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A Phenacrylate Scaffold for Tunable Thiol Activation 
and Release 
Rathinam K. Sankar,‡,a Rohan S. Kumbhare,‡,a Allimuthu T. Dharmarajaa and 
Harinath Chakrapani*,a 

 

A thiol-selective 2-methyl-3-phenacrylate scaffold with 
spatiotemporal control over delivery of a cargo is reported. 
The half-lives of decomposition could be tuned from 30 min 
to 1 day and the scaffold’s utility in thiol-inducible 
fluorophore release in cell-free as well as within cells is 
demonstrated. 

Selective and covalent modification of thiols has numerous 

applications in biochemistry, imaging and medicine.1-3 Thiols in 

proteins or peptides can be conjugated to a small molecule4-5 or a 

macromolecule and is useful for interrogating cellular events, 

studying enzyme function and in drug discovery.6-10 Cancers, for 

example, have elevated thiol levels in comparison with their normal 

paired tissue.3, 11-13 Hence, this property can be exploited for directed 

delivery of drugs or fluorophores (for imaging) inside cells.3, 11-12, 14 

Here, a bioactive molecule or fluorophore is conjugated to a scaffold 

which is stable in buffer. Upon selective reaction with a thiol the 

active drug molecule or fluorophore is released.15-16 The relative 

abundance of thiols in cancers might facilitate site-specific 

localization of the biomolecule. Among the methods available for 

thiol-mediated activation and release, the disulfide-based scaffold, 

which is cleaved by glutathione to initiate a rearrangement leading 

to drug or fluorophore release, is widely used for drug delivery and 

imaging.2, 17-19 However, disulfides are susceptible to cleavage not 

just by glutathione but also by reductases20 and this scaffold does not 

have any structural handle for controlling rate of release of the 

bioactive small molecule. Hence, this method might not be suitable 

for slow release of drugs, for example. Finn and coworkers reported 

an oxanorbornadiene-based methodology for thiol activation and 

release21-22 where the rate of drug release could be tuned by 

structural modifications to the scaffold and is well suited for release 

of a fluorophore, possibly for imaging. For applications in drug 

release, however, this scaffold may have limited utility as the drug is 

still conjugated to a furan. Here, we report results of our design, 

synthesis and evaluation of a novel scaffold whose reaction rates 

with a biological thiol can be modulated by simple structural 

modifications.  

 A 2-methyl-3-phenacrylate-based scaffold was considered for 

tunable reactivity with thiols (Scheme 1). The core consists of a 2-

methylene-3-arylacrylate functionality connected with a phenol-

based self-immolative linker, which can be attached to a drug or 

fluorophore that is to be released. Michael addition23 of a thiol 

produces an enol(ate), which can rearrange to produce a self-

immolative phenolate; rearrangement of this intermediate would 

result in the release a leaving group, LG. -Halo acetamides have 

been frequently used for labeling thiols in biomolecules24-25 

supporting a direct SN2 attack on the ethereal carbon, which 

produces a phenolate and subsequent rearrangement can release 

the bioactive molecule LG. The carbonyl group is distant from the 

reaction centre but remains in conjugation while the aryl group 

communicates with the ether carbon and together these groups 

might help tuning of reaction rates. The pKa of the phenol and hence 

leaving group ability of the linker can also be modulated by changing 

substituent X to attain the desired reaction rate and hence 

spatiotemporally controlled release 

 
Scheme  1.  Proposed  2‐methyl‐3‐phenacrylate  scaffold  for  tunable  thiol 

activation. LG = leaving group 

 In order to synthesize this scaffold, bromide 2a was prepared 

from the corresponding alcohol 1a by a PBr3-mediated bromination 

reaction (Table 1, entry 1).26-27 The alcohol 1a was in turn prepared by 

a Baylis-Hillman reaction of benzaldehyde and methyl acrylate.28-29 
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supporting localization of this fluorophore within cells (Figure 4d). 

Together our data suggests that this scaffold is capable of 

permeating cells to deliver a bioactive cargo such as a fluorophore. 

 In summary, we report a novel scaffold that is suitable for thiol-

mediated activation and release of a drug or fluorophore with a high 

degree of thiol-selectivity and half-lives ranging from 30 min to 1 

day.37-38 The most common methodology available i.e. the disulfide-

based method has no structural handle for rate control. It is 

anticipated that the method presented here will be useful for 

selective thiol modification, thiol-mediated drug release as well as 

cellular imaging.25 
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