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Fluorescent indicator displacement assay for the
discovery of UGGAA repeat-targeted small
molecules†
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We report that a selective fluorescent indicator NBD-NCD for

UGGAA repeats resulted in fluorescence quenching upon binding

to RNA and recovered the fluorescence by displacing NBD-NCD

with UGGAA repeat-targeted small molecules. The fluorescent

indicator displacement assay using NBD-NCD can detect the inter-

action of small molecules with UGGAA repeats.

RNA is an important factor in diverse cellular functions involving
biological processes. As understanding of the RNA functions in cells
and their relevance to many human diseases has progressed,1–3

RNA has attracted the interest of researchers as a druggable target.
Oligonucleotide therapeutics using antisense oligonucleotides and
small interfering RNAs is a therapeutic modality for RNA-targeted
therapies.4–6 The success of RNA-targeted drugs based on oligo-
nucleotide therapeutics has demonstrated that RNA is a promising
therapeutic target. Apart from oligonucleotide therapeutics, the
discovery of small molecules that bind to RNAs and regulate their
functions is highly desirable in drug discovery of RNA-targeted
small molecules.7–9 Researchers have focused on the exploratory
study of RNA-targeted small molecules utilizing various screening
methods such as the fluorescent indicator displacement (FID)
assay,10–15 small molecule microarray-based screening,16–18 affinity-
selection mass spectroscopy,19,20 surface plasmon resonance
(SPR)-based screening,21 in silico screening,22 fragment-based
screening,23–25 and DNA-encoded library technology.26,27

The FID assay is a simple and high-throughput method that
can detect the interactions between small molecules and RNAs
without fluorescent labelling of both target RNAs and com-
pounds used in screening. In general, fluorescent indicators
that change their fluorescence properties upon binding to RNA

are used for FID assays. Previously, it has been reported that a
fluorescent indicator, 2,7-disubstituted 9H-xanthen-9-one deri-
vative (X2S), quenches upon RNA binding and emits fluores-
cence by the displacement of X2S with RNA-binding small
molecules.11 TO-PRO1 and thiazole orange have also been used
for FID assays.12,28 These dyes result in the increase of the
fluorescence upon binding to RNA but quench upon the dis-
placement of the dyes with RNA-binding small molecules. In
addition to fluorescent indicators based on dyes, Tat peptide
labelled with a Förster Resonance Energy Transfer (FRET) pair
has also been used in displacement assays for screening of the
molecules binding to HIV TAR RNAs.10 In this assay, the FRET
efficiency of the Tat peptide probe increases upon RNA binding,
whereas the displacement of the Tat peptide probe from RNA
upon the binding of molecules decreases the FRET efficiency. An
FID assay has been used to screen small molecules targeting
various structured RNAs including bacterial rRNA A-site, HIV-1-
TAR, Rev response element, enterovirus RNA structure, and
disease-causing repeat RNAs.10–15,29,30 Since fluorescent indicators
used in RNA-targeted FID assays bind to secondary structures
including hairpins, bulges, and internal loops with low sequence
selectivity, screening of RNA-binding small molecules based on
the displacement of non-selective fluorescent indicators may lead
to a decrease of the accuracy in FID assays. Therefore, the
development of fluorescent indicators that selectively bind to
target RNAs could provide a rigorous screening system with high
accuracy. Several groups have reported fluorescent indicators that
selectively bind to the RNA motif of interest.28,31

Disease-causing repeat RNAs known as toxic RNAs32 can be a
potential therapeutic target for the treatment of repeat expan-
sion disorders. Since targeting the disease-causing repeat RNAs
with small molecules has been identified as a promising
approach to inhibit its toxic functions, several groups have
reported bioactive small molecules binding to the disease-
causing repeat RNAs.33–35 Small molecules targeting disease-
causing repeat RNAs have been identified by various screening
methods.36–38 It has been reported that high-throughput
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screening by FID assay using TO-PRO-1 has successfully dis-
covered a bioactive small molecule to a disease-causing repeat
RNA.30 On the other hand, fluorescent indicators with binding
selectivity to disease-causing repeat RNAs have not been well-
studied. Here, we report a selective fluorescent indicator that
can be used in FID assays for UGGAA repeats causing spinocer-
ebellar ataxia type 31 (SCA31).

