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Difunctionalization of gem-difluoroalkenes for
amination and heteroarylation via metal-free
photocatalysis†

Yuanchen Zhong,‡ab Zhen Zhuang,‡bc Xiaofei Zhang, b Bin Xu *a and
Chunhao Yang *bc

gem-Difluoroalkenes are widely used building blocks in fluorine

chemistry. Herein, a metal-free photocatalytic amination and

heteroarylation method of gem-difluoroalkenes with heteroaryl car-

boxylic acid oxime esters as substrates is reported. This environmen-

tally benign reaction proceeds via radical–radical cross-coupling in

energy-transfer-mediated photocatalysis and can be used in the rapid

construction of heteroaryl difluoroethylamine scaffolds and late-stage

modification of complex pharmaceutical structures.

Fluorine-containing compounds have attracted wide attention
in the fields of materials science and pharmaceutical chemistry
due to their unique physical and chemical properties.1–3

Among them, difluoromethyl units are favored in drug devel-
opment due to the significant improvement in their metabolic
properties such as oral bioavailability and long plasma half-
lives.4 In particular, the (hetero)aryl difluoroethylamine struc-
tures show great potential value for multiple drug targets. For
example, researchers from Merck & Co. developed thrombin
inhibitor (DP4088) I with a difluoroethylamine scaffold, which
has a good oral bioavailability based on metabolism-directed
optimization.4 Moreover, antifungal agent II,5 nitric oxide
synthase inhibitor III6 and Nav 1.7 blocker IV7 all contain this
bioactive moiety (Fig. 1).

gem-Difluoroalkenes are very easily obtainable building
blocks for synthesizing several fluorine-containing compounds
and have sparked interest in recent years.8–10 Recent research
on functionalization of gem-difluoroalkenes has mainly focused

on the construction of C–X (X = OR, SR, etc.) or C(sp3)–C(sp3)
bonds, involving the introduction of some functional groups
such as alkyl,11–13 alkoxyl,14,15 alkylthiol,16,17 sulfonyl18 and
other groups (Scheme 1a).9,10,19,20 However, there are only a
few reports on the introduction of aromatic groups to gem-
difluoroalkenes, and previous reports focused on transitional-
metal catalyzed coupling reactions (Scheme 1a).21,22 A gentle
and environmentally friendly method for the difunctionaliza-
tion of gem-difluoroalkenes would thus be a great complement
to the construction of heteroaryl difluoroethylamine structures.

Since 2019, oxime derivatives have been widely used in
various reactions, such as decarboxylative functionalization of
aryl and alkyl carboxylic acids,23 decarboxylative imination,24,25

decarboxylative fluorosulfonylation of aryl and alkyl carboxylic
acids26,27 and dual functionalization of various structures.28–34

These reactions involve the generation of N- and O-centered
radicals through energy-transfer (EnT) in the presence of sui-
table photocatalysts with high triplet excited state energy and
appropriate light sources. Based on the previous work from our
group on functionalization of gem-difluoroalkenes and hetero-
aryl carboxylic oxime esters,12,27 we attempted to utilize readily
available oxime derivatives to provide imino and heteroaryl
radicals for amination and heteroarylation of gem-
difluoroalkenes simultaneously (Scheme 1b).

Fig. 1 Bioactive molecules containing (hetero)aryl difluoroethylamine
structures.
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To confirm our hypothesis, we explored the optimal conditions
for the reaction with the substrate models of gem-difluoroalkene
1a and oxime ester 2a (for more details, see the ESI†). Initially, we
screened common photocatalysts under a 405 nm wavelength
LED and determined thioxanthone (TXT) as the optimal catalyst
for the reaction with a yield of 46% (Table 1, entries 1–4).
Subsequent solvent screening revealed that DMSO as a solvent
was more favorable for the reaction, increasing the yield from
46% to 62% (Table 1, entries 4–7). We further explored the
influence of different wavelength LEDs on the reaction and found
a slight improvement in yield under 365 nm irradiation (Table 1,
entries 7–9). Considering the occurrence of imino radical self-
coupling during the reaction process, increasing the ratio of
oxime ester ultimately resulted in a yield of 71% (Table 1, entry
10). The control experiment performed at the end demonstrated

the necessity of a light source, a photocatalyst, and an inert
atmosphere for the reaction (Table 1, entries 11–13).

After determining the optimal reaction conditions, we
explored the generality of this difunctionalization reaction
using gem-difluoroalkenes with different substituents on the
benzene ring. As shown in Scheme 2, within the tested
scope, both substrates with electron-withdrawing and
electron-donating substituents reacted smoothly to afford the
target compounds in moderate to good yields (3a–3j, 56–76%),
and changing the substitution position also gave good yield for
meta-substitution (3k, 75%) and acceptable yield for ortho-
substitution (3l, 52%). A slightly decreased yield of 3l suggested
that the reaction may be influenced by the steric effect of the
substituents. It is worth noting that even with some reactive
substituents (–Br, –CN, and –COOMe), the yield was not signifi-
cantly affected, indicating the mildness of this transformation
(3h–3l, 52–75% yield). Subsequently, we further expanded
the substrate scope to fused aryl and heteroaryl gem-difluoro-
alkenes, which also reacted well with moderate to good yields
(3m–3p, 30–80%).

