approach to verify
their enzymatic activity. Nanomaterials with enzyme-like prop-
erties (nanozymes) have attracted considerable interest as
promising platforms for H,O, detection, owing to their intrinsic
peroxidase-like activity.”** These materials can catalyze H,0,
decomposition or participate in oxidation reactions that
generate measurable optical signals, either through fluores-
cence or color change." Unlike natural enzymes, nanozymes
offer greater stability, lower cost, and resistance to adverse
conditions, making them effective alternatives for durable and
reusable sensors.”® Detection of H,0, using nanozymes not
only validates their catalytic properties but also expands their
applicability in various fields, including biomedicine, clinical
diagnostics, environmental monitoring, and food quality
control.

CD- and MOF-based materials have demonstrated intrinsic
peroxidase-like  activity, exhibiting typical nanozyme
behavior.”*****  Therefore, the development of hybrid
CDs@MOFs materials holds great potential for enhanced
peroxidase-like performance by synergistically combining the
properties of both CDs and MOFs. Yufei Wang et al. used
a CDs@ZIF-8 hybrid material for the colorimetric detection of
H,0, and GSH, taking advantage of its notable peroxidase-like
activity.” As described in the synthesis section, this material
was obtained through a one-step in situ hydrothermal method,
yielding a compound with optimal catalytic properties suitable
for applications in colorimetric sensors. This hybrid material
catalyzes the oxidation of the colorimetric substrate 3,3’,5,5'-
tetramethylbenzydine (TMB) in the presence of H,0,, gener-
ating a color change from colorless to blue (0xXTMB). Regarding
the sensing mechanism, kinetic studies were performed using
the Michaelis-Menten model with TMB and H,0,, indicating
that photoinduced electrons are transferred from the ZIF-8
LUMO to the CDs, which act as electron acceptors. Electron—
hole pair recombination is inhibited as CDs are protected by the
ZIF-8 framework, promoting the generation of reactive species
from H,0, decomposition. Hydroxyl radicals ("OH) then oxidize
TMB, producing oxTMB. Taking this mechanism into account,
H,0, was detected using UV-vis spectroscopy, where the
absorbance at 652 nm was recorded for the quantification of

Nanoscale Adv., 2026, 8, 1450-1489 | 1459
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H,0,. As shown in Table 2, the sensor exhibited a linear
detection range of 0.1-1.0 mM for H,O, with limits of detection
(LOD) of 3.6 pM.

Another optical sensor for the detection of H,0, and UA was
developed by Chunran Ma et al.,*® who designed a ratiometric
fluorescent probe based on the CDs@ZIF-CuNC hybrid material
by incorporating copper nanoclusters (CuNCs) onto
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Fig. 6 CDs@MOFs and nanostructure-based hybrid materials for the

I

Bio-active Molecules Pharmaceutical Biomarkers

Glutathione
Drugs, Reduced glutathione and metal ions

Uric acid (UA) Antibiotic Toluene diamine (TDA)

5-Hydroxyindoleacetic acid (5-HIAA)
Butyrylcholinesterase (BChE)

Fig. 5 Various CDs@MOFs and other nanocomposites for the sensing of (i) bioactive molecules, (ii) pharmaceuticals, and (iii) biomarkers.

a CDs@MOFs base. This material was synthesized using an ex
situ method, involving sonication and physical mixing of the
components, which enabled the integration of the fluorescent
properties of the CDs and the catalytic activity of the CuNCs into
a single sensor platform. Two characteristic fluorescent bands
were observed upon excitation at 360 nm: one at 460 nm,
attributed to the CDs, and another at 620 nm, corresponding to

Fluorescence based sensors

Electrochemical
sensors

orbance based
sensors

sensing of various biomolecules/biomarkers/drugs by the mechanism of

fluorescence/absorbance quenching, signal enhancement, or change in the electrochemical responses.
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ZIF-CuNC. In the presence of H,0,, a rapid decrease in fluo-
rescence intensity is observed at 620 nm, while the emission at
460 nm remains practically unchanged. Thus, a ratiometric
fluorescent detection strategy was implemented using the
signal at 620 nm as the analytical variable and that at 460 nm as
the internal reference. Under these conditions, the accurate
quantification of H,0, was achieved in a linear range of 1-100
uM, with a detection limit of 0.30 puM.

