
Green Chemistry

COMMUNICATION

Cite this: Green Chem., 2024, 26,
3149

Received 28th December 2023,
Accepted 22nd February 2024

DOI: 10.1039/d3gc05163c

rsc.li/greenchem

Cu(II)-catalyzed ‘in-water’ N-arylation of
electron-deficient NH-heterocycles†

Steeva Sunny, ‡ Mohit Maingle, ‡ Loddipalle Sheeba,
Firojkhan Rajekhan Pathan, Gowri Sankar J., Harika Juloori,
Sainath Ganesh Gadewar and Kapileswar Seth *

Cu(II)-catalyzed N-arylation of electron-deficient NH-heterocycles

‘in-water’ at room temperature is described. A wide substrate

scope with respect to structural and electronic variation of NH-

heterocycles plus arylboronic acids allows product diversity. The

functional group tolerance, ‘gram-scale’ synthesis, synthetic elab-

oration of N-arylated products and late-stage arylation are the dis-

tinct advantages.

Introduction

N-containing heterocycles are omnipresent as subunits in
many natural products, are present as backbones of several
bio-active molecules and exhibit diversified biological activi-
ties.1 Several prescribed approved drugs and marketed
pharmaceutical agents are enriched with N-heterocycles as
essential structural cores.2 Typically, the substitution of a CH-
group by an N-atom in (hetero)arene systems may induce vital
features in terms of physicochemical properties and molecular
interactions of a new therapeutic lead, which can be translated
into enhancing pharmacological profiles during the identifi-
cation of safe and efficacious drug candidates as well as explor-
ing the space of high-quality drugs.3 Thus, synthesis and/or
chemical modifications of small molecule N-based hetero-
cycles have received significant attention in drug design, dis-
covery medicinal chemistry and drug development efforts.4

Moreover, the N-arylated analogues of NH-heterocycles are
prevalent components in numerous medicinal compounds
and key building blocks of biologically active natural products
and have found numerous applications in medicinal chem-
istry, pharmaceutical research, and drug discovery.5 Due to a

broad range of biological activities and extensive applications
in medicinal and pharmaceutical sciences, the N-arylated het-
erocycles have attracted considerable interest from synthetic
organic/medicinal chemists, and the C–N bond constructions
have been under continuous investigation in the synthetic
chemistry community.6

The copper-mediated oxidative cross-coupling reaction of
NH-(hetero)arenes with arylboronic acids, popularly known as
Chan–Lam coupling,7 offers a straightforward synthetic
method for (hetero)arene N-arylation.8 Recently, copper-cata-
lyzed Chan–Lam coupling has also been explored as a promi-
nent and broadly applicable powerful tool for coupling of
N-nucleophiles to access N–C(aryl) bonds.9 The copper-cata-
lyzed Chan–Lam coupling has been extensively studied with
electron-rich heteroarenes (e.g., imidazole, benzimidazole, pyra-
zole, indazole, 1,2,3-benzotriazole),5b,6d,8c,9a,10 primarily because
of their high nucleophilicity, which facilitates coordination of
N-atom to copper centre. In contrast, the participation of mod-
erate/strong electron-deficient NH-heterocycles in copper-cata-
lyzed Chan–Lam coupling remains elusive10e,11 and only one or
two examples have been included for each structural class of
NH-heterocycles, such as cyclic amide, imide, cyclic urea, cyclic
sulfonamide, cyclic carbamate, and 2,4-thiazolidinedione,
under copper-promoted conditions using undesirable hazar-
dous halogenated CH2Cl2 solvent.7a,c,8a,c Perhaps poor nucleo-
philicity of electron-deficient NH-heteroarenes inhibits easy
coordination of N-atom to copper centre and prevents easy
reductive elimination of the copper centre at the elementary
steps during catalytic turnover. The slow reaction rate of elec-
tron-deficient NH-heterocycles eventually necessitates a long
duration of reaction (12 h–72 h) under both Cu-catalyzed and
Cu-mediated conditions7c,8a,11 and the participation of electron-
rich arylboronic acids as coupling partners.8a,11 Furthermore,
non-reactivity or poor conversion,7a,c or inadequate examples of
moderate or strong electron-deficient arylboronic acids,7a,c,11a

lead to a lack of generality in substrate scope, and use of unde-
sirable high-boiling (DMSO)11a or hazardous halogenated
solvents (CH2Cl2)

7a,c,8a,c,11b further highlight the notable
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limitations of electron-deficient NH-heterocyclic scaffolds for
Chan–Lam coupling. Therefore, the Chan–Lam coupling of
electron-deficient NH-heterocycles typically represents a for-
midable challenge. Thus, there is a need to develop a mild,
robust, efficient, and more generalized strategy for Chan–Lam
coupling of electron-deficient NH-heterocycles.

