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Transition metal catalysis has emerged as a transformative plat-
form for the assembly of increasingly complex compounds,
with enabling applications to natural product syntheses, crop
protection or medicinal chemistry. Particularly, cross-coupling
reactions [1], as well as alkene and alkyne metathesis [2,3],
have considerably changed the art of molecular synthesis, with
a major impact on neighboring disciplines, such as molecular
biology or materials sciences. Despite of these indisputable
advances, this approach has, thus far, predominantly relied on
precious, often toxic, 4d and 5d transition metals, most promi-
nently palladium, rhodium and iridium. In sharp contrast, the
use of less expensive and less toxic Earth-abundant 3d transi-
tion metals continues to be underdeveloped. This lack of viable
catalysis strategies involving 3d transition metals is largely due
to a limited knowledge on the working mode of these metal
catalysts, which often involve single-electron-transfer-based
redox events. As a consequence, there is a strong demand for
efficient and reliable transformations to form C–C and
C–heteroatom bonds, thereby providing a more sustainable
future for, among others, drug development in generations to
come. Particularly, Nobel prize-winning palladium-catalyzed

cross-coupling reactions have been recognized by the practi-
tioners in agrochemical and pharmaceutical industries as one of
the most powerful methods for molecular assembly. With
regard to the cost of goods and the allowance of trace metal
impurities in medicinally relevant compounds, 3d transition
metal complexes, such as those of iron, copper, cobalt or nickel,
represent exciting, more sustainable alternatives. Furthermore,
metal-catalyzed cross-couplings do require prefunctionaliza-
tions on both substrates and generate stoichiometric quantities
of undesired chemical waste, thus reducing the sustainability of
these catalytic transformations. To address these major limita-
tions, the past decades have witnessed major momentum in
metal-catalyzed C–H activation [4,5] as a more resource-eco-
nomical strategy. This approach involves the efficient and
selective cleavage of otherwise inert, yet omnipresent C–H
bonds. This strategy avoids a variety of steps and reduces the
amount of chemical waste. Very recently, notable advances
have been accomplished with environmentally benign, Earth-
abundant 3d transition metals [6,7]. The articles in this thematic
issue dedicated to advances in Earth-abundant 3d metal cataly-
sis highlight the unique power of 3d transition metals with a
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topical focus on homogeneous catalysis. Applications of this
strategy range from late-stage functionalization to modern pho-
tocatalysis and electrocatalysis, with contributions from around
the globe, including Brazil, China, Japan, Germany, India, and
South Korea, among others.

The increasing use of C–H activations in academic and indus-
trial laboratories calls for a critical analysis of these methods to
enable an efficient transition of these methods. Hence,
manganese-catalyzed C–H functionalization for late-stage func-
tionalizations of biomolecules and drug-like scaffolds are sum-
marized [8]. Likewise, 3d transition metal-catalyzed C–H func-
tionalization enabled the de novo assembly of bioactive mole-
cules [9]. The full potential of the mild nature of C–H functio-
nalization is unlocked by the merger with modern photochem-
istry and electrocatalysis manifolds. In this context, recent
advances were realized by the combination of photoredox catal-
ysis and nickel-catalyzed C–H functionalization [10]. Iron com-
plexes are typically cost-effective and nontoxic, and therefore,
their use in domino processes represents an outstanding
prospect for sustainable organic syntheses [11]. Directed C–H
activations have been developed as increasingly amenable tools
for proximity-induced C–H functionalizations. In this thematic
issue, strategies are presented that guarantee position-selec-
tivity in copper-mediated isoindolin-1-one synthesis [12] as
well as in copper-catalyzed aminations of ferrocenes [13]. The
exploitation of the innate reactivity of organic molecules can
allow for indirected C–H transformations and herein, homolytic
C–H cleavages are described for transformative manganese-cat-
alyzed brominations of tertiary C–H bonds [14]. Finally, elec-
trooxidation enabled the site-selective alkynylation of tetra-
hydroisoquinolines within a TEMPO/copper regime [15].

As the editor of this issue on Earth-abundant 3d metal catalysis,
it was a wonderful experience to experience the diversity of 3d
transition metal catalysis, which continues to address key chal-
lenges of sustainable modern molecular syntheses. The senior
author owe a great debt of gratitude to all of the authors for
their dedication and time in contributing to this effort. Finally,
the senior author thank the staff at the Beilstein Journal of
Organic Chemistry for their assistance.

Nikolaos Kaplaneris and Lutz Ackermann

Göttingen, December 2021
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Abstract
A Mn(II)/bipyridine-catalyzed bromination reaction of unactivated aliphatic C(sp3)−H bonds has been developed using N-bromo-
succinimide (NBS) as the brominating reagent. The reaction proceeded in moderate-to-good yield, even on a gram scale. The intro-
duced bromine atom can be converted into fluorine and allyl groups.

885

Introduction
Organic halides are versatile precursors for various synthetic
protocols and are frequently used to introduce a variety of func-
tionalities, such as boron-, silicon-, nitrogen-, and oxygen-based
functional groups, and in C−C bond forming reactions, such as
cross-coupling reactions [1-6]. The traditional method used for
the preparation of alkyl bromides is the reaction of their corre-
sponding alkyl alcohols with HBr, PBr3, or other brominating
reagents [7-13].

Direct C–H halogenation is one of the most efficient methods
used for the synthesis of halogenated organic molecules. This
direct method involves the reaction of an alkane with Br2, CBr4,
or H2O2–HBr under photolysis or at high temperatures in the

absence of a catalyst (Scheme 1a) [14-16]. However, these reac-
tions do not exhibit any selectivity due to the indiscriminate
attack of bromine radicals on the C–H bonds in the substrate,
which leads to the formation of a mixture of halogenated prod-
ucts. Electrophilic and radical C(sp3)−H halogenation at the
benzylic and allylic position using N-halosuccinimide with azo-
bisisobutyronitrile or benzoyl peroxide as a radical initiator is
known as the Wohl–Ziegler bromination reaction, which
requires heating, acidic/basic conditions, and/or UV irradiation
(Scheme 1a) [17-20].

There are several types of transition-metal-catalyzed C(sp3)−H
halogenation reactions reported in the literature (Scheme 1b–d).
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Scheme 1: Several examples of C(sp3)–H halogenation.

Transition-metal-catalyzed 1,5-hydrogen atom transfer (1,5-
HAT) is effective for promoting regioselective C(sp3)−H halo-
genation reactions (Scheme 1b) [21-23]. The regioselectivity is
controlled by the formation of a six-membered cyclic intermedi-
ate. Directing-group-assisted C(sp3)−H halogenation reactions
are efficient for promoting regioselective C(sp3)−H halogena-
tions (Scheme 1c) [24-28]. In these reactions, the C(sp3)–H

bond at the β-position of an oxazoline or amide is selectively
activated using a copper or palladium catalyst.

Manganese is one of the most abundant and nontoxic transition
metals found in the earth’s crust and its corresponding com-
plexes and salts are useful in synthetic organic reactions [29-
43]. Highly reactive and selective bromination reactions have
been achieved using a stoichiometric amount of MnO2 [44] or a
catalytic amount of Li2MnO3 [45] under fluorescent light irradi-
ation in the presence of Br2 (Scheme 1d). Hill [46] and Groves
[47-49] have reported the manganese-porphyrin-catalyzed chlo-
rination and bromination of C(sp3)−H bonds, respectively
(Scheme 1d). Groves et al. also reported the manganese-salen-
catalyzed fluorination of benzylic C(sp3)−H bonds [49]. Al-
though these methods are efficient, they have a limited sub-
strate scope (cycloalkanes and substrates bearing a benzylic
C–H group). Therefore, there remains room for the develop-
ment of a simple manganese catalytic system to achieve
C(sp3)−H halogenation using commercially available reagents.

Herein, we report a manganese-catalyzed C(sp3)–H bromina-
tion reaction at the methine and benzylic positions of a wide
range of substrates. The manganese catalyst, brominating agent,
and additives are commercially available, and the reaction can
be achieved by simply mixing these reagents with the substrate.

Results and Discussion
The reaction of isoamyl alcohol derivative 1a with N-bromosuc-
cinimide (NBS) and TMSN3 in the presence of a catalytic
amount of Mn(OAc)2 and bipyridine (bpy) in 1,2-dichloro-
ethane (DCE) at 60 °C for 18 h gave C(sp3)–H brominated
product 2a in 10% yield (Table 1, entry 1). Although the yield
of 2a did not increase when performing the reaction in aceto-
nitrile (Table 1, entry 2), the yield of 2a was dramatically im-
proved to 62% using PhCF3 as the solvent (Table 1, entry 3).
Other manganese salts, such as MnBr2 and Mn(acac)2, were
also effective in the reaction, giving similar yields (Table 1,
entries 4 and 5). Other first-row transition metal salts, such as
Fe(OAc)2 and Co(OAc)2, did not improve the yield of 2a
(Table 1, entries 6 and 7). Product 2a was formed in 21 and
49% yields, respectively when the reaction was conducted in
the absence of the transition metal salt and bpy ligand (Table 1,
entries 8 and 9). TMSN3 was indispensable in this reaction
because the C(sp3)–H bromination reaction did not occur in its
absence (Table 1, entry 10). We then investigated the following
experiments using the conditions described in entry 3.

Under the optimized reaction conditions, we investigated the
C(sp3)–H bromination reaction of several substrates
(Scheme 2). The reaction proceeded regioselectively at the
methine C(sp3)–H bond of isoamyl benzoate (1b) to give 2b in
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Table 1: Optimization of reaction conditionsa.

entry catalyst solvent yield (%)b

1 Mn(OAc)2 DCE 10
2 Mn(OAc)2 MeCN 10
3 Mn(OAc)2 PhCF3 62 (53)c

4 MnBr2 PhCF3 55
5 Mn(acac)2 PhCF3 54
6 Fe(OAc)2 PhCF3 42
7 Co(OAc)2 PhCF3 30
8 – PhCF3 21
9d Mn(OAc)2 PhCF3 49
10e Mn(OAc)2 PhCF3 <1

aConditions: 1a (0.100 mmol, 1.0 equiv), NBS (0.300 mmol, 3.0 equiv), TMSN3 (0.200 mmol, 2.0 equiv), catalyst (10 mol %), bpy (10 mol %), solvent
(0.50 mL). bThe 1H NMR yields were determined using 1,1,2,2-tetrachloroethane as an internal standard. cIsolated yield. dWithout bpy. eWithout
TMSN3.

Scheme 2: Substrate scope. a80 °C. b45 min. c4 h. d90 °C, eGC yield of mono-brominated product 2n using mesitylene as internal standard.
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Scheme 3: Gram-scale synthesis of 2a.

64% yield. Isoamyl benzoates bearing halogen atoms, such as
fluorine, chlorine, or bromine, on the phenyl ring were also suit-
able substrates and gave C(sp3)–H brominated products 2c–e in
49–60% yields, without any loss of the halogen substituents.
Although the C(sp3)–H bromination of isobutyl benzoate 1f did
not proceed at 60 °C, the corresponding C(sp3)–H brominated
compound 2f was produced at higher temperature (80 °C). The
C(sp3)–H bond in acetal 1g was efficiently brominated to give
2g in 79% yield. The reaction of adamantane (1h) proceeded
selectively at the tertiary C(sp3)–H bond to give a mixture of
mono- and dibrominated products (2h and 2h′). The selectivity
of 2h and 2h′ can be controlled by varying the reaction time;
mono-brominated 2h was obtained in 62% yield as the major
product after 30 min of reaction and dibrominated 2h′ was
afforded as the major product after 18 h. Similarly, 1,3-
dimethyladamantane (1i) and methyl adamantane-1-carboxyl-
ate (1j) were successfully converted to brominated products 2i
and 2j, respectively. For benzeneacetic acid methyl esters 1k, 1l
and 1m, the C(sp3)–H bromination reaction proceeded selec-
tively at the benzylic position and their corresponding brominat-
ed products (2k, 2l and 2m) were obtained in 61, 57 and 55%
yield, respectively.

We next investigated the regioselectivity of the reaction using
substrates with two possible reaction sites. The reaction of sub-
strate 1n bearing two methine C(sp3)–H bonds occurred selec-
tively at the terminal position giving product 2n in 27% yield.
The C(sp3)–H bromination reaction took place selectively at the
methine C(sp3)–H bond when using substrate 1o, which has
both methine and benzylic C(sp3)–H bonds, which gave prod-
uct 2o in 30% yield.

The manganese-catalyzed C(sp3)–H bromination reaction
proceeded in good yield, even on a gram scale. The reaction
was performed using 2.61 g of 1a with NBS and TMSN3 in the
presence of a catalytic amount of Mn(OAc)2 and bpy to give
1.98 g of 2a in 58% yield (Scheme 3).

The introduced bromine atom can be converted into other func-
tional groups. The reaction of 2a with selectfluor in MeCN at
25 °C for 12 h gave fluorinated product 3 in 86% yield
(Scheme 4, top) [50]. Allylated product 4 was obtained in 64%

yield upon treating 2a with allyltributylstannane in the pres-
ence of a catalytic amount of AIBN (Scheme 4, bottom) [51].

Scheme 4: Conversion of the C(sp3)–Br bond.

Table 1 shows that the C(sp3)–H bromination reaction proceeds
in the absence of a transition metal salt or bpy ligand, and was
accelerated by transition metal salts, especially Mn(OAc)2. In
addition, the results also suggest that TMSN3 is required for the
C(sp3)–H bromination reaction. The proposed reaction mecha-
nism is shown in Scheme 5, which involves the following steps.
(1) The reaction between NBS and TMSN3 generates bromine
azide via the elimination of N-(trimethylsilyl)succinimide
[52,53]; (2) bromine and azide radicals are then formed via
homolytic cleavage of the weak Br–N3 bond in bromine azide
[54,55]; (3) the bromine radical can also be generated from
NBS with the formation of a succinimide radical; (4) alkyl
radical intermediate A is then formed via hydrogen abstraction
by the succinimidyl radical and/or azidyl radical [56,57]; (5) the
Br–Mn(III) species is then formed from the Mn(II) catalyst and
bromine radical; and (6) brominated product 2 formed by the
reaction of intermediate A with the Br–Mn(III) species with the
regeneration of the Mn(II) catalyst.