The comparison between CDs@ZIF-CuNC and CDs@ZIF-8
(without copper nanoclusters) revealed significant differences
in sensing mechanisms. While the CDs@ZIF-8-based sensor
operates through a colorimetric method, the CDs@ZIF-CuNC
system employs a ratiometric fluorescent strategy, leveraging
the characteristic emission of copper nanoclusters (ZIF-CuNC).
This methodological difference affects their analytical perfor-
mance: the CDsS@ZIF-CuNC sensor achieves a lower limit of
detection (LOD) of 0.30 uM, which is ten times lower than that
obtained using CDs@ZIF-8. However, the colorimetric sensor
presents a wider linear working range (0.1-1.0 mM), compared
to the 1-100 uM interval achieved by the CDs@ZIF-CuNC
system.

On the other hand, in the study by Qiuyu Ye et al,”*
a ratiometric fluorescent sensor was developed for the detection
of H,0, and Ch, based on a hybrid material composed of CDs
and MIL-101(Fe), which exhibits peroxidase-like activity. The
CDs were synthesized via the hydrothermal method using citric
acid and ethylenediamine at 200 °C for 5 h, while the MIL-
101(Fe) was obtained via solvothermal synthesis from ferric
chloride hexahydrate (FeCl;-6H,0) and terephthalic acid
(H,BDC) in dimethylformamide (DMF) at 110 °C for 20 h.
Finally, the CDs@MOF nanocomposite was obtained by phys-
ical stirring, combining a solution of CDs with MIL-101(Fe) in
water, followed by ultrasonic dispersion and magnetic stirring
for 48 h. In the presence of H,0,, this hybrid material catalyzes
the oxidation of OPD to 2,3-diaminophenazine (DAP), gener-
ating a yellow fluorescent emission at 556 nm. Simultaneously,
the intrinsic emission of the CDs at 455 nm is attenuated by the
IFE. This variation in the intensity ratio between the two
emissions allows the establishment of a reliable ratiometric
signal for the quantitative detection of H,O,. Table 2 summa-
rizes various fluorescence, colorimetric, and ratiometric sensors
based on the CDs@MOF and other nanostructures.

4.1.1.2. Ascorbic acid (AA). AA, commonly known as vitamin
C, is a naturally occurring, water-soluble organic molecule
present in fresh fruits, vegetables, and fruit juices, and it is also
included in numerous multivitamin formulations.”® This
compound is indispensable for human health because it func-
tions as an antioxidant, coenzyme, free-radical scavenger, and
antiviral agent. Owing to its involvement in diverse physiolog-
ical pathways, AA is fundamental for maintaining normal bio-
logical activity."* Insufficient intake of AA may disrupt drug
metabolism, weaken the immune defense system, and in severe
cases lead to scurvy."*® Considering its wide-ranging biological
significance, precise quantification of AA is highly relevant in
biomedical research because it participates in metabolic
processes and has been linked to the prevention or treatment of
conditions such as the common cold, infertility,
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neurodegenerative and neoplastic diseases, and certain HIV-
related symptoms.””® Furthermore, its protective action
against oxidative stress-related disorders, including Parkinson's
disease, has been reported.™**

Ouwen Xu et al. developed a fluorescent probe with “on-off-
on” behavior based on nitrogen-doped CDs (N-CDs) embedded
in a nickel MOF (N-CDs@Ni-MOF), which was obtained by
hydrothermal synthesis using the bottle-around-ship method.*®
The addition of Fe** ions caused a decrease in fluorescence
intensity at the emission peak located at 390 nm related to N-
CDs. However, this signal could be recovered after the addi-
tion of AA, allowing fluorescence reactivation. This behavior
established N-CDs@Ni-MOF as an effective probe for the
sequential detection of AA and Fe’" through an “on-off-on”
response mechanism. It was proposed that fluorescence
quenching is primarily due to a static quenching mechanism,
possibly caused by the formation of a non-fluorescent complex
in the ground state between the Ni-MOF-N-CDs and the Fe**
ions. As shown in Table 2, with this method, a very low LOD of
0.0876 pg mL~ " was obtained in a concentration range of 0.263-
18.0 ug mL ", allowing the detection of AA in water samples and
foods.