The ever-growing demand for the application of green
chemistry tools in medicinal chemistry research and chem-
istry-based organizations urges the use of green reaction
media.12 The improvement of reaction methodologies, which
is associated with deficiencies in atom economy, cost-effective-
ness, safety, poor reactivity, and scalability, drives the working
philosophy of medicinal chemistry research to find a better
synthetic approach to enrich the medicinal chemist’s
toolbox.13 In an endeavour toward sustainable practices as part
of our synthetic medicinal chemistry program to identify new
therapeutic leads via the functionalization of heterocyclic
scaffolds, recently, we became interested in exploring the
Chan–Lam coupling of electron-deficient bio-relevant NH-het-
erocycles in a water medium. Growing interest in using water
as a preferred non-conventional reaction medium12a,14 in
designing green chemical syntheses15 is mirrored by signifi-
cant efforts in the execution of a variety of organic reactions in
an aqueous medium.16 The use of water as a reaction medium
replacing common volatile organic solvents (VOSs) can circum-
vent the environmental non-benignity of VOSs, as these are
major contributors to environmental pollution because of
their frequent, abundant use (on average contributing 85–90%
of the overall mass of a chemical process) as well as incom-
plete recovery efficacy.17 However, most organic compounds
are poorly soluble in water, which may restrict the application
of water-mediated organic reactions.18 The solubility issue has
been cleverly addressed using surfactants in water-mediated
organic reactions, wherein the surfactants generate miceller
nanoreactors by self-aggregation in an aqueous medium to
entrap organic reactants to promote or accelerate organic
transformations.19 The catalytic applications of different tran-
sition metals in aqueous media benefitting various organic
transformations have been well established,19a,c,20 which
prompted us to devise an efficient, mild, and robust strategy
for the Chan–Lam coupling of electron-deficient NH-hetero-
cycles. Herein, we describe Cu(II)-catalyzed water-mediated
Chan–Lam coupling of electron-deficient biorelevant NH-het-
erocycles, such as isatin, 4(3H)-quinazolinone, and 2-oxazolidi-
none, in line with the ‘triple bottom line’ philosophy21 of
green chemistry practice.

The isatin, 4(3H)-quinazolinone, and 2-oxazolidinone
scaffolds have proved to be privileged structural units present
in several naturally occurring compounds having divergent
biological and pharmacological properties. For example, the
isatin core and many of its derivatives display inhibitory activi-
ties, such as those against CNS-MAO B (monoamine oxidase B)
and SARS protease, act as GAL3 receptor antagonists, and are
present in clinically approved drugs (e.g., sunitinib, semaxa-
nib, etc.) (Fig. 1A).22 The 4(3H)-quinazolinone core is widely
distributed as a building block in several synthetic and natural

product-based drugs to treat various disease conditions and
exhibits a broad spectrum of biological functions, including
anti-malarial, anti-cancer, anti-convulsant, anti-inflammatory,
anti-diabetic, anti-fungal, kinase inhibitory and many more
activities.23 The 2-oxazolidinone nucleus is present as the
backbone in medicinally significant molecules expressing a
broad range of pharmacological activities, such as HIV-1 pro-
tease inhibition, anti-bacterial, MAO inhibition, effective
agents in the treatment of bone resorption and osteoporosis,
etc.24 The functionalization (e.g., N-arylation) of these bio-rele-
vant NH-heterocycles has, therefore, been desired to broaden
the chemical and molecular space25 to identify new thera-
peutic lead molecules for drug discovery efforts in a medicinal
chemistry program.

Results and discussion

The popularity of Cu(II)-catalyzed Chan–Lam coupling9–11

prompted us to initiate the investigation by assessing
N-arylation in a model study of isatin (1a) (1 equiv.) with
phenylboronic acid (2a) (1.5 equiv.) using various Cu-based
catalysts applying different conditions in a water medium
(Table 1). We started optimization of the reaction conditions
by using 1 equiv. of Cu(OAc)2 in the presence of catalytic sur-
factant sodium dioctylsulfosuccinate (SDOSS) (20 mol%) and
Et3N (2 equiv.) as a base in H2O at rt under air, which afforded
the desired N-phenylisatin (3a) in 24% isolated yield (entry 1).