Conclusion
In summary, we have successfully developed a manganese-cata-
lyzed bromination of unactivated aliphatic C(sp3)−H bonds.
The reaction proceeded selectively at the methine and benzylic
positions using simple and commercially available compounds,
such as NBS, TMSN3, Mn(OAc)2, and bpy, even on a gram
scale. Furthermore, the brominated products can be easily func-
tionalized upon the introduction of other functional groups,
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Scheme 5: Proposed mechanism of manganese-catalyzed C(sp3)–H bromination.

such as fluorine and allyl groups. We hope that this C(sp3)–H
bromination reaction will become a useful method to synthe-
size organic compounds with bromine atom(s).

Supporting Information
Supporting Information File 1
Experimental procedures, compound characterization data,
and copies of 1H and 13C NMR spectra.
[https://www.beilstein-journals.org/bjoc/content/
supplementary/1860-5397-17-74-S1.pdf]
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Abstract
The efficient copper-mediated oxidative C–H alkynylation of benzhydrazides was accomplished with terminal alkynes. Thus, a
heteroaromatic removable N-2-pyridylhydrazide allowed for domino C–H/N–H functionalization. The approach featured remark-
able functional group compatibility and ample substrate scope. Thereby, highly functionalized aromatic and heteroaromatic isoin-
dolin-1-ones were accessed with high efficacy with rate-limiting C–H cleavage.

1591

Introduction
Inexpensive copper-promoted oxidative C−H activations [1-11]
have been recognized as competent tools for the efficient
assembly and late-stage functionalization of organic molecules
due to the natural abundance and versatile reactivity. Early ex-
amples of copper-promoted C−H activation of 2-arylpyridines
were disclosed by Yu et al. [12] and Chatami et al. [13] inde-
pendently. Inspired by these studies, various copper-induced

C−H functionalizations, such as arylations, alkynylations,
cyanations, aminations, nitrations, oxygenations, thiolations,
halogenations, and phosphorylations, among others, were
accomplished [14-19].

The 3-methyleneisoindolin-1-one moiety represents a key struc-
ture motif in natural products [20-23] or important pharma-
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Figure 1: Assembly of 3-methyleneisoindolin-1-one via 3d transition metal-mediated/catalyzed oxidative C−H/N−H activation.

cophores [24]. In this context, You [25], Huang [26], Liu [27],
Li [28], and co-workers elegantly disclosed copper-mediated/
catalyzed cascade C−H alkynylation and annulation with termi-
nal alkynes to afford 3-methyleneisoindolinone derivatives,
through the assistance of 8-aminoquinoline [29] or
2-aminophenyl-1H-pyrazole [30] auxiliaries (Figure 1a).
Besides, the cobalt(II)- [31] or nickel(II)-catalyzed [32,33],
pyridine oxide (PyO)-directed tandem alkynylation/annulation
was realized by Niu and Song et al., which also provided the
3-methyleneisoindolin-1-one scaffolds (Figure 1b). Notably, a
sustainable cupraelectro-catalyzed alkyne annulation was very
recently achieved by Ackermann et al., which gave rapid access
to synthetically meaningful isoindolones (Figure 1c) [34]. In
spite of these indisputable advances, the successful removal of
the directing groups to deliver the free-NH 3-methyleneisoin-
dolin-1-one has thus far unfortunately proven elusive [35].

2-(1-Methylhydrazinyl)pyridine (MHP) [36] was identified as a
powerful removable bidentate directing group, which found
widespread application in various cobalt-catalyzed C−H activa-
tions [37-40]. Thus, our group also accomplished a set of elec-
trochemical cobalt-catalyzed C−H activations with the MHP
auxiliary [41-44]. In continuation of studies on sustainable 3d
transition metal-catalyzed C−H activation [41-49], we have now
discovered a robust copper-promoted oxidative C−H/N−H func-
tionalization with terminal alkynes (Figure 1d). Notable advan-
tages of our protocol include: 1) removable MHP auxiliary used

for copper-mediated oxidative C–H activations, 2) excellent
functional group tolerance and compatibility with valuable
heterocycles, and 3) mechanistic studies toward copper-medi-
ated oxidative C−H alkynylations.

Results and Discussion
We initiated our investigation by utilizing benzhydrazide 1a and
ethynylbenzene (2a) as the standard substrates (Table 1). After
preliminary solvent optimization, we discovered that the desired
ortho-selective C−H activation occurred efficiently by the treat-
ment of hydrazide 1a with terminal alkyne 2a and a stoichio-
metric amount of Cu(OAc)2 in DMSO (Table 1, entries 1–3).
Reaction optimization revealed that the most appropriate tem-
perature was 90 °C (Table 1, entries 3–6). An evaluation of
bases showed that Na2CO3 was optimal (Table 1, entries 7–11).
The best result was obtained when Cu(OAc)2 (1.3 equiv) was
utilized in DMSO (6.0 mL, Table 1, entries 12–14). A similar
result was obtained when Cu(OAc)2⋅H2O was used instead of
Cu(OAc)2 (Table 1, entry 15). Only a trace amount of product
3aa was observed in the absence of either Cu(OAc)2 or Na2CO3
(Table 1, entries 16 and 17). When the reaction was performed
under a nitrogen atmosphere, the efficacy was significantly de-
creased (Table 1, entry 18).

We next examined the versatility of the copper-promoted
ethynylbenzene (2a) annulation with various benzhydrazides 1
under the optimized reaction conditions (Scheme 1). To our
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Table 1: Optimization of the copper-mediated C−H/N−H functionalization with terminal alkyne 2a.a

entry solvent base T (°C) Z/E yield (%)

1 DMF Na2CO3 90 — trace
2 NMP Na2CO3 90 — trace
3 DMSO Na2CO3 90 12:1 67
4 DMSO Na2CO3 110 8:1 57
5 DMSO Na2CO3 80 15:1 41
6 DMSO Na2CO3 60 — 27
7 DMSO NaOAc 90 — 25
8 DMSO NaOPiv 90 — 30
9 DMSO K2CO3 90 18:1 58
10 DMSO Cs2CO3 90 20:1 44
11 DMSO DBU 90 — 13
12b DMSO Na2CO3 90 12:1 42
13c DMSO Na2CO3 90 9:1 83
14c,d DMSO Na2CO3 90 13:1 89
15d,e DMSO Na2CO3 90 12:1 86
16 DMSO — 90 — trace
17f DMSO Na2CO3 90 — trace
18g DMSO Na2CO3 90 — 37

aReaction conditions: 1a (0.30 mmol), 2a (0.90 mmol), Cu(OAc)2 (1.1 equiv), base (2.0 equiv), solvent (3.0 mL), 15 h, under air. bCu(OAc)2
(0.8 equiv). cCu(OAc)2 (1.3 equiv). dDMSO (6.0 mL). eCu(OAc)2⋅H2O (1.3 equiv). fWithout Cu(OAc)2. gUnder N2.

delight, hydrazides 1 with electron-donating or electron-with-
drawing substituents were efficiently converted in the C–H/
N–H activation annulation process. Notably, a wide range of
valuable electrophilic functional groups, such as halogen,
methylthio, cyano, amino, and ester groups, were well compati-
ble, which should prove instrumental for the further diversi-
fication of the thus obtained 3-methyleneisoindolin-1-ones
3da–ka. For substrates bearing two potential reactive sites, the
annulation selectively took place at the less congested ortho-
C−H bond (see 3la and 3ma). Moreover, the challenging isoni-
cotinic acid hydrazide 1n was also amenable to this protocol
and delivered the desired product 3na with high regioselectivi-
ty.

We further investigated the viable scope of differently substi-
tuted terminal alkynes 2 as the general coupling partners for this
transformation. As shown in Scheme 2, a variety of valuable
electrophilic substitutes were well tolerated. Moreover, sub-
strates with a highly reactive unprotected amino group also
delivered the corresponding product 3cn with good yield. The

robustness of this protocol was further highlighted by the excel-
lent reactivity of heterocyclic acetylenes (see 2p–r). However, a
complex mixture was observed when an aliphatic terminal
alkyne was used, and no annulation product was detected for
internal alkynes.

Our copper-promoted C−H annulation protocol was not
restricted to terminal alkynes. Under identical reaction condi-
tions, commercially available alkynylcarboxylic acid 4 also
proved to be a viable substrate. Thus, the corresponding isoin-
dolone 3aa was assembled via a tandem decarboxylative C−H/
C−C sequence (Scheme 3a). The practical relevance of our ap-
proach was reflected by the cleavage of the N-2-pyridylhy-
drazide group, yielding S-3aa (Scheme 3b).

Inspired by the remarkable robustness of the copper-promoted
C−H activations with alkynes, we became interested to explore
the working mode by a set of experiments. To this end, elec-
tron-poor arenes inherently reacted preferentially in intermolec-
ular competition experiments (Scheme 4a). This observation
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Scheme 1: Copper-mediated oxidative C−H/N−H functionalization of hydrazides 1 with ethynylbenzene (2a).

could be explained in terms of a concerted metalation deproton-
ation (CMD) mechanism [50]. Interestingly, electron-rich
alkyne 2f displayed a higher reactivity in the copper-promoted
C−H activations as compared to the electron-poor analog 2h
(Scheme 4b). A significant H/D scrambling was not detected in
the ortho-position of the reisolated benzhydrazide 1c and prod-
uct 3ca when the reaction was conducted with the isotopically
labeled D2O as cosolvent (Scheme 4c). This observation indi-
cated that the C−H cleavage is irreversible. In accordance with
this finding, a kinetic isotope effect (KIE) of kH/kD ≈ 6.1 was

observed by parallel experiments, again suggesting that the
C‒H activation is kinetically relevant (Scheme 4d).

Based on our mechanistic findings and previous studies, we
propose a tentative plausible reaction pathway in Scheme 5. The
transformation commences with substrate coordination and
subsequent carboxylate-assisted C−H cleavage to deliver
copper(II) intermediate A. Next, the copper(III) carboxylate
species B is generated. Thereafter, a facile base-assisted ligand
exchange is followed by reductive elimination to afford the
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Scheme 2: Copper-mediated oxidative C−H/N−H functionalization of 1 with alkynes 2.
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Scheme 3: Decaboxylative C−H/N−H activation and cleavage of the directing group.

Scheme 4: Summary of key mechanistic findings.
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Scheme 5: Proposed reaction pathway.

alkynylated benzamide D. Finally, the desired isoindolone 3 is
formed via an intramolecular hydroamination in the presence of
base.

Conclusion
In conclusion, we have reported on the chelation-assisted oxida-
tive copper-promoted cascade C−H alkynylation and intramo-
lecular annulation. The removable N-2-pyridylhydrazide was
utilized to facilitate copper(II)-promoted C−H activations. Thus,
the robust copper-mediated C−H activation featured remark-
able compatibility of synthetically meaningful functional
groups, giving facile access to valuable 3-methyleneisoindolin-
1-one scaffolds.

Experimental
General information
Yields refer to isolated compounds, estimated to be >95% pure
as determined by 1H NMR spectroscopy. Chromatographic sep-
aration was carried out on silica gel 60H (200–300 mesh) manu-
factured by Qingdao Haiyang Chemical Group Co. (China).
High-resolution mass spectrometry (HRMS) was measured on a
Thermo-DFS mass spectrometer. NMR spectra were recorded
on a JEOL 600 NMR device (1H: 600 MHz; 13C: 150 MHz;
19F: 565 MHz) in CDCl3. If not otherwise specified, the chemi-
cal shift (δ) is given in ppm.

Materials
Reactions were carried out under an argon atmosphere
using predried glassware, if not noted otherwise. Benzhy-
drazides 1 were synthesized according to a previously de-
scribed method [36,44]. Other chemicals were obtained
from commercial sources and were used without further purifi-
cation.

General procedure for the copper-promoted
oxidative C−H/N−H activation with alkynes
To a 25 mL Schlenk tube were added benzhydrazide 1
(0.30 mmol, 1.00 equiv), the alkyne (0.90 mmol, 3.0 equiv),
Cu(OAc)2 (71 mg, 0.39 mmol, 1.30 equiv), and Na2CO3
(64 mg, 0.60 mmol, 2.00 equiv) under an air atmosphere.
The mixture was stirred at 90 °C for 15 h. At ambient tempera-
ture, H2O (15 mL) and Et3N (0.5 mL) were added, and a
suspension was formed immediately. After filtrated through a
Celite® pad, the reaction mixture was extracted with EtOAc
(3 × 20 mL). The combined organic phase was washed with
brine (20 mL) and dried over Na2SO4. Then, Et3N (0.5 mL)
and silica gel (0.8 g) were added, and the combined solvent
was removed under reduced pressure. The residue solid sample
was purified by column chromatography on silica gel (petro-
leum/EtOAc 5:1 to 2:1, with 1% Et3N), yielding the desired
product 3.
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(Z)-3-Benzylidene-2-(methyl[pyridin-2-
yl]amino)isoindolin-1-one (3aa)
The general procedure was followed using hydrazide 1a
(68.2 mg, 0.30 mmol) and alkyne 2a (91.9 mg, 0.90 mmol).
Purification by column chromatography on silica gel (petro-
leum/EtOAc 20:1, with 1% Et3N) yielded 3aa (87.4 mg, 89%,
Z/E = 13:1) as a light yellow solid. mp 67–68 °C; 1H NMR
(CDCl3, 600 MHz) δ 8.13 (ddd, J = 5.0; 1.9; 0.9 Hz, 1H), 7.90
(dd, J = 7.6; 1.0 Hz, 1H), 7.85–7.82 (m, 1H), 7.70 (d, J =
1.2 Hz, 1H), 7.56 (dd, J = 7.6; 0.9 Hz, 1H), 7.44 (ddd, J = 8.8;
7.1; 1.9 Hz, 1H), 7.17–7.05 (m, 5H), 6.85 (d, J = 0.9 Hz, 1H),
6.67 (ddd, J = 7.2; 5.0; 0.9 Hz, 1H), 6.44–6.41 (m, 1H), 3.01 (s,
3H); 13C{1H} NMR (CDCl3, 150 MHz) δ 165.7 (Cq), 157.6
(Cq), 147.7 (CH), 137.4 (CH), 136.2 (Cq), 133.2 (Cq), 132.8
(CH), 132.1 (Cq), 129.3 (CH), 128.7 (CH), 127.3 (CH), 127.3
(CH), 126.5 (Cq), 123.8 (CH), 119.8 (CH), 114.3 (CH), 107.8
(CH), 106.4 (CH), 36.7 (CH3); HRESIMS (m∕z): [M + H]+

calcd for C21H18N3O, 328.1444; found, 328.1439.