Pirot S. M. et al. developed a highly selective fluorescent
probe for the detection of AA based on a hybrid material
composed of y-CDs, blue copper nanoclusters (b-CuNCs), a ZIF-
8-type MOF, and MIP, forming b-CuNCs@ZIF-8/y-CDs@MIP by
physical mixing.*® The hybrid material incorporates two emit-
ters: CuNCs, which emit at 420 nm and are housed in the pores
of the ZIF-8, serving as a stable reference signal, and y-CDs,
which emit at 560 nm and are located in the MIP layer,
responsible for the detection signal. The integration of an MIP
provides highly specific recognition sites for AA, functioning as
a synthetic receptor with molecular affinity similar to that of an
antibody. Owing to their high selectivity, chemical stability,
reusability, and low production cost, MIPs represent an effective
alternative to conventional immunoassays in chemical and
biomedical sensors. Upon the addition of AA, selective
quenching of the yellow signal was observed, attributed to static
quenching via the formation of a non-fluorescent complex
between the fluorophore and AA. In contrast, the blue signal
remained constant, serving as an internal reference. This
ratiometric sensor showed a linear response in the range of 4.0
to 22.0 pM and a detection limit of 1.56 pM. The probe was
successfully applied in the quantification of AA in human
serum samples and pharmaceutical products, obtaining satis-
factory recoveries.

Similarly, Shano M. Pirot and colleagues developed a fluo-
rescent nanocomposite y-CDs@Cr-MOF/MIP”* for the simulta-
neous detection of AA and UA. As mentioned in the synthesis
section, this material was obtained by physical mixing. The
resulting system combines the optical properties of y-CDs with
the structural advantages of Cr-MOF and the selective recogni-
tion capability of the MIP, achieving high specificity toward
both analytes.

The hybrid material exhibits well-defined dual fluorescence
under excitation at 390 nm: a blue band centered at 450 nm
attributed to the Cr-MOF and a yellow emission at 560 nm from
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the y-CDs. Interaction with AA produces a selective quenching
of the yellow signal without affecting the blue fluorescence,
while the presence of UA suppresses the blue emission, leaving
the yellow emission unaffected. When both analytes are
present, both emissions are attenuated. The detection mecha-
nism involves both static and dynamic quenching processes.
The probe showed a linear response to AA over a concentration
range of 25.0-425.0 pM, reaching a detection limit of 1.30 uM.
Furthermore, its applicability to real human urine samples was
demonstrated.

4.1.1.3. Uric acid (UA). UA, chemically referred to as 2,6,8-
trihydroxypurine, represents the final metabolic product of
purine nucleotides and their derivatives in biological fluids.***
Abnormal elevation of UA levels in blood or urine has been
linked to numerous pathological conditions and physiological
imbalances."** Given its strong clinical significance, precise and
sensitive determination of UA is crucial for medical diagnostics
and physiological studies.™*

As mentioned above, Shano M. Pirot et al. designed a fluo-
rescent nanocomposite based on y-CDs/Cr-MOF@MIP for
simultaneously detecting AA and UA.”* This nanocomposite
exhibits differentiated fluorescent behavior for each analyte.
Thus, when UA is introduced, a selective decrease in the blue
emission of the Cr-MOF is observed without affecting the yellow
signal of the y-CDs, unlike AA. This differential behavior is due
to the specific affinity of each compound for its corresponding
recognition site in the MIP matrix, allowing for independent
and simultaneous dual analysis. The nanocomposite exhibited
a linear response to UA over a concentration range of 25.0-425.0
uM, with a detection limit of 1.10 uM, thereby demonstrating its
sensitivity and potential for biomedical applications.

Another example of a fluorescent sensor for UA detection is
the previously mentioned spherical CDs@ZIF-CuNC nano-
composite.*® This multifunctional material has been used for
the detection of H,O, and UA. The strategy is based on the use
of the enzyme uricase, which catalyzes the oxidation of UA,
generating H,O, as an intermediate product. This peroxide,
produced in situ, interacts with the CDs@ZIF-CuNC nanoprobe,
enabling the sensitive and specific ratiometric detection of UA.
Owing to this enzyme-coupled approach, the probe exhibited
a linear response range of 1-30 uM, with a detection limit as low
as 0.33 uM. Furthermore, the method was successfully validated
using real human urine samples, demonstrating its applica-
bility in clinical settings.

4.1.1.4. Dopamine (DA). DA is a catecholamine neurotrans-
mitter produced in mammalian nervous tissues and adrenal
glands and is predominantly secreted by the hypothalamus and
pituitary gland. It exerts a critical influence on numerous
physiological pathways, impacting the central nervous, endo-
crine, and cardiovascular systems. Within the human brain, DA
is particularly relevant for regulating movement, mood, moti-
vation, and attention.’® Physiological concentrations of DA
normally range between 0.01 and 1 uM; deviations from this
interval have been correlated with several neurological and
psychiatric disorders, including Parkinson's disease, Alz-
heimer's disease, schizophrenia, attention deficit/hyperactivity
disorder, and pituitary tumors.”*® A reduction in DA often
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manifests as impaired motor control, whereas excessive DA
levels or dysregulation reflect underlying neurological
dysfunction. Consequently, the precise detection and highly
sensitive quantification of DA are vital for the early diagnosis
and clinical monitoring of these conditions, yet remain
a considerable analytical challenge in biomedical research.**”