Fig. 1 A few selected examples of biologically active molecules, new
therapeutic leads and marketed drugs that contain isatin, 4(3H)-quina-
zolinone, and 2-oxazolidinone as the structural core.
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Reducing the amount of Cu(OAc)2 to a catalytic quantity of 50
and 25 mol% either gave poor yield (15%) of 3a (entry 2) or
did not work (entry 3). The N-donor chelating ligands, separ-
ately or in combination, are capable of facilitating/accelerating
coinage metal-catalyzed N-arylation of NH-heterocycles.9f,26 So,
we tested N-chelating ligands, such as ethylenediamine (en)
and N,N-dimethyl ethylenediamine (N,N-DMEDA). However,
neither en and N,N-DMEDA separately nor a combination of
en plus N,N-DMEDA was successful (entries 4 and 5 and ESI†).
At this point, we hypothesized enhancing the electrophilicity
of the Cu(II) centre, which could have a few advantages. An
acidic reaction environment is known to enhance the electro-
philic character of a metal centre transiently27 and the appli-
cation of a strong acid during C–H activation/functionalization
to increase the electrophilicity of a metal centre by forming a
cationic metal species28 via the release of the coordinating
acetate ion29 is well documented. Moreover, it was reasoned
that tuning the cationicity27–29 of the catalytic Cu(II) centre
may endow better reactivity due to the following aspects: (i)
the vacant active coordination site around the Cu(II) centre,
generated after the dissociation of the coordinating acetate
ion, would allow an easy N-atom coordination of poorly

nucleophilic 1a circumventing its low reactivity; (ii) the high
extent of electronic attraction between the Cu(II) centre and 1a;
(iii) accelerated transmetalation with 2a driven by better elec-
tronic interaction; (iv) facile reductive elimination at the cat-
ionic copper centre for C–N bond formation;30 and (v) poten-
tial application of overall mild reaction conditions.29 Attracted
by the observations and understanding mentioned above, we
added catalytic (20 mol%) CH3CO2H (glacial) to the reaction
system, which gave an improved yield (38%) of 3a (entry 6).
Increasing the amount of CH3CO2H (40 mol%) was not very
effective, and the yield of 3a was 47% (entry 7). However,
60 mol% CH3CO2H further improved the yield of 3a to a
decent level (58%) (entry 8). Gratifyingly, replacing CH3CO2H
with a stronger acid, CF3CO2H (60 mol%), significantly
enhanced the yield of 3a to 86% (entry 9). Poor results were
obtained on lowering the quantity of SDOSS and in the
absence of it (entries 10 and 11), which suggests a distinct role
for SDOSS in the transformation. The reaction failed when the
Cu(OAc)2 quantity was decreased to 10 mol% and without it
(entries 12 and 13). The catalytic Cu(I) salt (e.g., CuI) and other
Cu(II)-based catalysts, such as Cu(acac)2, Cu(BF4)2·xH2O,
CuSO4, and CuBr2 either gave poor results (entry 14) or were
not effective (entries 15–18). The base Et3N was essential, as
otherwise 3a did not form (entry 19). The use of different sur-
factant, sodium dodecylsulfate (SDS), provided a poor result
compared to that with SDOSS (entry 20). Replacing CF3CO2H
and Et3N with a weak basic buffer solution NH4OH + NH4Cl (1
equiv. and 2.6 equiv.) proved to be inferior (entries 21 and 22).
After careful screening of several reaction parameters, the best
reaction conditions was identified as those stated in entry 9,
Table 1. The solvent plays a crucial role, and water was the
most effective solvent to effectuate the transformation. Other
solvents, such as N,N-dimethyl formamide (DMF), N,N-diethyl
formamide (DEF), N,N-dimethyl acetamide (DMA), MeOH,
nBuOH, and THF were either ineffective or provided inferior
results (please see Tables A, B, C, D, E, F, and G in the ESI† for
a detailed description of reaction condition optimization).

With the optimized reaction conditions in hand, we
attempted to generalize the transformation with respect to
structural and electronic variations of 1 and 2 (Table 2).
Subsequently, the influence of electronic and steric factors of
substituents on the aryl ring of both 1 and 2 was assessed. The
reaction proceeded smoothly with moderate/strong electron-
donating groups (4-Me, 4-OMe, and 3,5-di-OMe), a strong elec-
tron-withdrawing group (3-CO2Me), and halogen functional-
ities (3-Cl, 2-Br) on the aryl unit of 2 affording the corres-
ponding N-arylated products (3b–f, and 3l) in moderate to
excellent yields. The survival of sensitive Cl and Br groups on
the aryl ring of 2 establishes excellent chemoselectivity of the
reaction conditions and provides scope for further synthetic
elaboration. Unlike the transition metal-catalyzed amidation
of the ester functionality,31 the present catalytic conditions
were compatible with the ester group on the aryl ring of 2. The
result further highlights the mild, robust, and highly chemo-
selective nature of the developed catalytic system. Moreover,
no ester hydrolysis was observed. The OMe and F groups at the