Supporting Information
Supporting Information File 1
Characterization data for 3 and copies of 1H, 13C, and
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Abstract
The late-stage C–H functionalization of bioactive structural motifs is a powerful synthetic strategy for accessing advanced agro-
chemicals, bioimaging materials, and drug candidates, among other complex molecules. While traditional late-stage diversification
relies on the use of precious transition metals, the utilization of 3d transition metals is an emerging approach in organic synthesis.
Among the 3d metals, manganese catalysts have gained increasing attention for late-stage diversification due to the sustainability,
cost-effectiveness, ease of operation, and reduced toxicity. Herein, we summarize recent manganese-catalyzed late-stage C–H func-
tionalization reactions of biologically active small molecules and complex peptides.

1733

Introduction
Manganese, a 3d transition metal, allows for a potentially ideal
sustainable catalytic system because of the natural abundance,
cost-effectiveness, and low toxicity. In addition, it presents vari-
able oxidation states (−3 to +7), which enable diverse catalyti-
cally active manganese complexes, providing characteristic
reaction profiles. Since the first pioneering manganese-medi-
ated reaction for accessing azobenzenes was unveiled [1],
manganese catalysts have exhibited a significant capacity for
powerful C–H functionalization, and they have therefore been

actively utilized in the area of sustainable organic syntheses
[2-6].

Catalytic late-stage C–H functionalization, a highly efficient
synthetic strategy, is regarded as a crucial tactic in the area of
natural products, drug discovery, and medicinal chemistry
[7-12] as it confers an invaluable synthetic opportunity for the
facile diversification of biologically active complex molecules
at the late stage. In recent years, much effort has been devoted

https://www.beilstein-journals.org/bjoc/about/openAccess.htm
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Scheme 1: Mn-catalyzed late-stage fluorination of sclareolide (1) and complex steroid 3.

to developing sustainable catalytic late-stage C–H functionali-
zation methods that utilize naturally abundant 3d metal cata-
lysts.

This review will provide an overview on recent studies on
Mn-catalyzed late-stage C–H functionalization of challenging
substrates, such as biologically active molecules and complex
peptides, which are of great importance to medicinal chemists
and are categorized according to the transformations involved.

Review
Manganese-catalyzed late-stage C–H
fluorination
The fluorination of organic molecules [13-16], a highly valu-
able synthetic transformation, has been widely investigated in
medicinal chemistry and in the pharmaceutical industry as it
generally imparts the targeted fluorinated molecules with
dramatically improved physical, biological, and/or chemical
properties [17-21]. Among the catalytic C–F forming processes,
aliphatic late-stage fluorination (Csp3–F) is relatively chal-
lenging due to the omnipresent unactivated C–H bonds of the
substrate molecules. In 2012, Groves et al. revealed a
manganese porphyrin-catalyzed late-stage Csp3–H fluorination
method (Scheme 1) [22]. In the authors’ approach, a direct late-
stage process facilitated the fluorination of sclareolide (1) and
complex steroid 3. Sclareolide (1) is a naturally available

terpenoid with antifungal and anticancer activities [23]. Under
the optimized reaction conditions, sclareolide (1) is fluorinated
at the C2 and C3 positions in 42% (see 2a) and 16% yield (see
2b), respectively. Therein, C2 fluorination was favored, and 2a
was observed as the major product due to the sterically
congested environment at C3 created by the adjacent gem-
dimethyl groups. The regioselectivity at the C2 position was ob-
served similarly in a study on Mn-catalyzed chlorination [24].
This manganese porphyrin catalytic system was also effective in
the direct site-selective fluorination of complex steroid scaffold
3, containing 28 unactivated C–H bonds. Based on the authors’
analysis of steric and electronic factors, it was suggested that
the methylene units at C2 and C3 of the A-ring system were the
most reactive sites for hydrogen abstraction, yielding fluori-
nated steroids 4a and 4b in 32% and 23% yield, respectively.
For both products, α-fluorination was dominant over β-fluori-
nation, likely because α-fluorination occurred on the less steri-
cally hindered face. Additionally, difluorination was observed
with negligible amounts because the monofluorinated product is
rendered more electronically deficient by the first fluorine atom.

Based on an analysis by DFT calculations, the postulated reac-
tion pathway of manganese-catalyzed C–H fluorination is de-
scribed in Figure 1. Initially, resting Mn(TMP)F undergoes oxi-
dation, generating oxomanganese(V) complex O=Mn(TMP)F
(5A), followed by H-abstraction of the substrate 1 or 3, provid-
ing HO–Mn(TMP)F (5B) and a C-centered radical. The trans-
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Scheme 2: Late-stage radiofluorination of biologically active complex molecules.

Figure 1: Proposed reaction mechanism of C–H fluorination by a
manganese porphyrin catalyst.

difluoro-substituted Mn(TMP) intermediate 5C, generated by
an excess of the fluoride source, traps the C-centered radical,
finally delivering the fluorinated product 2 or 4.

Thereafter, the same group successively reported the first
manganese-catalyzed late-stage 18F-fluorination of a wide range
of biologically active compounds (Scheme 2) [25]. It is well
known that the most utilized radioisotope for positron emission
tomography (PET) in clinical and preclinical research is 18F.
Radiopharmaceuticals should be prepared at the late stage of the
entire synthetic protocol because of the short half-lives of
radioisotopes [26-29]. In their study, the authors used an
aqueous 18F-fluoride solution obtained by the nuclear reaction
using a cyclotron, and manganese–salen complex 7 was used as
a fluoride transfer catalyst, which facilitated late-stage C–H
radiofluorination, affording the corresponding radiofluorinated
bioactive molecules 8a–h. In general, the regioselectivity of
fluorination was observed at the less sterically hindered
benzylic position.
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The proposed reaction mechanism for radiofluorination is
depicted in Figure 2. Although the trans-difluoro-substituted
Mn(IV) complex is the reactive F-transfer intermediate in 19F
chemistry, the formation of a trans-18F-difluoro-substituted
Mn(IV) complex is not reasonable because of the limiting
amount of the 18F source. Therefore, it was suggested that 18F-
fluorination is more likely to occur through an intermediate
HO–Mn–18F motif as in 7C. These manganese-catalyzed late-
stage C–H fluorinations showcase a convenient and opera-
tionally simple fluorination strategy suitable for bioactive struc-
tural motifs.

Figure 2: Proposed mechanism of C–H radiofluorination.

Manganese-catalyzed late-stage C–H
azidation
In organic synthesis, organic azides are of considerable signifi-
cance in the fields of medicinal chemistry, chemical biology,
and nanotechnology as they can participate in elegant conjuga-
tive transformations, such as azide–alkyne [3 + 2]-cycloaddi-
tion [30-37].

Based on their previous late-stage fluorination studies [22,25],
Groves et al. further showcased a manganese(III)–salen-cata-
lyzed azidation process using an aqueous azide solution as a
convenient azide source to execute facile C–H azidation of
pharmaceutical-like complex molecules (Scheme 3) [38]. In this
study, the regioselectivity is governed not only by electronic

and steric effects of the manganese catalysts 5 and 10 but also
by the electronic properties of the substrates. Pregabalin is an
anticonvulsant drug used to treat epilepsy and anxiety disorders
[39], and an analogue of pregabalin was transformed to azidated
derivative 11a. It is noteworthy that positional selectivity was
observed for the α-position of the carbamate functional group
due to the stabilization of the carbon radical by the adjacent
carbamate group. The naturally available substrate 9b was
shown to undergo the azidation process at the less sterically
hindered position. An analogue of rasagiline (Azilect®), a
Parkinson’s disease drug, successfully underwent benzylic
azidation, providing product 11c. Other complex molecules
bearing aromatic groups were also successfully azidated, pre-
dominantly at the benzylic position (see 11e and 11f). Notably,
diazidation of 9e was observed as the major side reaction
(18%). Interestingly, OBz-substituted artemisinin 9g was con-
verted to OBz-substituted N3–artemisinin 11g via azidation at
the tertiary position using the manganese–salen catalyst.
Furthermore, this Mn-catalyzed azidation protocol is highly
robust in air, highlighting the practical simplicity of late-stage
C–H azidation of bioactive molecules.

A plausible reaction pathway was proposed, as illustrated in
Figure 3. Similar to manganese-catalyzed C–H fluorination
[22], the resting Mn(III) catalyst is oxidized to O=Mn(V)–N3
complex 10B. Subsequently, an alkyl radical is generated upon
H-abstraction by forming Mn(VI) intermediate 10C. The result-
ing alkyl radical is then trapped by Mn(IV)–N3 intermediate
10D, affording azidation product 11. Upon regeneration, the
catalyst participates in the next catalytic cycle. In this Mn-cata-
lyzed azidation study, the azide/oxygenated product ratio was
2:1–4:1. Therefore, a chemoselective manner is of dire need to
avoid unwanted C–H oxygenation.

In 2020, the Lei group disclosed the combination of a
manganese catalyst and a electrophotocatalyst for the late-stage
Csp3–H azidation of biologically active molecules in a selective
and sustainable manner (Scheme 4) [40]. Memantine is a drug
used to treat neurodegenerative disorders such as Alzheimer’s
disease [41,42]. In the authors’ study, azidated N-protected
memantine 13a was successfully generated by employing elec-
tricity and visible-light irradiation in the presence of a Mn cata-
lyst. High regioselectivity was observed at tertiary or benzylic
positions (see 13a–c). For commercially available drug deriva-
tives, methyl esters of ibuprofen and loxoprofen underwent
regioselective azidation at the secondary benzylic sites over
tertiary benzylic sites (see 13d and 13e).

Additional mechanistic studies support the reaction pathway
depicted in Figure 4. The azide anion is oxidized to a radical
species on the anodic surface, where Mn(II)/L–N3 is also
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Scheme 3: Late-stage C–H azidation of bioactive molecules. a1.5 mol % of Mn(TMP)Cl (5) was used. bMethyl acetate was used as a solvent. cThe
ratio of α/β azidation was 7.5:1.

Figure 3: Proposed reaction mechanism of manganese-catalyzed C–H
azidation.

oxidized to Mn(III)/L–N3. Azide radical addition to Mn(II)/L to
form Mn(III)/L–N3 was considered as a possible route. Concur-
rently, the photocatalyst is irradiated by blue LED light to in-
duce hydrogen atom transfer (HAT) at the C–H bond of sub-
strate 12, generating alkyl radicals and enabling C–N3 bond for-
mation to afford 13 via the reaction with Mn(III)/L–N3. The
anodic surface oxidizes the radical adjacent to the hydroxy
group of the photocatalyst, thereby regenerating it. At the same
time, the hydrogen atom abstraction of radical species of photo-
catalyst by Mn(III)–N3 could not be excluded. This late-stage
process by Mn catalysis, electrochemistry, and visible-light ca-
talysis exhibits high value as a sustainable tool to investigate
problematic synthetic transformations.

Recently, the Ackermann group disclosed a convenient
manganese-catalyzed late-stage C–H azidation of bioactive
molecules bearing unactivated Csp3–H bonds facilitated by elec-
tricity (Scheme 5) [43]. Several pharmaceutically active mole-
cules were committed to the external oxidant-free reaction
conditions and were shown to undergo chemoselective azida-
tion. Azidation of ibuprofen methyl ester (14a) was selective for
the secondary benzylic position over the tertiary. Similar regio-
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Scheme 4: Mn-catalyzed late-stage C–H azidation of bioactive mole-
cules via electrophotocatalysis. a2.5 mol % of MnF2 was used. bNaN3
(5.0 equiv), MnF2 (10 mol %), 1,10-phenanthroline (20 mol %), TFA
(4.0 equiv), and LiClO4 (2.0 equiv) were used with 4.5 mA for 15 h
(5.0 mmol scale).

selectivity pattern of ibuprofen methyl ester (14a) and
celestolide (14b) was observed in a study on manganese-cata-
lyzed isocyanation [44]. Moreover, (−)-menthol acetate (14c)
was successfully azidated, indicating that azidation favors
tertiary C–H bonds in less sterically congested environments. A
mixture of diastereomers (1:1 ratio) resulted from the azidation
of estrone acetate (14e), strongly supporting a radical reaction
pathway.

Based on their additional mechanistic experiments, the authors
suggested that the oxidation of the Mn(III) species to Mn(IV)
takes place on the anodic surface, resulting in the formation of a
trans-diazide Mn(IV) intermediate (Figure 5). The high-valent
manganese(IV) complex is susceptible to HAT from the sub-
strate 14, generating an alkyl radical [45,46]. Subsequently,
further azide radical transfer from the trans-diazide Mn(IV)
complex was proposed to furnish the formation of the C–N3
bond.