Previously, we have reported that a small molecule,
naphthyridine carbamate dimer (NCD; Fig. 1a), which binds
to SCA31-causing UGGAA repeats, alleviated RNA toxicity in the
Drosophila model of SCA31.38 To develop the selective fluores-
cent indicator for UGGAA repeats, we designed and synthesized
nitrobenzoxadiazole-labelled NCD (NBD-NCD; Fig. 1a and
Scheme S1, ESI†) based on the fact that fluorescent dyes are
efficiently quenched by guanosine residues.39 The nucleobase-
specific quenching of fluorescent dyes is a well-known phe-
nomenon, which is used in the probe design for the specific
detection of DNA sequences.40 Therefore, we expected that the
fluorescence of NBD-NCD would be quenched upon binding to
UGGAA repeats containing guanosine residues and recovered
by the dissociation of NBD-NCD from the complex accompa-
nied by the binding of UGGAA repeat-targeted small molecules
(Fig. 1b). Firstly, we investigated the binding of NBD-NCD to
UGGAA repeats by thermal melting temperature (Tm) and
circular dichroism (CD) measurements (Fig. 2). The UV melting
curve of r(UGGAA)9 had an unclear melting transition, whereas
the UV melting profile in the presence of NBD-NCD showed a
clear melting curve with an inflection point around 52 1C
(Fig. 2a). The CD spectrum of r(UGGAA)9 upon the addition
of NBD-NCD showed induced CD bands at 320–370 nm and
420–520 nm attributed to NCD and NBD, respectively (Fig. 2b).
Importantly, the induced CD bands at 320–370 nm were almost
identical to those observed in the CD spectrum of r(UGGAA)9

with NCD,37 suggesting that the binding mode of NBD-NCD is
likely similar to that of NCD. The binding stoichiometry of

NBD-NCD-bound r(UGGAA)5 complexes was examined by cold-
spray ionization mass spectrometry (CSI-MS). The complexes
with the binding stoichiometry ranging from 1 : 1 to 1 : 5
were observed under the condition of 10 mM r(UGGAA)5 and
50–100 mM NBD-NCD (Fig. 2c, Fig. S1, and Table S1, ESI†).

To investigate the fluorescence quenching of NBD-NCD
upon binding to UGGAA repeats, we performed titration experi-
ments of r(UGGAA)n (n = 5, 9, 20) to NBD-NCD. The fluorescence
intensity (FI) of NBD-NCD was decreased upon the addition of
r(UGGAA)n in an RNA concentration- and repeat size-dependent
manner, which reached saturation at lower RNA concentrations
with increasing the repeat size (Fig. 3a). Since saturation of
fluorescence quenching was observed under the conditions
of 200 nM r(UGGAA)9 and 1 mM NBD-NCD, we selected this
condition for our assays. Under the same conditions, the
titration experiments of r(UGGAA)9 to already-reported fluores-
cent indicators such as X2S11 and TO-PRO-112 required 45-fold
RNA concentration (4 1 mM) for reaching saturation (Fig. S2,
ESI†). This suggested that the binding affinity of NBD-NCD for
UGGAA repeats was higher than those of X2S and TO-PRO-1.
We also confirmed that the fluorescence polarization (FP) of
NBD-NCD was increased in an RNA concentration-dependent
manner (Fig. 3b). In addition, titration experiments of
r(UAGAA)9 and r(UAAAA)9 to NBD-NCD showed almost no
change in FI and FP (Fig. S3, ESI†). These results indicated
the selective binding of NBD-NCD to UGGAA repeats. We next
examined whether displacement of NBD-NCD with UGGAA

Fig. 1 (a) Chemical structures of NCD, QCD, and NBD-NCD. (b) Sche-
matic illustration of the FID assay using NBD-NCD and UGGAA repeats.

Fig. 2 (a) UV melting curves and (b) CD spectra of r(UGGAA)9 in the
absence (black) and presence of NBD-NCD (red). The RNA and ligand
concentrations were 2 mM and 20 mM, respectively. (c) CSI-TOF-MS
spectra of 10 mM r(UGGAA)5 in the absence (top) and presence of
100 mM NBD-NCD (bottom).
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repeat-binding small molecules leads to an increase in the
fluorescence of NBD-NCD. The FID assay with the addition of
NCD as a positive control demonstrated that the fluorescence
of NBD-NCD increased in an NCD concentration-dependent
manner and eventually led to a 4-fold increase in FI (Fig. 3c). As
a negative control, we also tested quinoline carbamate dimer
(QCD; Fig. 1a), which does not bind to UGGAA repeats,38 and
confirmed that the addition of QCD did not increase the
fluorescence of NBD-NCD. The addition of NCD decreased
the FP of NBD-NCD in a concentration-dependent manner
but not QCD (Fig. 3d), implying the dissociation of NBD-NCD
from UGGAA repeats upon the binding of NCD.