Table 1 Representative data of optimization of the reaction conditions
for N-arylation of 1a with 2a to form 3a a

Entry Catalyst (X) Surfactantb (Y) Additiveb (Z)
Yieldc

(%)

1 Cu(OAc)2 (100) SDOSS (20) None 24
2 Cu(OAc)2 (50) SDOSS (20) None 15
3 Cu(OAc)2 (25) SDOSS (20) None 0d

4 Cu(OAc)2 (25) SDOSS (20) en (30) 0d

5 Cu(OAc)2 (25) SDOSS (20) N,N-DMEDA (30) 0d

6 Cu(OAc)2 (25) SDOSS (20) AcOH (20) 38
7 Cu(OAc)2 (25) SDOSS (20) AcOH (40) 47
8 Cu(OAc)2 (25) SDOSS (20) AcOH (60) 58
9 Cu(OAc)2 (25) SDOSS (20) CF3CO2H (60) 86
10 Cu(OAc)2 (25) SDOSS (10) CF3CO2H (60) 29
11 Cu(OAc)2 (25) None CF3CO2H (60) 19
12 Cu(OAc)2 (10) SDOSS (20) CF3CO2H (60) 0d

13 None SDOSS (20) CF3CO2H (60) 0d

14 CuI (25) SDOSS (20) CF3CO2H (60) 10
15 Cu(acac)2 (25) SDOSS (20) CF3CO2H (60) 0
16 Cu(BF4)2·xH2O

(25)
SDOSS (20) CF3CO2H (60) 0

17 CuSO4 (25) SDOSS (20) CF3CO2H (60) 0
18 CuBr2 (25) SDOSS (20) CF3CO2H (60) 0
19 Cu(OAc)2 (25) SDOSS (20) CF3CO2H (60) 0d,e

20 Cu(OAc)2 (25) SDS (20) CF3CO2H (60) 63
21 Cu(OAc)2 (25) SDOSS (20) NH4OH + NH4Cl (100) 12 f

22 Cu(OAc)2 (25) SDOSS (20) NH4OH + NH4Cl (260) 16 f

a 1a (1 mmol) was treated with 2a (1.5 mmol, 1.5 equiv.) under various
conditions in the presence of Et3N (2 equiv.) in H2O (2 mL) at rt for
4 h. b The amount used is with respect to 1a. c Isolated yield of 3a.
d Both 1a and 2a were recovered. e In the absence of Et3N.

f In the
absence of CF3CO2H and Et3N. en = ethylenediamnine; N,N-DMEDA =
N,N-dimethyl ethylenediamine.
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C5-position of 1 also worked well and furnished the N-arylated
products (3i, 3k, 3l, and 3n) in synthetically useful yields.
Fused π-systems, such as a 2-naphthyl unit on 2, afforded the
N-arylated derivative (3g) in an excellent yield. Sterically con-
gested aryl rings of 2, such as 1-naphthyl and ortho-tolyl, par-
ticipated in the transformation, albeit the product yields being
low (3j and 3m). However, the sterically demanding ortho-Br
aryl unit of 2 delivered 3e in good yield. Interestingly, the het-
eroarene, such as the 3-thienyl unit from 2, could also be
accommodated as a coupling partner. However, the conversion
of the product was less (3h).

Next, we turned our attention to performing N-arylation of
the electron-deficient NH-heterocyclic scaffold quinazolinone
(4) with the same optimized reaction condition as stated in
entry 9 of Table 1. The Chan–Lam coupling of 4 has been
demonstrated under both Cu(II)-promoted32 and Cu(I)-cata-
lyzed33 conditions. The Cu(I)-catalyzed N-arylation of 4 has
been performed in high boiling point environmentally non-
preferred solvent DMSO,12a,14b,15b requires a long reaction
period (16 h–18 h),33 and reveals insufficient substrate scope
with limited derivatization.33 The N-phenylation of 4(3H)-qui-
nazolinone (4a) with C-based electrophile iodobenzene has
also been reported earlier under Cu(I) catalysis,34 which pri-

marily requires a long period of reaction (24 h) in the presence
of environmentally non-benign high boiling point solvent
DMF12a,b,14b,15b at 100 °C and demonstrates only one single
example of N-arylation of 4a without an attempt to expand the
substrate scope study with further derivatization. A wide range
of 4 and 2, having variations in their structural and electronic
properties, were subjected to N-arylation (Table 3). The reac-
tion conditions worked nicely, irrespective of any prominent
electronic bias from the substituents on the aryl ring of both 4
and 2. The corresponding N-arylation products (5a–f, and 5h–
j) were obtained in decent yields. Gratifyingly, a heteroarene
moiety 3-thienyl ring from 2 also afforded the desired product
(5g), although the conversion was less.