Manganese-catalyzed late-stage C–H
amination
The installation of amine functional groups onto biologically
active molecules is regarded as a potentially versatile synthetic

Figure 4: Proposed reaction mechanism of electrophotocatalytic
azidation.

transformation for accessing diverse potent candidates with
tailored physical and biological properties [47]. For example,
ampicillin, an analogue of benzylpenicillin (penicillin G), also
used as an antibiotic, contains an amine group at the benzylic
position [48]. Likewise, other commercially available small-
molecule drugs, such as Plavix® (antiplatelet), Gleevec® (anti-
cancer), and augmentin (antibiotic), also contain the benzylic
amine motif. Therefore, C–H amination is synthetically impor-
tant for the diversification of biologically active molecules.
Transition metal catalysis has set the stage for C–H amination
processes in organic syntheses [49]. To date, there are several
examples of late-stage C–H amination methods that utilize iron
and manganese as 3d transition metal catalysts [50-52]. Howev-
er, intermolecular benzylic C–H amination has rarely been
explored due to the challenges associated with selectivity and
reactivity.

In 2018, White et al. disclosed the late-stage manganese-cata-
lyzed benzylic C–H amination of sophisticated biologically
active molecules (Scheme 6) [53]. Their site-selective late-stage
C–H amination strategy is practically scalable and convenient
and exhibits excellent functional group tolerance. Several deriv-
atives of complex biologically active compounds and natural
products were evaluated in the late-stage benzylic C–H amina-
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Scheme 5: Manganaelectro-catalyzed late-stage azidation of bioac-
tive molecules.

tion process using MnIII(ClPc) (18) and iminoiodinane. For ex-
ample, the amination of FKGK11 (17a), a potent inhibitor of
iPLA2, proceeded smoothly in a moderate yield. Notably,
citalopram (17b), an antidepressant, was also reacted under
amination conditions involving HBF4, affording product 19b in
good yield and excellent diastereoselectivity (dr > 20:1). Other
multiple benzylic C–H bond-containing molecules, including a
dopamine receptor agonist analogue 17c as well as derivatives
of dextromethorphan, oestradiol, sulbactam, and leelamine
17d–g, respectively, were shown to undergo amination at the
less sterically congested benzylic position, affording aminated
products 19c–g. Further traceless removal of the Tces group
was also investigated under Zn/Cu coupling conditions to install
the free NH functionality. These findings highlight the conve-
nience of manganese catalysis for the late-stage benzylic C–H
amination of sophisticated bioactive molecules and natural
products.

Figure 5: Proposed reaction pathway of manganaelectro-catalyzed
late-stage C–H azidation.

The proposed mechanism of the Mn-catalyzed benzylic amina-
tion is shown in Figure 6. Initially, metallonitrene intermediate
18A is formed from the reaction of catalyst 18 with iminoiodi-
nane, which is subsequently transformed to Mn–imido complex
18B via conversion of substrate 17 into a temporary benzylic
radical species, wherein C–H bond cleavage is proposed to be
the rate-determining step (inter- and intramolecular KIEs of
C–H cleavage are 2.5 and 3.0, respectively). Next, the benzylic
radical is trapped by the Mn–imido complex to afford aminated
product 19. Based on additional mechanistic experiments, it was
suggested that the MnIII(ClPc) (18)-catalyzed C–H amination
process is regioselective for the more electron-rich benzylic po-
sition, rationalizing the involvement of electrophilic metalloni-
trene intermediate 18A.

Manganese-catalyzed late-stage C–H
methylation
The incorporation of methyl groups has the potential to manipu-
late absorption, distribution, metabolism, and excretion
(ADME), solubility, and protein–ligand binding properties as
well as biological activities of small molecules, potentially
leading to dramatic increases in potency, and thus has been
widely explored in drug discovery [54-56]. Late-stage C–H
methylation has recently been investigated using iron and cobalt
catalysts as sustainable 3d metal catalysts [57,58], while
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Scheme 6: Mn-catalyzed late-stage amination of bioactive molecules. a3 Å MS were used. Protonation with HBF4⋅OEt2 (1.1 equiv) in dichloro-
methane before amination, then deprotonation with 1 M NaOH in dichloromethane after amination. b3.0 equiv of PhI=NTces were used.

Figure 6: Proposed mechanism of manganese-catalyzed C–H amina-
tion.

manganese-catalyzed C–H methylations are scarce [59,60]. This
disparity is due to the challenges in functional group tolerance
of Mn-mediated late-stage transformations.

The White group reported a late-stage Mn-catalyzed C–H meth-
ylation protocol that utilizes an external Lewis acid and
trimethylaluminum as a methyl source (Scheme 7) [61]. The
late-stage methylation of simple heterocyclic motifs was
initially investigated using (S,S)-Mn(CF3–PDP) (21), providing
methylated lactams 22a–e. Notably, methylation site selectivity
was observed for the carbon atoms adjacent to a heteroatom,
such as a nitrogen (see 22a–d) or oxygen (see 22e).

Moreover, the above described manganese-catalyzed late-stage
methylation process was implemented to provide methylated
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Scheme 7: Mn-catalyzed C–H methylation of heterocyclic scaffolds
commonly found in small-molecule drugs. aDAST activation. bBF3⋅OEt2
activation. c1 mol % of (S,S)-Mn(CF3–PDP) was used.

bioactive molecules, effectively avoiding conventionally
lengthy de novo synthetic pathways (Scheme 8). The late-stage
methylation of complex drug derivatives, such as of indoprofen
(anti-inflammatory), tedizolid (antibiotic), and celecoxib (anti-
inflammatory), successfully delivered methylated drug candi-
dates 22f–h, respectively. In addition, methylation of proline-
containing multipeptides was achieved via fluorine activation
(see 22i–j), and the oxygen-containing natural terpenoid
ambroxide was methylated at the methylene position next to the
O atom on the tetrahydrofuran ring (see 22k). This manganese-
catalyzed late-stage approach enables the direct methylation of
unactivated C–H bonds with excellent site selectivity, which is
observed at the more electron-rich and the less sterically
hindered position.

Manganese-catalyzed late-stage C–H
alkynylation
Alkynes are invaluable intermediates in organic synthesis and
are conventionally prepared via palladium-catalyzed cross-cou-

Scheme 8: Examples of late-stage C–H methylation of bioactive mole-
cules. aDAST activation. bFor insoluble substrates, CH2Cl2 was added
and/or the reaction temperature of the oxidation reaction was in-
creased to 0 °C. cTMSOTf activation. dBF3⋅OEt2 activation. eOxidation
intermediate was isolated before methylation. fHBF4 protection was
performed. gDeoxo-Fluro® activation.

pling reactions [62]. Moreover, they constitute an important
structural modality in small-molecule drugs, such as
levonorgestrel (birth control drug), efavirenz (HIV/AIDS treat-
ment), and erlotinib (anticancer). Although step-economical
C–H alkynylations have been investigated with 4d and 5d tran-
sition metals, 3d metal-catalyzed late-stage C–H alkynylations
of bioactive structural motifs are rare [63].

In 2017, the Ackermann group disclosed a late-stage Mn(I)-cat-
alyzed C–H alkynylation of various complex peptide scaffolds
[64]. As shown in Scheme 9, manganese(I) catalysis remark-
ably resulted in racemization-free alkynylation, representing a
step-economical approach to several tryptophan-containing
peptides with significant potential for drug discovery and me-
dicinal chemistry. Positional selectivity was observed at the C2
position due to the presence of the pyrimidine directing group.
Interestingly, alkynylative conjugation of tryptophan to a
steroid motif was successfully achieved (see 25b). In addition to
accessing the monopeptide 25a, tri-, tetra-, and pentapeptides
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Scheme 9: A) Mn-catalyzed late-stage C–H alkynylation of peptides. B) Intramolecular late-stage alkynylative cyclic peptide formation. a0.05 mol % of
BPh3 was added.

25c–e, respectively, were obtained under the developed reac-
tion conditions. It is noteworthy that substrates containing an
azido group (see 25d) or free NH (see 25e) were tolerated,
demonstrating significant bioorthogonality in manganese(I) ca-
talysis. The robustness of the method bears significance for
further synthetic applications, such as “Click” chemistry or

N-functionalization. Moreover, as shown in Scheme 9B, the
manganese(I) catalysis regime enabled peptide macrocycliza-
tion (see 25f).

Based on additional mechanistic investigations, it was pro-
posed that substrate 23 forms five-membered manganacycle
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Figure 7: Proposed reaction mechanism of Mn(I)-catalyzed C–H alkynylation.

complex 23A under basic conditions, which undergoes alkyne
insertion to provide seven-membered manganacycle complex
23B (Figure 7). Subsequently, intermediate 23B undergoes
β-bromo elimination to produce 23C, whereby the addition of
BPh3 presumably accelerates this process [65]. Subsequently,
the manganese species participate in the catalytic cycle by
yielding alkynylated product 25. However, the mechanism
entailing oxidative addition, followed by reductive elimination
could not be ruled out.

Manganese-catalyzed late-stage C–H
allylation
The late-stage modification of peptides has received increasing
attention due to the convenient and efficient modality. Howev-
er, such protocols generally require substrate prefunctionaliza-
tion and expensive metal catalysts, such as Pd [66-87], Rh [88-
91], and Ru [92,93]. In 2019, the Ackermann group demon-
strated that a manganese(I) catalyst enabled the late-stage C–H
allylation of structurally complex peptides in a site-selective
fashion (Scheme 10) [94]. Based on an initial optimization
study, manganese(I) pentacarbonyl bromide was deemed as the
optimal catalyst, enabling a robust racemization-free allylation
process. In addition to tryptophan-containing peptides,
diazepam and nucleoside analogues were found to be viable
allylation substrates, affording highly complex peptides.

Cyclic peptides are known to be structurally and chemically
stable against enzymatic degradation because the cyclic

skeleton restricts the conformation and limits β-turns. In this
manganese catalysis, the late-stage C–H allylation manifold was
extended to the construction of a cyclic peptide motif
(Scheme 11). Dipeptide substrate 26f decorated with a
Morita–Baylis–Hillman carbonate underwent the intramolecu-
lar C–H allylation process to yield cyclic peptide 28f under
dilute reaction conditions. This macrocyclization strategy intro-
duces an exocyclic olefin motif onto the cyclic peptide, which
can be further utilized as a Michael acceptor for a variety of
nucleophiles.

Based on their manganese-catalyzed allylation using
Morita–Baylis–Hillman carbonates, the Ackermann group
established an applicable late-stage C–H glycosylation of
peptides (Scheme 12) [95]. Thus, allylative peptide–carbo-
hydrate conjugation was achieved using tryptophan-containing
peptides 29 and sugar-containing allyl carbonates 30 in chemo-
and site-selective manners using a pyridyl directing group. The
optimized reaction conditions entailed the use of dimanganese
decacarbonyl as the catalyst and sodium acetate as the base to
deliver the corresponding peptide–sugar conjugates 31 at the
late stage. Notably, the chemoselective glycoconjugation
strategy was compatible with various sugar scaffolds, affording
glycotryptophans bearing either furanose or pyranose motifs. In
addition, a brevianamide F analogue, a natural product scaffold,
was transformed into glycosylated tryptophan 31f. It is note-
worthy that this manganese(I)-catalyzed glycoconjugation
method avoids racemization.
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Scheme 10: Late-stage Mn-catalyzed C–H allylation of peptides and bioactive motifs.

Scheme 11: Intramolecular C–H allylative cyclic peptide formation.

Furthermore, manganese-catalyzed allylative linchpin C–H
glycosylation was investigated using structurally sophisticated
tryptophan-containing peptides (Scheme 13). A wide variety of

complex peptides was explored, affording glycosylated conju-
gates with high stereoselectivity. The free NH functional group
was tolerated in the manganese catalysis protocol, suggesting
that the chemoselectivity was controlled by chelation of the
adjacent directing group (see 31h). This manganese(I)-cata-
lyzed late-stage glycosylation provides hexaglycopeptide conju-
gate 31m without epimerization. Moreover, the late-stage C–H
diversification process enabled bioorthogonal access to glycosy-
lated peptides, such as a fluorescent BODIPY-labeled trypto-
phan 31n, regarded as a potentially viable peptide-based biosen-
sor.

Manganese-catalyzed inter- and
intramolecular C–H alkenylations
Manganese(I)-catalyzed C–H alkenylation of 2-phenylpyri-
dines or N-pyridinylindoles with alkynes is characterized by
proximity-induced C–H activation through chelation assistance.
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Scheme 12: Late-stage C–H glycosylation of tryptophan analogues.

However, application of this protocol for late-stage functionali-
zation remains challenging [96-103].

In 2021, it was revealed by the Ackermann group that
manganese(I) catalysis enabled the bioorthogonal late-stage
alkenylation of structurally sophisticated peptides [104]. The
manganese(I)-catalyzed intermolecular alkenylation of trypto-
phan-containing peptides 32 was performed under basic condi-
tions, yielding hybrid peptides 34 without racemization, con-
taining a trans-alkene linker bearing biologically active motifs
in chemo- and site-selective manners assisted by the pyridyl
directing group (Scheme 14). For example, a substrate contain-
ing a free OH or NH was successfully alkenylated at the late
stage, suggesting a high functional group tolerance (see 34a and
34b). In addition, a more complex pentapeptide provided the

corresponding product 34c, bearing a free-NH tryptophan.
Notably, alkenylative ligation of tryptophan-containing peptides
and alkynes containing biomolecular motifs including sugar,
menthol, or coumarin units was successful, delivering unprece-
dented hybrid complex peptides 34d–f in good yield.

Based on the developed intermolecular process, late-stage intra-
molecular C–H macrocyclization was also investigated
(Scheme 15). To avoid unwanted intermolecular oligomeriza-
tion, the reaction was performed at a high dilution, furnishing
either C- or N-terminus-alkenylated products with excellent
chemoselectivity. In this macrocyclization, cyclic multipeptides
of varying ring size were successfully obtained with excellent
functional group tolerance. In addition, selective N-methylation
of the 2-pyridine directing group and successive hydrogenation
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Scheme 13: Late-stage C–H glycosylation of tryptophan-containing peptides.

processes provided an efficient traceless removal of the
directing group, affording free-NH tryptophan-containing
peptide 37g.

Conclusion
Metal-catalyzed late-stage functionalization has shown signifi-
cant potential in the fields of medicinal chemistry, agrochem-



Beilstein J. Org. Chem. 2021, 17, 1733–1751.