Sigi Xie and coworkers® developed a fluorescent material by
integrating blue-emitting CDs (b-CDs) within the ZIF-8 MOF,
thereby obtaining the CDs@ZIF-8 composite using the bottle-
around-ship method. This nanoprobe was used for the selective
and highly sensitive detection of DA. In this system, the CDs act as
fluorescent emitters, converting the chemical signals resulting
from interaction with the analyte into detectable optical
responses. Owing to the synergy between the CDs and the porous
structure of ZIF-8, the detection performance was significantly
improved compared with that obtained using individual CDs. The
structure of ZIF-8 provides active sites that facilitate the oxidation
of DA to dopamine quinone, a species that interacts with the CDs
and causes its fluorescence to quench. The DA-induced fluores-
cence quenching mechanism was investigated in detail. In alka-
line solutions, DA is spontaneously oxidized by oxygen, yielding
DA quinone, which exhibits a characteristic absorption at around
390 nm. The UV-vis spectra confirmed the formation of these
species before and after incubation under basic conditions. As
dopamine quinone is a good electron acceptor, interaction with
photoexcited CDs induces fluorescence quenching. This interac-
tion is favored by the hydroxyl and carboxyl functional groups on
the CD surface, facilitating hydrogen bonding, - interactions,
and electrostatic forces with the DA functional groups. Hence, DA
was quantified through intensity loss of the fluorescent signal
upon the addition of the analyte. Time-resolved fluorescence
analysis showed that the lifetimes of the ZIF-8 CDs were not
significantly altered in the presence of DA, indicating that fluo-
rescence quenching is predominantly static in nature. This system
enabled the detection of DA over a wide range of 0.1-200 uM, with
a limit of detection (LOD) of 16.64 nM. The applicability of this
methodology was successfully validated in real serum and urine
samples, demonstrating its feasibility for complex clinical
analyses.

Mengyao Sun et al. developed an innovative ratiometric
fluorescent sensor for DA based on a hybrid material composed
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of hydroxyapatite nanowires (HAPNWs), CDs, and a terbium-
based metal-organic framework (Tb/MOF), denoted as
HAPNWSs-CDs-Tb/MOF.” This material was obtained by phys-
ical mixing, as described in the synthesis section. Distinct from
previously reported systems, this synthesis integrates HAPNWs
as a structural support, thereby enhancing the stability and
overall performance of the sensor.

This nanocomposite exhibited dual fluorescent emission:
a blue signal at 426 nm, corresponding to the CDs, and a green
signal at 543 nm, characteristic of the Tb®" ion (Fig. 7a). These
emissions act as the reference and response signals, respec-
tively, for the ratiometric detection of DA. Exposing the probe to
increasing concentrations of DA resulted in a progressive
decrease in blue emission and an increase in green fluores-
cence. The loss of CD luminescence is attributed to fluorescence
quenching by the analyte, while the coordination of DA to the
Tb>" ions, replacing coordinated water molecules, promotes
sensitization of the lanthanide-based emission (Fig. 8).

Furthermore, the interaction between the CDs and the
quinones altered the recombination kinetics of the electron-
hole pairs generated by photon absorption, thereby modifying
the fluorescence half-life of the system. The I543/I4,6 intensity
ratio increased proportionally with DA concentration, showing
excellent linearity in the range of 0.04 to 20 uM (R* = 0.9979),
within a total detection range of 0-180 puM (Fig. 7b). The
detection limit was 12.26 nM. Finally, this method demon-
strated its practical applicability when successfully applied to
human serum samples, highlighting its potential for biomed-
ical analysis.

4.1.1.5. Other bioactive molecules. Another bioactive mole-
cule of great importance is riboflavin (RF), commonly referred
to as vitamin B2, owing to its significant role in energy metab-
olism and the preservation of cellular health.'*®* Monitoring RF
levels is valuable for evaluating nutritional status and ensuring
the quality of foods and dietary supplements. Its intrinsic
fluorescent properties make it particularly suitable for the
design of optical sensing platforms.**®