Furthermore, we planned to extend the scope of NH-hetero-
cycles, such as the 2-oxazolidinone moiety for N-arylation with
2 under the optimized condition of entry 9, Table 1. An early
report describes Cu(I)/1,2-diaminocyclohexane-catalyzed
N-arylation of the 2-oxazolidinone scaffold with bromoarenes
in refluxing 1,4-dioxane overnight, which exemplifies
inadequate substrate scope.5e The Cu(I)-catalyzed N-arylation
of structurally related heterocycle 2-pyrrolidinone with iodo-/
bromoarenes has also been reported, wherein typically, the
2-oxazolidinone moiety plays a crucial role in the ligand to
effectuate the transformation.35 Treating 2-oxazolidinone (6a)
with 2a under the established condition of entry 9, Table 1
failed to deliver the desired N-arylation product and both the
starting materials 6a and 2a were recovered. Pleasingly, the
inclusion of an additional cationic surfactant tetrabutyl-
ammonium bromide (TBAB) (20 mol%) with the optimized

Table 2 Substrate scope study of N-arylation of isatin scaffold (1) with
arylboronic acid (2) to form 3 a,b

a Reaction condition: 1 (1 mmol), 2 (1.5 mmol, 1.5 equiv.), Cu(OAc)2
(25 mol%), SDOSS (20 mol%), CF3CO2H (60 mol%), Et3N (2 equiv.) in
H2O (2 mL) at rt, 4 h. b Isolated yield of 3. cNo proto-debromination
was observed. d The figure in parentheses is the total yield based on
recovery and reuse of both the unreacted starting materials after the
first attempt and further calculated with respect to 1.

Table 3 Substrate scope study of N-arylation of quinazolinone scaffold
(4) with arylboronic acid (2) to form 5 a,b

a Reaction condition: 4 (1 mmol), 2 (1.5 mmol, 1.5 equiv.), Cu(OAc)2
(25 mol%), SDOSS (20 mol%), CF3CO2H (60 mol%), Et3N (2 equiv.) in
H2O (2 mL) at rt, 4 h. b Isolated yield of 5. c The figure in parentheses
is the total yield based on recovery and reuse of both the unreacted
starting materials after the first attempt and further calculated with
respect to 4.
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condition of entry 9, Table 1 provided the expected N-arylation
product 7a after 12 h, although the yield was poor (17%).
Encouraged by this result we screened different cationic and
non-ionic surfactants with varied alkyl chain lengths in combi-
nation with equimolar SDOSS to assess their efficiency. After
careful screening, we have identified the best optimized con-
dition for N-phenylation of 6a with 2a as Cu(OAc)2 (25 mol%),
SDOSS (20 mol%), Tween 80 (20 mol%), CF3CO2H (60 mol%),
and Et3N (2 equiv.) in water at room temperature, which
afforded 7a in 48% isolated yield after 12 h (please see
Table H in the ESI† for the detailed optimization study). Better
efficiency of the combination of SDOSS and Tween 80
(20 mol% each) to effectuate the transformation could be
attributed to synergistic interactions of anionic and non-ionic
binary surfactants driven by the increase in hydrophobicity
induced by large alkyl chains (tails), which in turn may
enhance the solubility of organic reactants through tuning the
property of generated mixed micelles.36 The optimized reac-
tion conditions are viable for the electronically distinct 2 pos-
sessing various functionalities for the N-arylation with 6a and
afforded the desired products (7a–h) in synthetically accepta-
ble yields (Table 4). The sensitive –OBn group on the aryl unit
of 2 survived the reaction conditions. Interestingly, strong elec-
tron-deficient aryl rings of 2 having an ester and nitro group
participated in the transformation. No hydrolysis was observed
for the ester functionality. The results mirror the mild, robust,
and dynamic characteristics of the present protocol. Although
the reactivity of 6 appears less than 1/4, no homo-coupling of 2
was observed.