The result of the FID assay using NCD prompted us to
perform the screening of small molecule libraries. In this assay,
we used an in-house chemical library containing 20 compounds
(LC-1–LC-20), which was previously used in SPR assay-based
screening for UGGAA repeat-binding small molecules (Fig. S4,
ESI†),38 and performed two independent experiments (Fig. 4a).
The fold changes in FI upon the addition of LC-1–LC-20 obtained
from the two independent experiments are in good agreement
with each other. Among the 20 compounds that we tested, fold
changes in FI above 3.0 were observed in 7 compounds discovered
by previous SPR assay-based screening. The addition of these
compounds resulted in a decrease of FP (Fig. S5, ESI†), indicating
that the binding of the hit compounds dissociated NBD-NCD
from UGGAA repeats. In addition, we found that LC-14 exhibited
an approximately 2.2-fold change in FI. The increase in FI and the
decrease in FP were LC-14 concentration-dependent (Fig. S6,
ESI†), suggesting that NBD-NCD is dissociated from r(UGGAA)9

upon LC-14 binding. We also confirmed that the Tm of r(UGGAA)9

was increased upon the addition of LC-14 (Fig. S7, ESI†). SPR
assay for the r(UGGAA)9-immobilized surface indicated that sev-
eral non-hit compounds showed a significant increase in response
unit (Fig. S8, ESI†). This suggested that several compounds can
interact with UGGAA repeats but not displace NBD-NCD upon
ligand-binding.

Finally, we investigated whether our FID assay could detect
an unidentified interaction of a small molecule with UGGAA
repeats. We selected SMN-C5, risdiplam, and two coumarin
derivatives (CM-D1 and CM-D2) as tested compounds (Fig. 4b).
Since it has been reported that SMN-C5 and their derivatives
selectively bind to purine-rich RNA motifs,41,42 these small
molecules could have potential for binding to purine-rich
UGGAA repeats. We performed the FID assay for SMN-C5,
risdiplam, CM-D1, and CM-D2 (Fig. 4c and Fig. S9, ESI†).
SMN-C5, risdiplam, and CM-D2 showed negligible change in
FI, whereas approximately 1.6-fold change was observed in the
presence of CM-D1. The addition of CM-D1 to r(UGGAA)9

increased FI and decreased FP in a concentration-dependent
manner (Fig. S10, ESI†). The binding of SMN-C5, risdiplam,
CM-D1, and CM-D2 to r(UGGAA)9 was investigated by Tm

measurement and SPR assay, suggesting that CM-D1 likely
bound to r(UGGAA)9 with the highest affinity among the 4
compounds (Fig. S11 and S12, ESI†). Together, these results
demonstrated that our FID assay is capable of detecting uni-
dentified interactions between small molecules with UGGAA
repeats.

In conclusion, we designed and synthesized a selective
fluorescent indicator NBD-NCD for UGGAA repeats by

Fig. 3 Plots of RNA concentration versus (a) normalized FI and (b) FP of
1 mM NBD-NCD in the presence of r(UGGAA)n, where n is 5 (black), 9 (red),
and 20 (blue), at concentrations of 50, 100, 200, and 400 nM. Plots
of ligand concentration versus (c) fold change in FI and (d) FP of 1 mM
NBD-NCD with 200 nM r(UGGAA)9 in the presence of QCD (black) and
NCD (red) at concentrations of 1, 2.5, 5, and 10 mM.

Fig. 4 FID assays using r(UGGAA)9 and NBD-NCD. (a) Plot of 1st versus
2nd fold changes in FI of 1 mM NBD-NCD with 200 nM r(UGGAA)9 in the
presence of 10 mM LC-1–LC-20. (b) Chemical structures of SMN-C5,
risdiplam, CM-D1, and CM-D2. (c) Fold changes in FI of 1 mM NBD-NCD
with 200 nM r(UGGAA)9 in the presence of 10 mM SMN-C5, risdiplam, CM-
D1, and CM-D2.
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fluorescently labelling NCD with NBD. The fluorescence
quenching of NBD-NCD selectively occurred upon binding to
UGGAA repeats, whereas its fluorescence was recovered by the
displacement of NBD-NCD with UGGAA repeat-binding small
molecules. In the FID assay using NBD-NCD and UGGAA
repeats, we succeeded in identifying not only UGGAA repeat-
binding small molecules from the in-house chemical library
but also unknown UGGAA repeat binder CM-D1. The FID assay
described here is useful for high-throughput screening to
detect the interactions between small molecules and UGGAA
repeats.
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