For the oxime ester part, we also explored the compatibility
of the reaction using different substituted pyridine carboxylate
oxime esters. As shown in Scheme 3, these reactions proceeded
smoothly with yields of 42–63% as expected (4a–4f). To
our delight, expanding the substrate to other electron-
deficient six-member heterocycles such as pyrimidine (4g,
54% yield), pyrazine (4h, 46% yield) and quinoline (4i, 56%
yield) also gave the desired products. Meanwhile, we also used
some electron-rich heterocycles (thiophene and furan) and

Scheme 1 Functionalization of gem-difluoroalkenes and our reaction
design.

Table 1 Optimization study

Entrya Photocatalystb Solvent Wavelength Yieldc (%)

1 PC-1 EtOAc 405 26
2 PC-2 EtOAc 405 20
3 PC-3 EtOAc 405 30
4 TXT EtOAc 405 46
5 TXT MeCN 405 40
6 TXT DCE 405 23
7 TXT DMSO 405 62
8 TXT DMSO 440 Trace
9 TXT DMSO 365 65
10d TXT DMSO 365 71
11 — DMSO 365 Trace
12e TXT DMSO 365 Trace
13f TXT DMSO — n.d.

a Reaction conditions: 1a (0.15 mmol, 1.0 equiv.), 2a (0.15 mmol,
1.0 equiv.), photocatalyst (5 mol%), 30 W LED, argon atmosphere, at
room temperature in solvent (0.75 mL, 0.2 M) for 12 h. b PC-1:
[Ir(dF(CF3)ppy)2(dtbbpy)](PF6); PC-2: fac-Ir(dFppy)3; PC-3: 4CzlPN; TXT:
thioxanthone. c Isolated yield. d 2a (0.45 mmol, 3 equiv.). e Under the air
atmosphere. f In the dark.

Scheme 2 Substrate scope of gem-difluoroalkenes.a,b a Reaction condi-
tions: 1 (0.15 mmol, 1.0 equiv.), 2a (0.45 mmol, 3 equiv.), thioxanthone
(5 mol%), 365 nm LED (30 W), argon atmosphere, at room temperature in
DMSO (0.75 mL, 0.2 M) for 12 h. b Isolated yield.
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electron-withdrawing substituted benzene rings (–COOMe and
–CN), but unfortunately, the target products were not obtained
due to the difficulty of decarboxylation.

To evaluate the scalability of this protocol, the reaction was
successfully scaled up to ten-fold (Schemes 4a, 1.5 mmol, 60%
yield). Considering the potential application of the heteroaryl
difluoroethylamine structures in the field of medicinal chem-
istry, we further applied the reaction to the structural modifica-
tion of natural products or drugs to evaluate the practicality of
this difunctionalization reaction. As shown in Scheme 4b,
structural modifications were carried out on both asaraldehyde
(natural product, COX-2 inhibitor) and picolinafen (herbicide)
intermediates with yields of 61% and 54% (yields given for the
last step), respectively. It is well known that imine structures
can be rapidly hydrolyzed under acidic conditions, and product
3a was deprotected to give the corresponding amine with a
yield of 95% (see the ESI,† S2.6).

We next turned our attention to the reaction mechanism
with a series of experiments. The radical crossover study proved
the existence of the aryl radical and N-centered imine radical,
respectively, as the crossover products were detected by mass
spectrometry (Scheme 5a). Moreover, the generation of these two
types of radicals was further confirmed via radical scavenger
trapping experiments with (2,2,6,6-tetramethylpiperidin-1-yl)oxyl
(TEMPO) or azobis-(isobutyronitrile) (AIBN) (Scheme 5b).

Based on the experimental facts mentioned above and
previous reports,23,27,31 we proposed a possible reaction mecha-
nism as shown in Scheme 5. First, under the irradiation of
suitable wavelength light, thioxanthone (TXT) is excited to a
triplet excited state. Subsequently, a triplet–triplet energy-
transfer process between TXT and oxime ester leads to the
sensitization of the oxime ester and homolysis of the N–O
bond, forming an imine radical (B) and a carboxyl radical (A).
The carboxyl radical further undergoes decarboxylation to form
an aryl radical (C), which is then captured by a gem-difluoro-
alkene to form a carbon-centered radical. Finally, a radical–
radical cross-coupling between the carbon-centered radical and
the imine radical produces the target product.

In summary, we have developed a metal-free photocatalytic
method for the amination and heteroarylation of gem-
difluoroalkenes. This method features good functional group

Scheme 3 Substrate scope of the (hetero)aryl radical precursor.a,b

a Reaction conditions: 1 (0.15 mmol, 1.0 equiv.), 2 (0.45 mmol, 3 equiv.),
thioxanthone (5 mol%), 365 nm LED (30 W), argon atmosphere, at room
temperature in DMSO (0.75 mL, 0.2 M) for 12 h. b Isolated yield.

Scheme 4 Scale-up reaction and late-stage modification. Isolated yield.
Scheme 5 Mechanistic studies. (a) Crossover study. (b) Trapping experi-
ments. (c) Proposed mechanism.
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compatibility and mild and metal-free reaction conditions,
making it environmentally friendly. Above all, this benign
atom-economical method can be used for the rapid construc-
tion of heteroaryl difluoroethylamine structures, and at the
same time, we expect that this method can be a good comple-
ment to the arylation of gem-difluoroalkenes.
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