Transition metal-catalyzed late-stage functionalization (LSF)
of pharmaceutical agents, lead molecules, and bio-active
natural products provide an opportunity to rapidly optimize
and elaborate their pharmacokinetic and pharmacodynamic
properties by synthesizing new analogues and has gained
momentum as an increasingly powerful tool for the structural
diversification of value-added molecular entities during the
drug development program.37,38 Metaxalone, housing 2-oxazo-
lidinone as the core nucleus, has long been identified as a
muscle relaxant.39 Gratifyingly, the developed protocol allowed
smooth N-arylation of metaxalone with electronically divergent
2 and the corresponding products (7i–m) were delivered in
decent yields at 50 °C. The reaction condition were compatible
with the ether linkage of metaxalone and the ester group
present in the aryl ring of 2. The results reflect the promising
scope to streamline late-stage modification of pharmaceuti-
cals, nutraceuticals, and agrochemicals by generating novel
valuable derivatives.

The green chemistry metrics, such as atom economy (AE)
and environmental factor (E-factor) values of all the syn-
thesized N-arylation derivatives presented in Tables 2–4 have
been assessed to evaluate the green credentials (please see
Table I, J, and K in the ESI† for detailed descriptions). The AE
values were in the range of 78.1–88.6% and the E-factor scores
appeared in the range of 2.33–6.03. The calculated high AE
value and E-factor count, albeit relatively poor, indicate the
present methods as being green and sustainable.40 We

observed that the electronic and steric properties of 1, 2, 4,
and 6 have been the primary factors controlling their individ-
ual reactivity for N-arylation, which along with the homo-
geneous nature of the catalytic system,40e in turn, governs the
AE and E-factor. The relatively poor E-factor score could be
mitigated by further customization of the reaction parameters
to enhance the reactivity profiles of 1, 2, 4, and 6 in overcom-
ing their kinetic barrier of reactivity.

We have compared the AE value and E-factor score as well
as reaction conditions of our method with prior literature
reports (please see Tables L–P in the ESI†). Comparable AE
values have been obtained in all cases. In most of the cases,
our method provided a better E-factor score compared to prior
literature reports (Tables L–N, and Table P†), except in one
case, in which the E-factor count of our method was inferior
(Table O†). However, the prior reports (Tables L–P†) are associ-
ated with the requirement of stoichiometric Cu(OAc)2 (1
equiv.), undesirable hazardous halogenated solvent (CH2Cl2),
hazardous high-boiling point solvent (DMSO), and a long
period of reaction (18 h–72 h). Thus, an overall consideration
of all the aspects endorses our method as a more ‘green
technology’.41

Table 4 Substrate scope study of N-arylation of oxazolidinone scaffold
(6) with arylboronic acid (2) to form 7 a,b,c

a Reaction condition: 6 (1 mmol), 2 (1.5 mmol, 1.5 equiv.), Cu(OAc)2
(25 mol%), SDOSS (20 mol%), Tween 80 (20 mol%), CF3CO2H
(60 mol%), Et3N (2 equiv.) in H2O (2 mL) at rt–50 °C, 12 h. b Isolated
yield of 7. cNo homo-coupling of 2 was observed. d The figure in par-
entheses is the total yield based on recovery and reuse of both the
unreacted starting materials after the first attempt and further calcu-
lated with respect to 6.
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The catalytic conditions could be readily applied to a ‘gram-
scale’ reaction of 1a (1.47 g) with 2a to prepare 3a in 84% iso-
lated yield (Scheme 1A). The result proves the scalability, repro-
ducibility, and potential practical utility of the developed pro-
tocol of N-arylation. Furthermore, compound 3e was syntheti-
cally modified by introducing a phenyl unit at the ortho C–Br
bond following the Suzuki cross-coupling reaction with 2a,
which furnished ortho-heterocycle-tethered biphenyl system 8a
in 40% isolated yield (Scheme 1B). Moreover, 3a was further
derivatized at the C3-position through the nucleophilic
addition of the −CH2CN moiety, generated via the sp3C–H acti-
vation of acetonitrile 9, under Pd(OAc)2-catalyzed condition42

and the corresponding product 10a was obtained in good yield
(69%) (Scheme 1C). These outcomes reflect the possible use-
fulness of the developed N-arylation method, allowing further
synthetic elaboration.

Control experiments were conducted to probe the effect of
various oxidants on the reaction outcome because the Chan–
Lam coupling between two nucleophiles, N-based and
C-based, under the catalytic influence of Cu(II) salts typically
relies on an oxidative environment (air or O2).