In this context, Shasha Feng et al.** developed a ratiometric
fluorescent sensor for RF detection based on a Forster reso-
nance energy transfer (FRET) system. The sensor utilizes
a hybrid material called CNQDs@Zn-MOF, composed of
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Fig. 7 Emission spectra of the HAPNWs-CDs-Tb/MOF solution with different concentrations of DA (a) and fluorescence responses of the
HAPNWSs-CDs-Tbh/MOF solution to various DA concentrations (b) (inset: linear relationship of fluorescence intensity at 543 and 426 nm as the
response to the DA concentration). Adapted/reproduced from ref. 73 with permission from the Royal Society of Chemistry, Copyright 2022.
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Fig. 8 Schematic of DA sensing using HAPNWSs-CDs-Tb/MOF as
a fluorescent probe. Adapted/reproduced from ref. 73 with permission
from the Royal Society of Chemistry, Copyright 2022.

graphitic carbon nitride quantum dots (CNQDs) and a zinc
MOF nanocomposite obtained by physical mixing. CNQDs are
nanomaterials with a graphitized structure and high nitrogen
content, known for their excellent chemical stability, biocom-
patibility, and optical performance. The material showed
excitation-dependent fluorescence from CDs, and irradiation at
365 nm was selected for analytical studies, yielding an emission
band at 450 nm with a quantum yield of 35%. The intensity of
this band decreases when riboflavin is added, and a new signal
is observed at 520 nm. Mechanistical studies indicated that this
behavior stems from FRET between the photoexcited CDs and
RF acting as an acceptor. Hence, the intensity ratio Is,o/I4so was
used to quantify RF concentration, showing a linear depen-
dence. The sensor demonstrated high sensitivity and selectivity
toward RF, with a detection limit of 15 nM and a linear response
in the range of 0.005-1.0 pM. Furthermore, it was successfully
validated in real milk samples and vitamin B2 tablets, demon-
strating its applicability in food and pharmaceutical analysis.

As mentioned above, Qiuyu Ye and coworkers'*® developed
a bifunctional ratiometric fluorescent sensor by integrating CDs
within the MIL-101(Fe) MOF to quantify H,O, and Ch. The
importance of this analyte in the clinical field stems from the
strong correlation between its blood concentration and
cardiovascular risk. For this reason, its precise determination is
essential for both preventive strategies and diagnostic
purposes.

The nanocomposite is not only luminescent but also exhibits
peroxidase-like catalytic activity, as evidenced by the detection
of H,0,. In the presence of H,0,, the system catalyzes the
oxidation of OPD to generate 2,3-diaminophenazine, which
emits yellow fluorescence at 556 nm. On the other hand, the
intrinsic emission of the CQDs@MOF at 455 nm is attenuated
by the internal filter effect. This dual signal modulation enables
the intensity ratio to be utilized as an analytical output, thereby
constructing a ratiometric biosensor for both H,0, and Ch. The
method demonstrated high sensitivity and was validated for the
accurate determination of total Ch in human serum.

Recently, Maneesha M. et al. developed a highly sensitive
and selective optical biosensor based on a hybrid composite of
nitrogen-doped carbon dots (N-CDs) and the ZIF-67 MOF,
termed N-CQD@ZIF-67 (NCZ-67), obtained by physical mixing,
for the detection of bovine serum albumin (BSA).””” BSA is an
important biomarker protein because its concentration in body
fluids provides insight into liver and kidney function. Thus, it
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plays a central role in the diagnosis and clinical monitoring of
multiple diseases.*® The NCZ-67 sensor demonstrated
a remarkable specific fluorescent response to BSA, with
a 67.68% signal increase (“on” type), while showing significant
quenching efficiencies when exposed to other biologically
relevant biomarkers and metal ions, such as creatinine, bili-
rubin, glucose, urea, UA, glycine, vitamin C, and Na*, K*, Ca*",
Mg>*, and Zn>" ions. For evaluation, 5 pM solutions of each
analyte were prepared, mixed with the sensor, and stirred for 30
minutes. Their PL spectra were then recorded. The detection
mechanism is based on Forster resonance energy transfer
(FRET), confirmed by the fluorescence lifetime decay analysis of
the material. This sensor exhibited a limit of detection (LOD) of
0.2129 pM and performed well when applied in artificial body
fluids, validating its potential for clinical applications in
monitoring biomarkers, such as albumin.

4.1.2. Pharmaceuticals. The detection of drugs and anti-
biotics is crucial in biomedicine, as it ensures therapeutic effi-
cacy, prevents toxic effects, and reduces the risk of bacterial
resistance. Furthermore, monitoring these compounds in bio-
logical fluids facilitates clinical monitoring and optimization of
personalized treatments. In this section, studies related to the
use of CDs@MOFs materials for detecting both drugs and
antibiotics are discussed.