1747

Scheme 14: Late-stage C–H alkenylation of tryptophan-containing peptides.

istry, and chemical biology. While transition metal catalysis
has been a reliable and efficient strategy for late-stage functio-
nalization, it suffers several disadvantages, such as the need for
additional prefunctionalization and the use of expensive and
toxic precious metals. To avoid these issues, 3d-metal-
catalyzed C–H functionalization has recently been realized
as a sustainable catalytic system and is actively being
investigated for various late-state functionalization purposes.
Notably, late-stage functionalization with manganese catalysts
offers a sustainable catalytic system, and recent advancements
have allowed for the construction of diversified bioactive small
molecules and peptides through late-stage C–H aminations,
azidations, fluorinations, allylations, alkynylations, alkenyla-

tions, and fluorescent labeling with BODIPY. Moreover,
manganese catalysis exhibits excellent functional group
tolerance in late-stage C–H functionalization, indicating a
robust and versatile catalytic system. Several challenges
still remain since there are multiple steps to prepare suitable
high-valent Mn complexes. Furthermore, Mn(I)-catalyzed
enantioselective C–H functionalization at the late stage is
still underexplored. Given the sustainability and versatility
of manganese-catalyzed late-stage functionalization, further
advances are expected in the future, such as protecting-
group-free methodologies, peptide biosensors, and facile
functionalizations within unexplored realms of complex
peptides.
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Scheme 15: A) Late-stage C–H macrocyclization of tryptophan-containing peptides and B) traceless removal of pyridyl directing group.
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Abstract
Several valuable biologically active molecules can be obtained through C–H activation processes. However, the use of expensive
and not readily accessible catalysts complicates the process of pharmacological application of these compounds. A plausible way to
overcome this issue is developing and using cheaper, more accessible, and equally effective catalysts. First-row transition (3d)
metals have shown to be important catalysts in this matter. This review summarizes the use of 3d metal catalysts in C–H activation
processes to obtain potentially (or proved) biologically active compounds.
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Introduction
The discovery of new biologically active substances represents
not only an advance in the chemistry field but also offers inno-
vative chances for pharmacological and biomedical sciences.
Every year, several molecules are discovered and studied
against different types of diseases, such as cancer [1,2], malaria

[3,4], Chagas disease [5,6], HIV [7,8], depression [9,10],
amnesia [11], Alzheimer [12], and maybe even in a more recent
scenario, COVID-19 [13]. Even though many compounds are
found to present activity against these diseases, only a few of
them become approved, due to their toxicity or other issues
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Scheme 1: Schematic overview of transition metals studied in C–H activation processes.

related to their applicability. Therefore, synthetic methodolo-
gies that facilitate the successful production of potential biologi-
cally active molecules have a relevant role in the organic syn-
thesis research field.

One of the key synthetic methodologies is the C–H bond activa-
tion process that enables a straightforward access to several im-
portant and innovative compounds [14-18]. In the last few
years, metals such as ruthenium [19-21], rhodium [22-24],
palladium [25-27], and iridium [28-30] have been widely
applied as catalysts for this matter, including in the synthesis of
bioactive substances. Although catalysts based on these metals,
are known to be efficient in C–H bond activation reactions
affording the products in good yields and mild conditions, they
are also known to be usually expensive. This fact may nega-
tively affect the industrial application of synthetic procedures
relying on such catalysts. The substitution by cheaper and more
accessible metals such as any members of the first row of tran-
sition metals (Scheme 1) could overcome this drawback. The
application of these metals as catalysts for C–H activation pro-
cesses deserves a better exploration.

This review compilates the application of 3d metals as catalysts
for C–H activation processes to obtain biologically active com-
pounds or building blocks applied in the synthesis of molecules
with known biological effects.

Review
Scandium-catalyzed C–H activation
Scandium is the first metal of the 3d metals row. It is relatively
cheap compared to heavier transition metals, and it is common-
ly used on catalytic procedures, such as catalyzed polymeriza-
tion [31,32] and C–C coupling reactions [33,34]. It is also an in-
creasing metal option to develop C–H activation methods, since
it can be used as the metallic center of innovative and elabo-
rated complexes [35,36]. Scandium-based catalysts have not
been directly applied to the synthesis of known biologically
active compounds via C–H activation reactions. Therefore, as

challenging as it seems to be, there is still a demand for
applying this relevant methodology to obtain new compounds
with known pharmacological properties. However, several mol-
ecules based on structural scaffolds related to important biologi-
cal activities have been successfully achieved via scandium-cat-
alyzed C–H activation [37-41]. Hou’s group presented various
studies on this theme [42,43], such as a notable work recently
published in which they promoted a scandium-catalyzed intra-
molecular cyclization on benzimidazole substrates, via a C–H
activation at the C-2 position (Scheme 2B). In this process, a
scandium(III)/Cp* catalyst containing two units of an o-N,N-
(dimethylamino)benzyl ligand [Sc-1] was applied, and several
examples of cyclic benzimidazole compounds were obtained in
excellent yields (Scheme 2C) [37]. Benzimidazole compounds
bearing substituents in their C-2 position are present in several
bioactive molecules. They are also known to present valuable
biological activities, such as anti-HBV (1) [44], anti-HIV (2)
[45], antitumor (3) [46] and even antiplasmodial activities (4)
[47] (Scheme 2A). Although these studied bioactive com-
pounds do not directly represent the structural moieties ob-
tained in Hou’s group, this fact still gathers some critical value
to the large variety of products obtained in the above-cited
work. Incoming research works may lead to the observation of
relevant activities and the applicability of this class of mole-
cules.

Lou, Hou and co-workers also used the same catalyst to
perform a regioselective scandium-catalyzed alkylation of
2-phenyl-quinoline derivatives (Scheme 3B) [38]. It is impor-
tant to highlight the biological importance of quinoline deriva-
tives, since several quinolines are known to present valuable bi-
ological activities, such as anti-HIV (5) [48], antiviral in general
(6) [49], antituberculotic (7), and antimalarial (8) [50]
(Scheme 3A). Using 2-phenylquinoline derivatives as sub-
strates includes some intrinsic challenges, since there are two
sites in the molecule where the C–H activation can take place.
The authors were able to selectively obtain the C-8-substituted
product (product A) in a proportion higher than 20:1 over the
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Scheme 2: (A) Known biological activities related to benzimidazole-based compounds; (B and C) an example of a scandium-catalyzed C–H cycliza-
tion on benzimidazoles.

Scheme 3: (A) Known biological activities related to quinoline-based compounds; (B and C) an example of a scandium-catalyzed C–H alkylation of
2-phenylquinoline derivatives.
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Scheme 4: (A) Known biological activities related to sulfur-containing compounds; (B and C) an example of a scandium-catalyzed C(sp3)–H alkyl-
ation of methyl thioether derivatives.

product resulting from C’-2 activation (product B) in good to
excellent yields (Scheme 3C).

Another biologically active structural motif that can be
activated by this catalyst are thioethers, as was well described
by Hou and co-workers in 2018 [39]. In this work, the presence
of [Sc-1] and several alkenes resulted in the successful
scandium-C(sp3)–H alkylation of methyl thioethers
(Scheme 4B), by which different activated internal thio-
ethers were obtained in good yields (Scheme 4C). The transfor-
mation facilitates direct access to several sulfur-containing
pharmacological compounds that present valuable biological
activities, such as anti-HIV (9) [51], inhibition of snake venom
enzymes (10) [52], or even anti-estrogenic effects (11) [53]
(Scheme 4A).

Recently, Hou and co-workers also explored the utility of a sim-
ilar catalyst, [Sc-2], which bears a more electron-rich cyclo-
pentadienyl ligand, in a scandium-catalyzed C–H [3 + 2] cycli-
zation (Scheme 5B) [40]. In this transformation, several
aminoindane derivatives were obtained from benzylimines
in the presence of the catalyst [Sc-2],  alkenes and
[Ph3C][B(C6F5)4]. The desired aminoindane derivatives were
obtained with good regio- and enantioselectivity, (product A/
product B was observed in a ratio higher than 19:1,
Scheme 5C). It is worth mentioning that aminoindanes are scaf-
folds also present in biologically active molecules that may
present, for example, antipsychotic (12) [54], anticonvulsant

(13) [55], and antiparkinsonian activities (14) [56,57]
(Scheme 5A).

A few years earlier, Hou and co-workers reported the very first
metal-catalyzed C–H hydroaminoalkylation of tertiary amines
using norbornene as the coupling partner [41]. For this method,
the scandium catalyst that presented the best performance was a
homoleptic trialkylscandium, [Sc-3] (Scheme 6B), instead of
the usual cyclopentadienyl-containing dialkylscandium cata-
lysts described so far in this review. Several substituted
norbornene derivatives were obtained in good to excellent
yields (Scheme 6C). These bicyclic structures may present
unique biological activities including neuroprotective proper-
ties (15), as it was recently reported by Joubert and co-workers
[58], as well as acting as agonists of nicotinic receptors (16)
[59], representing an alternative option for the treatment of
cigarette addiction (Scheme 6A).

The use of scandium as the metallic motif in catalysts applied in
C–H activation methodologies leads to the formation of
important structures not yet been studied for their biological
activities. Therefore, there is more to be achieved and
studied, considering what scandium-based catalysts can still
offer.

Titanium-catalyzed C–H activation
Titanium is another well-known and considerably cheap 3d
metal which is underexplored in the C–H activation field [60],
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Scheme 5: (A) Known biological activities related to aminoindane derivatives; (B and C) an example of a scandium-catalyzed C–H cyclization on
aminoindane derivatives.

Scheme 6: (A) Known biological activities related to norbornane derivatives; (B and C) an example of a scandium-catalyzed C–H hydroaminoalkyla-
tion of tertiary amines.
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Scheme 7: (A) Known biological activities related to aniline derivatives; (B and C) an example of a titanium-catalyzed C–H hydroaminoalkylation of
N-alkylanilines.

especially with regard to the synthesis of biologically active
compounds. Therefore, further studies on the applicability of
this specific metal are highly desirable. Titanium is well known
to be used as titanium dioxide, a powerful photocatalyst present
in inks [61,62] and sunscreens [63,64]. As a catalyst, it can be
used, for example, in polymerization methods to synthesize
polypropylene [65]. With regard to C–H activation reactions,
Doye’s group has dedicated its research to the development of
significant titanium-catalyzed amine-directed C–H activation
[66,67]. Recently, a good example was reported, in which
C(sp3)–H hydroaminoalkylation of N-alkylaniline derivatives
was achieved [68]. For this process, the authors used a bulky
titanium catalyst, by which a desirable regioselectivity could be
achieved (Scheme 7B and C). The obtained N-substituted
anilines resemble some important compounds already known
for their biological activities, such as antimalarial (17) [69] and
anticancer (18) [70,71] properties (Scheme 7A).

Beckhaus and Doye reported cyclization processes mediated by
titanium catalysis, that led to pyridinone derivatives or external

cycloamines via an intramolecular titanium-catalyzed C–H
hydroaminoalkylation [72-74]. In these works, two titanium
catalysts were studied, tetrakis(dimethylamino)titanium
[Ti(NMe2)4] and tetrabenzyltitanium [TiBn4], and it was ob-
served that a better stereoselectivity was achieved by using the
first catalyst while a better yield was obtained when the second
catalyst was applied (Scheme 8B). Although the authors did not
explore any possible biological activity of the obtained prod-
ucts, some compounds bearing an N-substituted cyclohexyl-
amine moiety are known to present antidepressant and anal-
gesic activities (e.g., compounds 19, 20, and 21, Scheme 8A)
[75]. Further studies could reveal other notable biological activ-
ities, thus justifying the need to develop new and accessible tita-
nium catalysts.

As it can be observed from the previous cited works, titanium is
by far one of the least explored metal in the field. Since it is a
widely accessible and considerably cheap metal, it would be
highly suitable for the development of methodologies for the
synthesis of biologically active molecules. Based on the exam-
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Scheme 8: (A) Known biological activities related to cyclohexylamine derivatives; (B) an example of an intramolecular titanium-catalyzed C–H
hydroaminoalkylation of alkenes.

ples mentioned above, there is a specific preference for studies
of amine derivatives. However, different functional groups that
may go well along with titanium catalysis need still to be
explored.

Vanadium-catalyzed C–H activation
Vanadium is the twentieth most abundant element and the sixth
most abundant transition metal in Earth’s crust. Rarely encoun-
tered in its metallic form, vanadium exists in oxidation states
ranging from +5 to −3, including the four adjacent states +2 to
+5 in aqueous solutions, and usually presents 4, 5 or 6 coordina-
tion numbers. The V(II) and V(V) species are reducing and
oxidizing agents, respectively, whereas V(IV) is often encoun-
tered, mainly in the form of dioxovanadium ion VO2+ center
[76].

Vanadium-based compounds have been reported to mediate the
oxidation of alkanes to alcohols and ketones [76]. The reac-
tions are usually mediated by V(V) and V(IV)-oxo-peroxo com-
plexes, which are produced in situ from vanadium-oxo and
dioxo precatalysts in the presence of oxidants, such as H2O2,
O2, and tert-butyl hydroperoxide (TBHP) [76-82]. Inorganic
acids and chelating and non-chelating carboxylic acids have
been used as additives in these reactions and are suggested to
act as ligands, assist proton transfer and promote the formation
of oligovanadates by decreasing the pH value of the solution.

The mechanisms of some vanadium-mediated oxidation reac-
tions of alkanes have been studied, most of them providing evi-
dence for the involvement of radical species and a few
suggesting non-radical pathways in the presence of a Lewis acid

or oligovanadate complexes in solution [77,82-90]. Because
most of the reactions are not likely to occur through either a
direct metal-mediated C–H activation involving carbon–metal
bond or a mechanism involving the usual metal-mediated cou-
pling pathways comprising oxidative addition, transmetalation
and reductive elimination steps, they are beyond the scope of
this review and will not be extensively covered herein.