8c,9c,f,10g,11b,43

SDOSS in catalytic quantities is well known to activate aerial
oxygen through the oxygen reuptake mechanism facilitating
the oxidation process in water-mediated organic transform-
ation44 to promote green aerobic oxidation practice. Therefore,
we first investigated the effect of aerial oxidation, O2 balloon
and N2 atmospheres during the reaction of 1a with 2a (entries
1–3, Table 5). While aerial oxidation and the use of an O2

balloon gave comparable results having higher conversions of
3a, the use of an N2 balloon provided poor results and estab-
lished the indispensable role of the oxidative environment
(aerial oxidation) for the transformation. We tested several
other metal-based and non-metal-based oxidants (entries 4–7,
Table 5 and Table G in the ESI†). Water-soluble oxidant,
oxone, completely converted 2a to phenol45 (isolated in 96%
yield) and thereby, did not allow 2a to further participate in
the catalytic cycle (entry 4). H2O2 and tBuOOH gave inferior
results as an oxidant (entries 5 and 6). Other toxic and corros-

ive stoichiometric non-metallic oxidants or costly metallic oxi-
dants either failed or provided inferior results compared to
aerial oxidation. Thus, use of catalytic SDOSS to dissolve aerial
O2 in water, effectuating the transformation, displays superior
performance and is seemingly competent.

Based on the control experiments and prior literature
report,46 we have presented a plausible mechanism of coupling
1a with 2a to afford 3a (Scheme 2). Cu(OAc)2 may exist in equi-
librium with the dimeric state I, which in turn may equilibrate
with multinuclear forms as a resting state/reservoir.46 At first,
Et3N abstracts the N–H proton from poorly nucleophilic 1a,
converting it to the anionic form, which is a better nucleophile
and further denucleates I to monomeric Cu(II) complex II via
N-coordination to the Cu(II) centre.46 II then undergoes an
easy oxidation to putative Cu(III) species III under aerial oxi-
dation,47 facilitated by a decrease in the reduction potential of

Scheme 1 (A) ‘Gram-scale’ production of 3a; (B) derivatization of 3e
with 2a to afford 8a; and (C) derivatization of 3a with 9 to afford 10a.

Table 5 Representative study of the effect of various oxidants on the
N-arylation of 1a with 2a to form 3a a

Entry Oxidantb Yieldc (%)

1 Aerial oxidation 86
2 O2 balloon 88
3 N2 balloon 10
4 Oxone 0d,e

5 H2O2 24d

6 tBuOOH 21d

7 Ag2O 0d

a 1a (1 mmol) was treated with 2a (1.5 mmol, 1.5 equiv.) in the pres-
ence of Cu(OAc)2 (25 mol%), SDOSS (20 mol%), CF3CO2H (60 mol%),
Et3N (2 equiv.) under different oxidative environments in H2O (2 mL)
at rt for 4 h. b The amount used is with respect to 1a. c Isolated yield of
3a. d Performed in a closed vessel. e Phenol was isolated in 96% yield.

Scheme 2 Proposed catalytic cycle of coupling of 1a and 2a providing 3a.
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the Cu(III)/Cu(II) couple48 following N-coordination from 1a.
Transmetalation of the phenyl moiety from the ate species49

2a-I, generated from 2a aided by Et3N,
46 to species III provides

another Cu(III) species IV. A facile (Ph)C–N bond-forming
reductive elimination from the high-valent Cu(III) centre50 of IV
delivers the N-arylation product 3a along with Cu(I) species V.
Finally, reoxidation of the Cu(I) centre of species V, assisted by
Et3N under aerobic condition and promoted by 1a, regenerates
the Cu(II) complex46 II, thereby, the catalytic cycle closes and
complex II is available for the next run.

Moreover, the formed B(OH)3 in the elementary step (trans-
metalation) may further speed up the reoxidation of Cu(I) to
Cu(II) in the presence of Et3N and AcOH.46 Perhaps, during the
oxidation of Cu(II) to Cu(III), hydrogen peroxide could also be
generated in the catalytic step, which may decompose 2a via
oxidation,51 and accounts for the requirement of 1.5 equiva-
lents of 2 for a better conversion of the desired product. The
better reactivity of the Chan–Lam coupling in the presence of
Et3N is well known.7a,c,47 The profound effect of Et3N in the
proposed catalytic cycle (Scheme 2) indicates that Et3N even-
tually could play several fundamental roles: (i) abstracts the N–
H proton from 1a, rendering it more nucleophilic and favour-
ing the denucleation of dimeric I by N-coordination to the Cu
(II) centre; (ii) abstracts the O–H proton from 2a forming an ate
species 2a-I and assisting in the effective transmetalation of
the aryl unit; (iii) sequesters AcOH preventing reformation of
dimeric I and other multinuclear catalytically inactive species;
(iv) the resulting salt (Et3N·AcOH) offers H+ and OAc− boosting
the reoxidation of the Cu(I) centre to Cu(II).46 Similarly, the
amine substrate 1a helps in (i) the denucleation of dimeric I to
initiate the catalytic turnover and (ii) promotes reoxidation of
the Cu(I) centre.46 However, AcOH may play dual roles: (i) a
detrimental effect by forming dimeric I and related catalyti-
cally incompetent species; and (ii) beneficial effects on the re-
oxidation of Cu(I) to Cu(II); and furthermore (iii) stabilizing the
high-valent Cu(III) species52 III in the form of an ancillary
ligand.53 Possibly, catalytic CF3CO2H (i) promotes denuclea-
tion of I via the dissociation of the coordinating acetate ion29