Quercetin (QCT) is a compound of significant interest
because of its strong antioxidant capacity, functioning as an
efficient scavenger of free radicals.*** Owing to this property, it
is considered an important agent in the prevention and
management of several diseases, particularly hypertension and
certain cancers.'* Its therapeutic potential has led to extensive
investigation, especially regarding cardiovascular disorders and
other conditions linked to oxidative stress.

One of the first studies exploring hybrid materials based on
CDs and MOF-like structures for fluorescent sensing was con-
ducted by Longhua Xu et al.,*” who developed a sensor based on
the CDs@ZIF-8 composite, synthesized using a simple one-pot
route. This system was specifically designed for the detection
of quercetin (QCT), achieving high sensitivity with a limit of
detection (LOD) of 3.5 nM and a linear quantification range of
0.01-50.0 pM, and was successfully applied to real wine
samples. Under 365 nm excitation, the composite emits CD-
based fluorescence centered at 480 nm. The progressive incor-
poration of QCT generates a marked quenching of the fluores-
cent emission, decreasing the luminescence intensity at 480 nm
and redshifting the spectrum. This response was quantified
using fluorescence titration assays, where the intensity ratio (F,/
F) was related to the QCT concentration, confirming a dose-
dependent response over a wide concentration range (Fig. 9).
The system performance is attributed to the high affinity of the
ZIF-8 framework toward QCT, mediated by m-7 interactions
and hydrogen bonds. This enables efficient adsorption of the
analyte, favoring its accumulation on the sensor surface and
enhancing sensitivity. Furthermore, the interaction between the
3-hydroxyl group of QCT and the basic groups on the CD surface
generates a stable complex, which facilitates energy transfer
and fluorescence quenching. The high selectivity toward QCT is
attributed to the synergistic effect between the adsorption

© 2026 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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Fig. 9 FL emission spectra of CDs@ZIF-8 in the presence of different
concentrations of QCT (uM). Adapted/reproduced from ref. 57 with
permission from the Royal Society of Chemistry, Copyright 2016.

capacity of the MOF and the intrinsic sensitivity of the CDs. This
sensing approach is depicted in Fig. 10. Comparative tests
demonstrated that at the same QCT concentration, the fluo-
rescence intensity of the CDs@ZIF-8 composite remained
significantly higher than that of the free CDs, highlighting the
superior performance of the composite under identical condi-
tions. This difference corresponds to an improvement in
detection capacity when the CDs are embedded within ZIF-8,
confirming the crucial role of the hybrid structure in
enhancing the performance of the sensor.

Longhua Xu et al®® developed a CDs@MOF@MIP-based
sensor by combining a MIP with ZIF-8 and CDs, obtained
through a one-pot synthesis. The incorporation of the porous
MOF in the material leads to higher selectivity and sensitivity
toward QCT compared to its non-molecularly imprinted coun-
terpart. Moreover, a faster response was observed, resulting in
improved optical detection performance compared to
CDs@MIP without MOF. The detection mechanism was attrib-
uted to an IFE between CDs@ZIF-8@MIP and QCT. This inter-
action was confirmed by a fluorescence titration experiment,
where a dose-dependent relationship was observed between the
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fluorescence response (Fy/F) and QCT concentration upon the
addition of CDs@ZIF-8@MIP to solutions with different analyte
concentrations. This sensor was successfully applied to detect
traces of QCT, showing a linear decrease in fluorescence over
the range of 0 to 50.0 uM, with a detection limit of 2.9 nM. It was
also used to quantify the quercetin content in commercial
capsules of Ginkgo biloba extract.

Jing-Yi Liu et al.*® developed a hybrid material composed of
chiral carbon dots (CCDs) and ZIF-8 (CCDs@ZIF-8), synthesized
through a bottle-around-ship method, as described in the
synthesis section. The CCDs were obtained hydrothermally
using r-cysteine and citric acid as precursors. Owing to their
inherent chirality, CCDs are particularly suitable for the detec-
tion of chiral compounds. The material was designed as
a highly sensitive and selective turn-on fluorescent probe for the
detection of p-FA, 1-FA, and the antibiotic NFZ. The enantiomers
of FA are crucial for cellular metabolism and DNA synthesis,
and their distinction is therefore of great significance in
biomedical and nutritional research.**®* NFZ, on the other hand,
is a synthetic antibiotic of the nitrofuran class, which has been
extensively used to combat bacterial infections; however, its
potential toxicity and regulatory controls imposed highlight the
importance of its monitoring."** Although individual CCDs
showed some ability to detect FA with enantioselectivity, the
response of the hybrid system was significantly more precise
and linear. Fluorescence lifetime analysis revealed a notable
increase upon the incorporation of FA enantiomers, suggesting
that chiral matching between the material and analyte
suppresses some excited-state distortions that originate from
nonradiative relaxation. The LODs obtained were 0.31 uM for p-
FA and 4.36 pM for 1-FA. In the case of NFZ, it was the only
antibiotic that caused a considerable increase in the fluores-
cence of the system, unlike other antibiotics evaluated, which
showed minimal changes. It was shown that NFZ partially
affects the structure of ZIF-8, facilitating the release of CCDs
and, consequently, enhancing fluorescence emission.
Compared to the individual CCDs, whose fluorescence is
reduced in the presence of NFZ, the CCDs@ZIF-8 system
showed the opposite behavior, possibly due to the synergistic
interaction between the CCDs and (2-Melm). This phenomenon
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CDs@ZIF-8 + QCT