Homogeneous and heterogeneous vanadium-based catalysts
have been employed to obtain alcohols and carbonyl com-
pounds through oxidation, including VOSO4, Na(VO3),
VO(acac)2, VOX3, among others. Obtaining ketones and alde-
hydes from hydrocarbon compounds through vanadium-medi-
ated activation of C(sp3)–H bonds in a benzylic position has
been selectively feasible without activating a C(sp2)–H bond in
the arene moiety. Verma and co-workers [91] have reported the
use of VO(acac)2 immobilized over graphitic carbon nitride
(VO@gC3N4) under visible light irradiation to perform a photo-
catalytic C–H activation of arene methides and derivatives.
Using H2O2 as an oxidant agent, ketones and aldehydes were
obtained from hydrocarbons with high yields (85–99%,
Scheme 9B and 9C). Although the authors did not explore the
biological effects of the obtained products, this class of mole-
cules resembles the basic structure of several important biologi-
cally active molecules (22 and 23) (Scheme 9A) [92].

Interestingly, the same conditions could be used for benzene
hydroxylation to obtain phenol but were ineffective with
benzene rings bearing either electron-donating or electron-with-
drawing substituents. Notably, the catalyst could be reused five
times to oxidize ethylbenzene without significant loss of activi-



Beilstein J. Org. Chem. 2021, 17, 1849–1938.

1856

Scheme 9: (A) Known biologically active benzophenone derivatives; (B and C) photocatalytic oxidation of benzylic C–H bonds mediated by sup-
ported vanadium.

ty and metal leaching. The authors have suggested a mecha-
nism for the reaction involving radical species bearing a
benzylic carbon–vanadium bond.

Fluorine presents unique features and may lead to essential
changes in the structural and physicochemical properties of a
compound, thus affecting its pharmacodynamic and pharmaco-
kinetic profile. Consequently, fluorination methods are particu-
larly useful in the synthesis of bioactive substances, including
marketed drugs (24 and 25) (Scheme 10A) [93]. In addition to
oxygen insertion, vanadium use has also been reported for the
direct C(sp3)–H fluorination. Chen and co-workers [94] de-
scribed a fluorination method employing Selectfluor as fluorine
source and the commercially available V2O3 to give fluorine-
containing compounds under mild conditions and with moder-
ate to good yields (Scheme 10B,C). The reaction showed to be
chemoselective, maintaining good yields with compounds bear-
ing varied functional groups, whereas low yields were observed
for benzylic fluorination. Preliminary mechanistic studies sug-
gested the C–H abstraction to be the rate-determining step and
the high oxygen sensitivity of the reaction suggested it goes
through a radical pathway.

Similar to the oxidation of alkanes to give alcohols and carbon-
yl compounds, vanadium complexes have been reported to
mediate the hydroxylation of arenes, including the obtaining of

phenol from benzene. However, most mechanistic studies pro-
vided evidence for radical pathways involving vanadium-
peroxo species [76], with a few exceptions [95].

Vanadium-based catalysts have been employed in carbon–car-
bon bond formation reactions, such as arene couplings, thereby
proving especially useful in the synthesis of bioactive com-
pounds, including natural compounds and biaryl chiral auxil-
iaries. Also, the oxidative coupling of phenolic substrates has
been reported to be mediated by vanadium complexes such as
VCl4, VOCl3, and VOF3, among others. For instance, an intra-
molecular coupling of phenolic moieties using VOF3 has been
reported as a final step in the synthesis of the bioactive natural
macrolactone (±)-decinine (30) (Scheme 11B) [96]. These com-
pounds (26–29) derive from the class of Lythraceae alkaloids
(Scheme 11A), extracted from Heimia salicifolia, and present
valuable pharmacological properties, such as antisyphilitic,
sudoritic, antipyretic, laxative, and diuretic activities [97]. Tri-
fluoroacetic acid was used as an additive, being suggested to
avoid oxidation of the amine moiety by the formation of the
corresponding ammonium salt.

Similar conditions have been reported for an alternative synthe-
sis of both enantiomers of the antitumor phenanthroindolizidine
alkaloid boehmeriasin A (31) (Scheme 12A) [98], and phenan-
throindolizidines through an intramolecular oxidative
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Scheme 10: (A) Known bioactive fluorine-containing compounds; (B and C) vanadium-mediated C(sp3)–H fluorination.

Scheme 11: (A) Known biologically active Lythraceae alkaloids; (B) synthesis of (±)-decinine (30).
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Scheme 12: (A) Synthesis of (R)- and (S)-boehmeriasin (31); (B) synthesis of phenanthroindolizidines by vanadium-mediated aryl–alkene coupling.

aryl–alkene coupling (Scheme 12B) [99], which is a far less
common transformation in organic synthesis. This approach
was employed to synthesize eight phenanthroindolizidines, in-
cluding (R)-tylocrebrine (32) and (R)-tylophorine (33), which
were found to display antiproliferative activity in the nanomolar
range against human colorectal carcinoma, human breast carci-
noma and drug-resistant human ovarian adenocarcinoma cell
lines.

Methods for the oxidative homocoupling of phenolic com-
pounds to produce the corresponding biaryl products with high
enantiopurity using vanadium chelated with chiral ligands, such
as tridentate asymmetric imine ligands, have been reported. For
instance, (S)-binol derivatives could be successfully prepared
from 2-naphthols using a dimeric vanadium complex
(Scheme 13B and C) [100]. Binols have been reported to
present bactericidal (34) [101] and anticancer activities (35)
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Scheme 13: (A) Known bioactive BINOL derivatives; (B and C) vanadium-mediated oxidative coupling of 2-naphthols; (D) synthesis of a bismur-
rayafoline E derivative (36).

[102] (Scheme 13A). In this work, the use of a dinuclear cata-
lyst was found to strikingly increase the reaction rate, presum-
ably by reducing entropic costs associated with bringing two
molecules of substrate together. In addition, the high enantio-
purity was ascribed to a chiral environment that presents three
elements of asymmetry. Other examples of vanadium-mediated

oxidative homocouplings of phenolic substrates include
regioselective and asymmetric homocoupling of phenols and
2-hydroxycarbazoles [103,104].

Notably, Kozlowsky and co-workers were the first who re-
ported a method for the vanadium-based asymmetric coupling
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Scheme 14: (A) Known antiplasmodial imidazopyridazines; (B) practical synthesis of 41.

of phenols and 2-hydroxycarbazoles [105] that allowed the syn-
thesis of a wide range of chiral biphenols and bicarbazoles. The
use of a vanadium complex with less electron-rich ligands along
with the addition of Brønsted and Lewis acids, such as acetic
acid and LiCl, was suggested to account for the suitability of the
method for the coupling of oxidatively resistant substrates. The
usefulness of this method was demonstrated in the preparation
of the bicarbazole moiety present in the natural product bismur-
rayafoline E (36) [105], an alkaloid found in the leaves of
Murraya koeniggi (Scheme 13D) [106].

The oxidative formation of carbon–carbon bonds mediated by
vanadium has been reported as a method for the aminomethyla-
tion of arenes and heteroarenes. The so far described methods
include V2O5 and VO(acac)2 used for the alkylation of 2-naph-
thol and nitrogen-containing heteroaromatic moieties contain-
ing N-methylmorpholine-N-oxide, tetrahydroisoquinolines, and
N,N-dimethylacetamide [107-113]. The mechanisms involving
oxidation of the amine mediated by vanadium to give iminium

ions, followed by a nucleophilic attack of the heteroaromatic
ring, have been suggested for most reactions. Evidence comes
from the observed regioselectivity and the tolerance of the reac-
tions to radical scavengers, which are in accordance with the
occurrence of a heteroaromatic electrophilic substitution and a
non-radical pathway. An aminomethylation of the heteroaro-
matic ring with N-methylmorpholine-N-oxide catalyzed by
VO(aca)2 reported by Mitchell and co-workers [109], however,
was found to undergo with a regioselective outcome incompat-
ible to an electrophilic aromatic substitution reaction. The sub-
strate failed to give the same product when subjected to alkyl-
ation with the isolated putative iminium ion intermediate. The
authors then suggested the reaction took place through a radical
mechanism instead. This vanadium-mediated aminoalkylation
reaction was found to be a helpful strategy in the synthesis of
compound LY2784544 (41), a potent inhibitor of Janus kinase 2
that is under clinical trials for the management of myeloprolif-
erative disorders (Scheme 14B) [109,110]. Beyond that, this
class of molecules (imidazopyridazines) are known to present a
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potent antiplasmodial activity (37–40) (Scheme 14A) [114].
The use of vanadium-mediated aminoalkylation led to the intro-
duction of a morpholinomethyl moiety into the heteroaromatic
ring in a single step instead of the 5 steps required in the previ-
ously used route, thus significantly shortening the synthetic
route, and increasing the overall yield. The resulting eight-step
synthesis could be scaled to produce more than 100 kg of com-
pound 41 [109].

Based on what was presented so far, vanadium catalysis is
mainly applied as one of the steps involved in a total synthesis
that usually leads to the formation of a valuable biologically
active substance. This fact clarifies the high importance of
further studies and evaluations in this field. With this informa-
tion in mind and the fact that vanadium catalysis is also consid-
erably accessible, it is possible to expect that more complex and
currently high-cost drugs may be obtained in a cheaper way
leading to an easier access of currently expensive treatments to
the general population.

Chromium-catalyzed C–H activation
Chromium is a relatively abundant transition metal that has
been used for oxidative reactions, including cross-coupling and
carbon–carbon bond formation involving organochromium
species generated from alkyl halides [115,116]. Whereas its tox-
icity has hindered the use of Cr(VI) in organic synthesis, the
less toxic Cr(III) and Cr(II) salts have been exploited as plau-
sible catalysts in organic synthesis [117,118]. A good example
is a redox-neutral reaction for the allylation of aldehydes
promoted by a dual catalytic system comprising CrCl3 and an
iridium-based photocatalyst that was recently developed by
Schwarz and co-workers [119]. Similar conditions were further
employed to synthesize monoprotected 1,2-homoallylic diols
from aldehydes and silyl and alkyl enol ethers as the allylic
counterpart [120].

In the field of C–H activation studies, not many examples have
been described in the literature so far, especially towards the
synthesis of biologically active compounds. However, an inter-
esting example of a C(sp2)–H activation reaction promoted by
Cr(III) salts and AlMe3 as a base for the regioselective ortho
functionalization of aromatic secondary amides has been
recently reported [121]. The reaction is performed with
1–2 mol % of CrCl3 or Cr(aca)3, a stoichiometric amount of
AlMe3 and bromoalkynes (Scheme 15B), allyl bromide or 1,4-
dihydro-1,4-epoxynaphthalene as electrophiles. Several
2-alkynylbenzamide products were achieved in good yields, in-
cluding a derivate of moclobemide (42), a drug used to treat
depression and anxiety (Scheme 15C) [122]. It is worth men-
tioning here that this class of molecules can be used as effec-
tive anticancer drug carriers, which via a gold catalysis can be

triggered to release the drug on specific sites of the target cell in
a controlled manner (Scheme 15A) [123]. A proposed catalytic
cycle based on kinetic isotopic effect and kinetics data is illus-
trated in Scheme 15D. At the beginning of the reaction, inter-
mediate III can be formed from I and the Cr(III) salt to start the
cycle, thereby providing intermediate VI. The latter then under-
goes a ligand exchange with I to give the product and the key
intermediate II. It is noteworthy that the secondary amide works
both as the substrate and the ligand for the metal center, so that
no additional ligand is required. The method presents a broad
scope regarding the amide substrate. It gives moderate to excel-
lent yields for heteroaromatic and aromatic carboxamides bear-
ing electron-donating and electron-withdrawing substituents,
whereas substrates with ortho-substituents were found to be
unreactive, probably due to steric hindrance.

The one-pot difunctionalization of arenes involving a sequen-
tial C–O cleavage and C(sp2)–H activation mediated by
chromium was recently reported by Luo and Zeng [124]. The
reaction allows an ortho-directed diarylation of o-methoxybenz-
aldehyde imine derivatives with phenyl Grignard reagents as
coupling partners. As the catalyst CrCl2 is used and either 2,3-
dichlorobutane (DCB) or 1,2-dichloropropane (DCP) are used
as oxidant to give 2,5-diarylbenzaldehyde after imine hydroly-
sis (Scheme 16B). Although benzaldehyde is a basic structure,
it is present in compounds that have a significant anti-inflam-
matory activity (43 and 44) (Scheme 16A) [125]. The introduc-
tion of two distinct aryl moieties into arenes was also shown to
be feasible through the sequential functionalization with two
different Grignard reagents. For this purpose, the reaction was
kept at room temperature to avoid the difunctionalization, and
the oxidant was added only in the second step. Following this
route, six examples were obtained with moderate yields
(56–70%, Scheme 16C).

Although the use of chromium catalysis is still considered chal-
lenging due to the high toxicity of some chromium species,
based on the above cited examples, by using this metal valu-
able biologically active molecules can be safely obtained. The
correct, judicious, and optimized application of chromium-
based catalysts can lead to the easier access of several drugs.
Further studies in this area could help expanding the currently
available methods in organic synthesis.

Manganese-catalyzed C–H activation
Manganese is the twelfth most abundant element in the Earth’s
crust and the third most abundant transition metal after iron and
titanium [126]. The valence electron configuration of elemental
manganese is 3d54s2 with a high redox potential due to the high
number of available oxidation states (−3 to +7), allowing the
formation of compounds with a coordination number of up to 7
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Scheme 15: (A) Gold-catalyzed drug-release mechanism using 2-alkynylbenzamides; (B and C) chromium-mediated alkynylation of carboxamides;
(D) proposed mechanism.
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Scheme 16: (A) Examples of anti-inflammatory benzaldehyde derivatives; (B and C) chromium-mediated difunctionalization of arenes.