and enhances the cationicity27,28 of the Cu(II) centre, enabling
the facile coordination of the NH-heterocycle, and (ii) may
further stabilize the Cu(III) centre in III.

Water plays an indispensable role in performing this oxi-
dative coupling reaction, otherwise the transformation either
fails or gives inferior results in different organic solvents.
While the role of water in promoting organic reactions is yet to
be fully understood, various factors, such as the high cohesive
energy density of water, enforced hydrophobic interactions,
and hydrogen bonding (H-bonding) effect, could be envisaged
as the unique features of water to accelerate the rate of an
organic reaction.54 The H-bonding effect has popularly been
referred to as one of the factors for the rate enhancement of
organic reactions in water originating from interfacial inter-
actions of organic molecules with free hydroxyl groups of
water molecules.55 Thus, the benefit of the water medium
could be anticipated to form an H-bond with the –OH group of
2a, rendering the O–H proton more acidic, enabling its facile

abstraction by Et3N, and subsequent stabilization of the result-
ing ate species 2a-I, via an H-bonding interaction with O−

atom, which in turn enhances the rate of phenyl unit transfer
in the transmetalation step. Overall, the H-bond-promoted
supramolecular assembly involving the reactant and water
molecule(s) could be inferred as a favourable factor.20b,56

Apart from the solubilizing aid of organic molecules within
a miceller environment accounting for ‘in-water’ catalysis,19a,-
c,54a the specific role of Tween 80 could be correlated with its
H-bond donor (through terminal free –OH groups) and
H-bond acceptor (through polyoxyethylene ethereal O-atoms
and carbonyl O-atom) abilities. Moreover, it could be expected
that the Tween 80 molecule may experience H-bonding inter-
actions with the dangling –OH groups55b of the interfacial
water molecule(s) and further encapsulate and activate 2/6
through H-bonding interactions, resulting in better reactivity.

The hydrotropic effect of monoalkylglycerol ether mole-
cules, controlled by the non-polar alkyl chain length, governs
the hydrophobic interaction between a hydrotrope and solute
and is the driving force of strong agglomeration of the hydro-
trope around a solute in the water medium.57 The hydrotropic
effect of catalytic Tween 80 in solubilizing 2 and 6 in the water
medium cannot be excluded.

Conclusions

In summary, this work describes Cu(II)-catalyzed simple, mild,
powerful, and efficient N-arylation of poorly nucleophilic elec-
tron-deficient NH-heterocycles with arylboronic acids ‘in-
water’ at room temperature. The catalytic effects of CF3CO2H
and SDOSS/Tween 80, stoichiometric Et3N, along with water
molecule(s) have been found crucial for the coupling, and
each component plays an indispensable role via synchronous
interplay for an effective, sustainable transformation. The ver-
satility and robustness of the protocol are established by
accommodating different variations of (i) electron-deficient
NH-heterocycles, (ii) arylboronic acids of moderate/strong elec-
tron-rich plus moderate/strong electron-deficient character-
istics, (iii) execution of the reaction in an environmentally
benign water medium, (iv) compatibility of sensitive functional
groups, which illustrates notable advantages in diversity gene-
ration, (v) excellent chemoselectivity, (vi) high reaction rate,
and (vii) operational simplicity mostly at room temperature.
The promising practical applicability has been demonstrated
through a ‘gram-scale’ synthesis, further synthetic manipula-
tions of the resulting N-arylated scaffolds, and facile late-stage
arylation of a pharmaceutical agent. Therefore, this strategy is
expected to broaden the chemical, molecular and high-quality
drug space by synthesizing small molecule-focused libraries58

following sustainable medicinal chemistry practice.59
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