Fig. 10 Schematic illustration of the synthesis of CDs@ZIF-8 and its application in QCT sensing. Adapted/reproduced from ref. 57 with

permission from the Royal Society of Chemistry, Copyright 2016.
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is attributed to a dynamic enhancement mechanism, supported
by the reduction in fluorescence lifetime to 1.64 ns upon the
addition of NFZ. The detection limit determined for this anti-
biotic was 3.06 uM. Furthermore, the system proved to be effi-
cient for the detection of analytes in milk samples.

Shixin Wu et al. reported the development of a fluorescent
composite material, g-CDs@UiO-66, obtained by physically
mixing pre-synthesized g-CDs with the UiO-66 MOF. The
resulting hybrid was employed as a sensitive probe for the
detection of NFX.”> NFX is a commonly used fluoroquinolone,
which persists in the environment and contributes to antimi-
crobial resistance, underscoring the importance of its precise
detection.”® In this work, the g-CDs emit in the green region
(536 nm), while UiO-66 emits weakly at 375 nm. On the other
hand, NFX presents a weak luminescent band centered at
430 nm. Interestingly, the interaction between g-CDs@UiO-66
and NFX leads to a strong enhancement of NFX fluorescence
(Fig. 11c), suggesting low nonradiative rates for this adduct
(Fig. 12). Accordingly, the intensity ratio F,3,/Fs3, was used to
quantify NFX at different concentrations, showing a linear
correlation in the range of 1-8 mM (Fig. 11d) with a LOD of
0.082 uM. The sensing performance was evaluated with partic-
ular attention to its selectivity against common interferents,
showing high selectivity for NFX (Fig. 11a and b). Finally, the
practical applicability of the sensor was confirmed through
successful tests on real milk and pork samples, demonstrating
its usefulness for the analysis of NFX in food matrices.

Normalized Intensity (a.u.)

450 500 550
Wavelength (nm)

600

Fig. 11

View Article Online

Review

Xin Fu et al. synthesized a CDS@MOF(Eu) hybrid material
using the bottle-around-ship method, resulting in a dual fluo-
rescent sensor with high sensitivity and selectivity for the
detection of DOX.®” This analyte, widely used tetracycline anti-
biotic in both human and veterinary medicine, persists in the
environment and contributes to antimicrobial resistance,
emphasizing the need for its reliable detection.**®

This compound exhibited characteristic behavior: as the
DOX concentration increased, the blue emission of the CDs (436
nm) decreased, while the red emission of the europium-based
MOF (616 nm) intensified. This system exhibited a fluorescent
response proportional to DOX concentration, with a logarithmic
ratio In(Fe16/Fa36) ranging from 0 to 60 uM and a LOD of 0.36
uM, outperforming previously reported methods. The detection
mechanism was attributed to two simultaneous processes:
FRET between the CD luminescence and DOX absorption and
the formation of a DOX-Eu®** complex, which enhances the red
emission of the sensor. As a practical innovation, the system
was applied for the first time in a “test paper” format, which
showed a visible color change from blue-purple to red under UV
irradiation (365 nm), facilitating visual detection of the analyte.
Furthermore, the material was effective in detecting perman-
ganate (MnO, ), demonstrating a low detection limit and good
tolerance to interferences. The applicability of the sensor was
validated in a simulated biological system.