[127]. These properties associated with a low toxicity and low
cost make manganese a metal with great potential in organome-
tallic chemistry and catalysis [128]. The first example of a stoi-
chiometric manganese-mediated C–H activation, reported by
Stone, Bruce, and co-workers (1970) [129], was an ortho-meta-
lation in azobenzenes. In recent years, with the expansion of the
C–H activation field, manganese catalysts have been applied in
some very sophisticated protocols including several examples
reported by the White group. In 2015, White and co-workers re-
ported a new catalytic method using manganese tert-butyl-
phthalocyanine [Mn(t-BuPc)Cl] for the chemoselective intra-
molecular amination of various C(sp3)–H bond types like
benzylic, allylic, 3°, 2°, and 1° aliphatic, using unsubstituted
linear sulfamate esters (Scheme 17A and B) [130]. This method
is also compatible with substrates containing adjacent substitu-
ents like protected amines and tolerates the presence of elec-
tron-withdrawing groups as well as α-substituted alkynes. The
authors also succesfully applied the method toward a C-substi-
tuted indol, which is a particularly useful heteroaromatic motif
in medicinal chemistry, being encountered in many bioactive
compounds. The corresponding product was obtained with good

yield and high diastereoisomeric ratio. Following these results,
the late-stage diversification using the [Mn(t-BuPc)Cl] catalyst
was applied to more complex natural compounds such as the
isosteviol derivative 45 and the betulinic acid derivative 47,
which underwent conversion in good and high yields and with
high chemoselectivity. The functionalized isosteviol derivate
furnished a useful and versatile oxathiazinane (46). The
betulinic acid-derived sulfamate ester preferentially underwent
amination at the γ primary C–H bond of the equatorial
C23 methyl group with high site- and diastereoselectivity to
furnish the oxathiazinane derivat ive in 76% yield
(Scheme 17C).

The White group also reported a series of manganese-catalyzed
intermolecular benzylic C(sp3)–H amination reactions using
2,2,2-trichloroethyl sulfamate (TcesNH2) and PhI(OPiv)2 as the
oxidant (Scheme 18A and 18B) [131]. The manganese
perchlorophthalocyanine [MnIII(ClPc)Cl] catalyst enabled a
highly site-selective and wide functional-group tolerant reac-
tion. To test this protocol versatility over biologically relevant
scaffolds, a COCF3-leelamine analogue 48 with two sterically
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Scheme 17: (A and B) Manganese-catalyzed chemoselective intramolecular C(sp3)–H amination; (C) late-stage modification of an isosteviol deriva-
tive (45) and a betulinic acid derivative (47).

differentiated benzylic sites was selectively aminated at the sec-
ondary benzylic site. After Tces deprotection, the free amine
derivative was produced in 43% overall yield. The 2,8-dioxabi-
cyclo[3.3.1]nonane skeleton is contained in biflavonoids and
was shown to exhibit many medicinal activities like antiviral,
anti-inflammatory and antitumor properties. The bicyclic com-
pound 49 was aminated at the benzylic position in 57% yield
(1:1 dr, Scheme 18C).

Nitrogen-containing heterocycles are present in several valu-
able bioactive compounds, such as piracetam (50) [132],
anisomycin (51) [133], and alogliptin (52) [134] (Scheme 20A).

Sometimes better biological results are observed after simple
structural modifications, and the introduction of methyl groups
has an attractive effect on the properties of medicinal com-
pounds [135]. However, the selective late-stage methylation has
a limited scope due to the lack of suitable methodologies [136].
The insertion of methyl groups at positions adjacent to
heteroatoms often has a further effect improvement, however, it
is even more challenging. In front of this, White and co-workers
(2020) adopted a strategy consisting of an initial hydroxylation
of the C(sp3)–H bonds adjacent to N- or O-heteroatoms fol-
lowed by a methylation step (Scheme 19B and C) [137]. The
hydroxylation of positions next to heteroatoms leads to hemi-
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Scheme 18: (A and B) Manganese-catalyzed C(sp3)–H amination; (C) late-stage modification of a leelamine derivative (48) and a biflavonoid ana-
logue (49).

aminals and hemiacetals which typically promotes an overoxi-
dation to the corresponding carbonyl compound. The sterically
hindered catalyst Mn(CF3PDP)(MeCN)2(SbF6)2 (where
CF3PDP is 1,1′-bis((5-(2,6-bis(trifluoromethyl)phenyl)pyridin-
2-yl)methyl)-2,2′-bipyrrolidine) controls the site- and chemose-
lectivity in the hydroxylating step of the methylene C(sp3)–H
bond while milder oxidation conditions help to increase the
chemoselectivity. The methylation step is accomplished using a
modestly nucleophilic organoaluminium reagent (AlMe3) to
activate the hemiaminal/hemiacetal avoiding undesirable elimi-
nation to the enamine, or attack at other electrophilic sites in
complex substrates. The presence of a fluorine source like
diethylaminosulfur trifluoride (DAST) or the Lewis acid boron

trifluoride diethyl etherate (BF3·OEt2) result in the formation of
reactive iminium or oxonium species in the methylation step.
Abiraterone acetate (53) is a drug used in cancer treatment
[138]. The Mn-catalyzed methylation of an abiraterone ana-
logue was achieved by replacing the fluorination step by mesy-
lation in 15% of overall yield and only a single diastereoisomer
was observed (Scheme 19D). In carbocyclic substrates the dis-
placement of a C–F bond or ionization with a Lewis acid is
difficult, but mesylates are stable and suitable for AlMe3 activa-
tion.

As already mentioned, indoles are an important class of mole-
cules with potential antidiabetic properties since they can act as
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Scheme 19: (A) Known bioactive compounds containing substituted N-heterocycles; (B and C) manganese-catalyzed oxidative C(sp3)–H methylation;
(D) late-stage modification of an abiraterone analogue 53.

GPR40 full agonists (54 and 55, Scheme 20A) [139]. Acker-
mann and co-workers presented a manganese(I)-catalyzed C–H
allylation, installing α,β-unsaturated esters in peptide analogues
bearing indole motifs (Scheme 22B) [140]. Starting with trypto-
phan, the enantioselective allylation reaction afforded the prod-
uct (98% yield) (Scheme 20C). More complex structures like

dipeptides and substrates containing multiple Lewis-basic func-
tionalities also presented good yields and chemoselectivities
with this protocol. The robust allylation reaction was tested in
even more complex structures, including steroid-containing
substrates, and its high efficiency makes it an excellent method-
ology for late-stage modifications (Scheme 20D).
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Scheme 20: (A) Known indoles that present GPR40 full agonist activity; (B and C) manganese-catalyzed C–H alkylation; (D) late-stage modification
furnishing 56, using a cholesterol derivative as coupling partner.

Biaryl structures are present in several important drugs current-
ly commercially available (57, 58, and 59, Scheme 21A) [141]
and synthetic methods to achieve the aryl–aryl connection are
crucial. In 2018, Ackermann and co-workers described a novel
room temperature C–H arylation by using a continuous visible
light photo-flow technique, allied with a manganese photocata-
lyst CpMn(CO)3 [142]. The new flow protocol enabled the syn-
thesis of several arene- and heterocyclic-based compounds in
excellent yields and short reaction times (Scheme 21B and C).
The robustness of the manganese-catalyzed photo-flow reac-
tion was demonstrated by a gram-scale preparation of the key

intermediate in the synthesis of the pharmaceutical compound
dantrolene (60) in high yields (Scheme 21D).

The azide group is another powerful organic function present
for example in zidovudine, a worldwide known anti-HIV drug,
but also in its derivatives (61 and 62) (Scheme 22A), which can
present 10-times higher activities against HIV replication [143].
In 2020 the same group reported the use of a manganese cata-
lyst in the azidation of inert C(sp3)–H bonds using organic elec-
trosynthesis in a straightforward procedure, enabling the azida-
tion of a series of primary, secondary and tertiary alkyl moieties
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Scheme 21: (A) Examples of known biaryl-containing drugs; (B and C) manganese-catalyzed C–H arylation through continuous visible light photo-
flow reaction; (D) dantrolene (60) total synthesis.

(Scheme 22B and C) [144]. In general, the new methodology
proved to be resource-economic and straightforward, operating
under mild conditions without the need of directing groups,
using traceless electrons as sole redox reagents, presenting high
scope and chemoselectivity. The robustness of the reaction was
proved by the late-stage modification of pharmaceutically rele-
vant compounds by promoting the azidation of a retinoic acid
receptor agonist analogue 63 and an estrone acetate derivative
64 (Scheme 22D).

A seminal work involving manganese-catalyzed C–H organic
electrosynthesis and photoredox catalysis was reported in the
same year by Lei and co-workers, also regarding the azidation
of alkyl scaffolds (Scheme 23A and B) [145]. The authors suc-
cessfully applied a manganese salt in catalytic amounts, allied
with the use of an electrical current in combination with blue

LED lights and an organic photocatalyst (DDQ), affording
azidated alkyl moieties in excellent yields and chemoselectivity
through alkyl C–H bonds. The photo-electro methodology
allowed the late-stage functionalization of valuable bioactive
molecules, and the structures of a adapalene precursor (65) and
ibuprofen derivative (66) were successfully azidated in moder-
ate yields (Scheme 23C).

Some silylated compounds like 67 have proven to be efficient
antibacterial compounds (Scheme 24A) [146]. In 2021, a diver-
gent silylation of alkenes via a manganese-catalyzed C–H acti-
vation was reported by Xie et al. by using a ligand-tuned metal-
loradical reactivity strategy (Scheme 24B and C) [147]. Using
Mn2(CO)10 as a catalyst precursor, the authors described the
dehydrosilylation and hydrosilylation of alkenes to afford sily-
lated alkanes and alkenes in excellent yields and stereoselectivi-
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Scheme 22: (A) Known zidovudine derivatives with potent anti-HIV properties; (B and C) manganese-catalyzed C–H organic electrosynthesis; (D)
late-stage modification.

ty, depending on the phosphine-based ligand employed. The
reaction proved to work through a redox-neutral path, being
considered an atom-economical process, exhibiting a broad sub-
strate scope and excellent functional group tolerance. It enabled
the late-stage diversification of a complex molecule like a preg-
nenolone derivative (68, Scheme 24D).

As it can be seen, using either more complex or more simple
manganese catalysis, it is possible to obtain a large variety of
functionalized compounds, from arylated compounds to new
azide substances. This is an important characteristic in the syn-
thesis and evaluation of biologically active molecules, since
using different methods, a large variety of potential compounds
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Scheme 23: (A and B) Manganese-catalyzed C–H organic photo-electrosynthesis; (C) late-stage modification.

can be obtained and studied. Larger scopes increase the chance
of finding plausible new drugs, with potent activities.

Iron-catalyzed C–H activation
By mass, iron is the most abundant metal on Earth. Therefore, it
has been and still is widely used in many fields, from ancient
but still applicable appliance as feedstock to construct basic
steel tools [148], to the most recent nanotechnology field [149].
Iron presents powerful catalyst properties [150-152], including
applications in C–H activation reactions [153-155].

In 2007, White and Chen reported a seminal work regarding
predictably selective aliphatic C–H oxidations by using an iron-

based small molecule catalyst and hydrogen peroxide as
oxidizing agent (Scheme 25A and B) [156]. This pioneering
methodology changed the way how complex molecules and
pharmaceuticals are synthesized, by using the steric and elec-
tronic properties of the substrates to achieve selectivity, with-
out the need for directing groups, presenting a broad scope and
satisfactory yields. The late-stage modification of complex mol-
ecules like (+)-artemisinin (69) and a (+)-tetrahydrogibberellic
acid analogue 70 could be rapidly achieved in moderate yields
(Scheme 25C).

In 2014, Brown and Rasik employed White’s oxidation method
as the final step in the first total synthesis of gracilioether F (75)
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Scheme 24: (A) Example of a known antibacterial silylated dendrimer; (B and C) manganese-catalyzed C–H silylation; (D) late-stage modification of
the pregnenolone derivative 68.

[157], a natural polyketide with an unusual tricyclic core
and five contiguous stereocenters, part of the family of
gracilioethers 71–74 (Scheme 26A) extracted from the
marine sponge Plakinastrella mamillaris  [158]. The
synthesis started with a cyclopentene derivative, obtained
after two steps from a diol via tosylation/displacement strategy
with Me2CuLi·LiI. Then, after a Lewis acid-promoted

cycloaddition, the alkylation of the α-carbon atom followed by r
egioselective Baeyer–Villiger oxidation provided the
target lactone in 61% yield over two steps. The final steps
involved a one-pot ozonolysis with quenching under Pinnick
oxidation conditions to afford the carboxylic acid derivative in
83% yield, followed by White’s selective C–H oxidation
(Scheme 26B).
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Scheme 25: (A and B) Fe-based small molecule catalyst applied for selective aliphatic C–H oxidations; (C) late-stage modification of (+)-artemisinin
(69) and a (+)-tetrahydrogibberellic acid analogue 70.

White’s selective C–H oxidation was also applied in the late-
stage modification of amino acids and peptides in 2016
(Scheme 27A and B) [159]. The methodology facilitated the
targeted C–H oxidative modifications in amino acids and
peptides concomitant with the preservation of the α-center
chirality in good yields and broad scope regarding the number
of amino acids and peptide scaffolds compatible with the trans-
formation. The late-stage oxidation of proline 76 to 5-hydroxy-
proline furnished interesting intermediates, giving access to
relevant motifs in peptide chemistry (Scheme 27C).

Sesquiterpenes are known to present complex polycyclic struc-
tures with several chiral centers, and nowadays, several
sesquiterpenes have been isolated from plants of the Illicium
genus (77–79, Scheme 28A) [160]. (+)-Pseudoanisatin (80) is
one example, and its first chemical synthesis was achieved in 12
steps by Maimone and collaborators in 2016 utilizing a straight-
forward site-selective C(sp3)−H bond functionalization strategy
(Scheme 28B) [160]. Starting from the abundant feedstock
chemical cedrol, oxidation of the gem-dimethyl group was
achieved on a gram scale, with the formation of a strained tetra-
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Scheme 26: (A) Examples of naturally occurring gracilioethers; (B) the first total synthesis of gracilioether F (75) utilizing a C–H oxidation in the final
step.

hydrofuran ring. The latter was methylated and eliminated via
the action of Meerwein’s salt (Me3OBF4) and a mild base
(proton sponge) to afford a methoxy cedrene derivative. Next,
oxidative cleavage of the double bond using NaIO4/
RuCl3·xH2O enabled a ring opening, followed by lactonization
promoted by CuBr2 via an intramolecular acyloxylation. The
5,5-fused ring system was then converted to a 5,6-fused
seco-prezizaane scaffold through an α-ketol rearrangement
promoted by a strong base and after secondary alcohol protec-
tion with TBSCl, a Fe-catalyzed C–H activation reaction
promoted a second lactonization to afford (+)-pseudoanisatin
(Scheme 28B).