Qingfeng Yang et al. synthesized a hybrid material based on
nitrogen- and sulfur-doped CDs (NS-CDs) and UiO-67 using the
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(a) Ratio of fluorescence intensity (F/Fg) for g-CDs@UiO-66 in the presence of various antibiotics, metal ions, and amino acids. (F and Fq

are the fluorescence intensities at 432 nm in the presence and absence of NFX, respectively). (b) Fluorescence intensity response (F/Fg) of g-
CDs@UiO-66 to NFX in the presence of different interfering substances (530 nm). (c) FL spectra of g-CDs@UiO-66 at different concentrations of
NFX. (d) Linear relationship between F435/530 and NFX concentration. Adapted/reproduced from ref. 72 with permission from the Royal Society of

Chemistry, Copyright 2022.
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Fig. 12 Schematic representation for the preparation of g-CDs@UiO-66 and its applications in NFX sensing. Adapted/reproduced from ref. 72

with permission from the Royal Society of Chemistry, Copyright 2022.

bottle-around-ship method for the recognition of tetracycline
(TC),” an antibiotic used in medicine and veterinary practice.'*”
This composite, called NS-CDs@UiO-67, features vertically
oriented 2D nanosheets, which enhance mass transport and
reduce diffusion barriers, significantly increasing the TC
adsorption capacity compared to the original UiO-67. Under
initial conditions, the material displays high fluorescence
intensity at 410 nm; however, this intensity progressively
decreases with increasing TC concentration. This behavior was
explained by FTIR, XPS, and zeta-potential studies, which
revealed that TC adsorption involves specific interactions with
the functional groups of NS-CDs@UiO-67, including hydrogen
bonding and -7 interactions between the TC aromatic rings
and the MOF ligands. XPS analysis confirmed a reduction in the
signal of the Zr-O groups, reinforcing the hypothesis of
hydrogen bond formation during adsorption. Additionally, the
UV-vis and fluorescence spectra indicated that the TC absorp-
tion spectrum overlaps with the NS-CDs@UiO-67 excitation
spectrum, evidencing that the sensing mechanism is based on
a combination of IFE and FRET, responsible for the observed
fluorescent quenching. Under these conditions, the system
showed a linear response in the range of 0.08-20.0 mg L™ " and
a LOD of 0.063 mg L. The applicability of this sensor was
successfully validated in real-world samples of water, fish
muscle, and lamb muscle.

Qihui Wang et al. developed a hybrid material composed of
CDs and a silver-centered MOF (Ag-MOFs), synthesized using
the bottle-around-ship method.®® This material was used to
construct a sensitive and reliable fluorescent sensor for the
detection of chloramphenicol (CAP). This antibiotic is banned
due to its severe toxicity and may persist as a residue in food and
environmental samples, highlighting the need for sensitive
detection to ensure safety.*® The CDs and Ag-MOFs exhibited
emission near 455 and 420 nm, respectively; however, upon the
introduction of CAP, a significant quenching of fluorescence
was observed at 427 nm under 332 nm excitation. The UV-vis
spectra revealed a shift in the absorption band, indicating the
formation of a stable complex between CAP and the CD-MOFs.
This effect, along with the absence of a shift in the emission
wavelength, was attributed to the IFE owing to the overlap
between the analyte absorption and the sensor excitation.
Quantitative analysis showed that fluorescence progressively
decreased with increasing CAP concentration. The Stern-

© 2026 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry

Volmer plot presented an upward curve, suggesting the coexis-
tence of static and dynamic quenching mechanisms. Addi-
tionally, transient experiments and theoretical calculations
suggested that the dominant mechanism is PET. The sensor
achieved a LOD of 44 nM and was validated in real milk powder
samples.

Xinlei Zhang et al. synthesized a hybrid composite
CDs@UiO-66(COOH), using a solvent-free one-pot method
designed for the fluorescent detection of chlortetracycline
(CTC).”® Extensive use of this antibiotic and its residual persis-
tence raise concerns regarding antimicrobial resistance and
public health risks."* In this system, CDs exhibit green emis-
sion centered at 511 nm under excitation at 400 nm, while UiO-
66(COOH), displays a very weak blue emission attributed to its
organic ligands. During detection, a gradual quenching of
fluorescence of the sensor was observed with increasing CTC
concentration in a linear range from 0 to 100 uM. The LOD was
calculated to be 0.102 pM. Spectroscopic analysis revealed
a significant overlap between the UV absorption of CTC and the
sensor excitation spectrum, indicating competition for light
absorption. However, no overlap was detected between the
emission of the sensor and CTC absorption, nor was there any
evidence of complex formation between the two, according to
the UV spectra in solution. On the other hand, involvement of
FRET was ruled out, according to the negligible variation of
photoluminescence lifetime upon addition of CTC (1.54 to 1.62
ns). Therefore, the observed fluorescence quenching is
primarily attributed to the IFE, identified as the mechanism
responsible for the behavior of the sensor with CTC.

4.1.3. Biomarkers. The detection of biomarkers plays
a pivotal role in biomedicine, as it supp