In 2016, Chirik and co-workers described the deuteration of
several pharmaceuticals via an Fe-catalyzed C–H activation
protocol (Scheme 29A and B) [161]. The site selectivity of the
bulky iron catalyst was orthogonal to conventional iridium cata-
lysts used in deuterium labelling experiments, allowing the
functionalization of complementary positions in several mole-
cules of medicinal importance. Using molecular deuterium gas,
the deuterium exchange occurred at different positions in small
molecules in different proportions and satisfactory yields. Late-
stage site-selective deuteration of pharmaceuticals like paroxe-
tine (81), loratadine (82), and suvorexant (83) was achieved in
moderate yields (Scheme 29C).
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Scheme 27: (A and B) Selective aliphatic C–H oxidation of amino acids; (C) late-stage modification of proline-containing tripeptide 76.
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Scheme 28: (A) Examples of Illicium sesquiterpenes; (B) first chemical synthesis of (+)-pseudoanisatin (80) in 12 steps.

In 2019, Han and collaborators reported a biomimetic Fe-cata-
lyzed aerobic oxidation of methylarenes to benzaldehydes by
using inexpensive and nontoxic reactants (Scheme 30A and B)
[162]. The method was inspired by the biocatalytic action of the
cytochrome P-450 cycle, which is driven by a reductase or
bioreductant, and presented high versatility in incorporating
both aldehyde and ketone functionalities into unprotected aryl-

boronic acids. The reaction consists of using a porphyrin-based
iron catalyst, and several scaffolds were successfully oxidized
in good to excellent yields. The methodology also enabled the
late-stage oxidation of complex molecules bearing benzylic
C–H bonds like tocopherol nicotinate (84), which has never
been demonstrated for any other catalytic oxidations of alkyl-
aromatics (Scheme 30C).
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Scheme 29: (A and B) Fe-catalyzed deuteration; (C) late-stage modification of pharmaceuticals.

Scheme 30: (A and B) Biomimetic Fe-catalyzed aerobic oxidation of methylarenes to benzaldehydes (PMHS, polymethylhydrosiloxane); (C) late-
stage modification of tocopherol nicotinate (84).
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Scheme 31: (A) Known tetrahydroquinolines with potential biological activities; (B and C) redox-selective Fe catalysis; (D) total synthesis of a
caspase-3 inhibitor 90.

A straightforward method for an α-amino C−H bond functional-
ization was described by Kang et al. in 2020 to promote the
synthesis of tetrahydroquinolines from tertiary anilines
(Scheme 31B and C) [163]. Tetrahydroquinolines are a class of
compounds already known to present varied biological effects
(85–89, Scheme 31A), such as antioxidant, α-amylase inhibitor,
anticancer, and anti-inflammatory activities [164]. The reaction
was promoted by non heme-Fe catalyst, behaving similarly to
the bioinspired iron catalyst in a redox-selective way. The com-
bination of Fe(phen)3(PF6)3 and tertiary anilines afforded
α-aminoalkyl radicals that could be coupled with a wide range
of electrophilic partners to afford the products in moderate to
good yields. The new reaction was also used in the first step of
the total synthesis of a caspase-3 inhibitor (90), and mechanis-
tic investigations showed that O2 behaves as a terminal oxidant
to form α-aminoalkyl radicals, whereas the formation of an
Fe-peroxo species in the catalytic cycle was confirmed using a

combination of EPR and ESI mass spectrometry experiments
(Scheme 31D).

One-pot processes for the synthesis of benzo[b]furans from
aryl- or alkylketones using nonprecious Fe and Cu catalysis
have been described by Sutherland and co-workers in 2020
(Scheme 32B and C) [165]. Benzofurans are important scaf-
folds present in several bioactive compounds, such as
balsaminone A (91, antipruritic activity), xylarianaphthol-1 (92,
anticancer activity), and amiodarone (93, antiarrhythmic activi-
ty) (Scheme 32A) [166]. The method consists of a tandem,
regioselective Fe(III)-catalyzed C–H halogenation, followed by
an Fe or Cu-catalyzed O-arylation to access the benzo[b]furan
derivatives in high yields. Several natural products and pharma-
cologically active targets bearing the furan ring were synthe-
sized in moderate to good yields. Overall, the new protocol
presented a broad scope and excellent functional group toler-
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Scheme 32: (A) Known drugs containing a benzofuran unit; (B and C) Fe/Cu-catalyzed tandem O-arylation to access benzo[b]furan derivatives;
(D) total synthesis of moracin F (95) and caleprunin B (96).

ance, allowing the synthesis of valuable molecules like corsi-
furan C (94), moracin F (95), and caleprunin B (96)
(Scheme 32D).

In 2020, Chattopadhyay and collaborators reported a new
concept involving the intramolecular denitrogenative C(sp3)–H

amination of 1,2,3,4-tetrazoles bearing unactivated primary,
secondary, and tertiary C–H bonds via an Fe-catalyzed C–H ac-
tivation (Scheme 33B and 33C) [167]. The new C(sp3)–H
amination protocol presented high levels of selectivity, reactivi-
ty, and functional group tolerance, providing a large number of
complex nitrogen heterocycles like azaindolines, pyrrolo-quino-
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Scheme 33: (A) Known azaindolines that act as M4 muscarinic acetylcholine receptor agonists; (B and C) intramolecular denitrogenative C(sp3)–H
amination of 1,2,3,4-tetrazoles; (D) total synthesis of the DU-145 cell inhibitor 100.

lines and -quinolones in excellent yields. Amongst the synthe-
sized scaffolds, especially azaindolines are known to be present
in M4 muscarinic acetylcholine receptor agonists (97, 98, and
99, Scheme 33A) [168]. Asymmetric variations of the porphy-
rin-based iron catalysts also provided the desired product with
100% conversion and enantiomeric ratios up to 73:27 in some
cases. The straightforward Fe catalysis was used as a key step in
the synthesis of a DU-145 cell inhibitor (100), that was ob-
tained in 70% yield over two steps (Scheme 33D).

Indolones are known to present potent anticholinesterase activi-
ty (101, 102, and 103) (Scheme 34A). Therefore, the use of this
class of molecules as substrates in organic functionalization
methods is of high importance in the field of Alzheimer’s
disease studies [169]. In 2020, Xu and co-workers described an
unprecedented dual C–H functionalization of indolin-2-ones
and benzofuran-2-ones via an oxidative C(sp3)–H cross-cou-
pling protocol catalyzed by inexpensive FeCl3 and ligand-free
conditions (Scheme 34B and 34C) [170]. The new method
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Scheme 34: (A) Known indolinones with anticholinesterase activity; (B and C) oxidative C(sp3)–H cross coupling protocol; (D) total synthesis of repre-
sentative bioactive compounds.

presented broad scope in the construction of tetrasubstituted
carbon centers from methylenes to access a wide range of spiro
N-heterocyclic oxindoles in excellent yields, including diamine,
benzamide, and spirothiazole scaffolds. The high potential of
the reaction was demonstrated by the synthesis of bioactive

compounds like an IRAP inhibitor (104) and an antibreast
cancer agent (105) in good yields (Scheme 34D).

Iron is by far the cheapest and most abundant metal to be used
from the 3d series, and these facts are reflected by the amount
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and quality of studies that has been done so far. From the
simplest iron salts to the most enantiospecific complex forms,
iron catalysis is playing an important role for the development
of additional accessible C–H activation methods. From these
perspectives it can be assumed that in the near future iron will
be one of the most studied metal applied in C–H functionaliza-
tion methodologies.

Cobalt-catalyzed C–H activation
Cobalt is a cheap metal that presents powerful colors in its ionic
forms and therefore, it has been used as a basic element in
ink since ancient periods [171,172]. Cobalt alloys are used in
blades [173] and batteries [174]. Due to its accessibility, it is
well explored in catalysis for many fields, such as cycloaddi-
tion reactions [175], polymerization [176], and C–C cross-cou-
pling methods [177]. Several biologically active compounds
have been obtained through cobalt catalysis [178-180] includ-
ing its application in C–H activation reactions [181-185]. The
synthesis of biologically important compounds using C–H acti-
vation techniques has been described by Ackermann and
co-workers in 2019 [186]. In this specific work, a cobalt-Cp*
catalyzed C–H alkenylation was performed at the C-2 position
of indole derivatives bearing peptide units in the C-3 position
(Scheme 35A). This process led to several activated products in
good yields, including one whose basic structure is already
known to present important biological activities (106) [187]
(Scheme 35B). Still in this work, several products were
submitted to a subsequent metathesis mediated by Grubbs-II
catalyst and a further palladium-catalyzed C=C reduction and
DG-removal process, from which the desired macrocyclic
peptides were obtained in good to excellent yields
(Scheme 35C).

Recently, again Ackermann and co-workers [188] described a
cobalt-Cp*-catalyzed C–H methylation of several well-known
pharmaceuticals, such as diazepam (a commercially available
anxiolytic drug [189]), paclitaxel (a commercially available
anticancer drug [190]), celecoxib (a commercially available
analgesic drug [191]), and rucaparib (a commercially available
anticancer drug [192]). They achieved the C–H methylation by
following two methods (method A or method B, Scheme 36A)
and obtained the methylated analogues 107–119 in moderate to
very high yields (Scheme 36B and C).

Ellman and co-workers described a powerful and interesting
three-component reaction in which a cobalt-Cp*-catalyzed C–H
bond addition afforded complex scaffolds in good yields
(Scheme 37B and C) [193]. The authors explained the stereose-
lectivity by means of a mechanism involving a hydride migra-
tion suffering influence of steric effects related not only to the
catalyst ligands but also to the diene R5 and R6 substituents.

With this innovative method in hands, the authors explored the
synthetic applicability in the preparation of a core unit from
lasalocid A (124), a known antibiotic drug [194] that, along
with its four analogues 120–123 (Scheme 37A), were extracted
from Streptomyces lasaliensis cultures [195]. The synthesis
succeeded in five steps, each one of them in good yields, in-
cluding the cobalt-catalyzed C–H bond addition (Scheme 37D).

One year later, the same group described a unique cobalt-Cp*
catalyzed C(sp2)–H amidation technique [196] applied to thio-
strepton (125), a known biosynthetic antibiotic drug that
presents a highly complex chemical structure [197]
(Scheme 38A). The activation exclusively occurs at one of the
hydrogen atoms of the dehydroalanine (Dha) portions Dha1 and
Dha2, towards the formation of the Z-stereoisomer
(Scheme 38A). No reaction was observed at the Dha-3 part and,
according to the substitution pattern from the coupling partner,
a higher preference for the substitution at the Dha-1 (product A)
over the Dha-2 (product B) site was also observed
(Scheme 38B), characterizing an excellent and valuable regio-
and diastereoselectivity.

In the same year, Wu, Li and co-workers described a successful
cobalt-Cp*-catalyzed C–H amidation of benzaldehyde deriva-
tives (Scheme 39B), in which the aldehyde portion works as the
directing group [198]. After an acid workup using diluted
hydrochloric acid, the desired ortho-amidated products were ob-
tained in good yields (Scheme 39C). The authors used the same
methodology to synthesize two 4H-benzo[d][1,3]oxazin-4-one
derivatives that act as inhibitors of two enzymes (compounds
130 and 131 in Scheme 39D). The first one is the enzyme C1r
serine protease, involved in both inflammation and renal scar-
ring [199], and the second one is the enzyme elastase, responsi-
ble for consuming elastine, leading to aging processes [200].
Beyond that, 4H-benzo[d][1,3]oxazin-4-one derivatives
126–129 have been studied as potential hypolipidemic drugs
(Scheme 39A) [201].

Beyond the above-cited cobalt-Cp* examples, other classes of
cobalt catalysts can also be used to affect C–H activation in dif-
ferent substrates. A good example is the use of chelated
cobalt(III) catalysts, such as [Co(acac)3], as recently mentioned
by Lu, Loh and co-workers [202]. In this work, the catalyst was
used to mediate a C–H arylation at the C-2 position of N-(2-
pyrimidyl)pyrrole derivatives (Scheme 40A). Several activated
products were obtained in moderate to good yields
(Scheme 40B). The authors extrapolated this methodology,
using it to synthesize a derivative of vilazodone (135,
Scheme 40C), a known antidepressant drug commercialized
under the name viibryd which also bears potential activity
against Parkinson’s disease [203].
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Scheme 35: (A and B) Cobalt-catalyzed C–H alkenylation of C-3-peptide-containing indoles; (C) derivatization by Grubbs-II-catalyzed metathesis to
macrocyclic peptides.
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Scheme 36: (A) Cobalt-Cp*-catalyzed C–H methylation of known drugs; (B and C) scope of the o-methylated derivatives.
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Scheme 37: (A) Known lasalocid A analogues; (B and C) three-component cobalt-catalyzed C–H bond addition; (D) lasalocid A core unit synthesis.

I n  p r e v i o u s  s t u d i e s  i t  h a s  b e e n  o b s e r v e d  t h a t
2-phenoxypyridines belong to a class of compounds that
presents potent herbicidal properties (136, 137, Scheme 41A)
[204]. Chelated cobalt(II) catalysts, such as [Co(acac)2],
can also be used in C–H activation methods to modify
2-phenoxypyridines, from which other biological activities can

be discovered. Although they present a lower oxidation state,
they are also powerful catalysts, as described by Gou, Cao, and
co-workers for a C–H acetoxylation of phenol derivatives
(Scheme 43B) [205]. In the presence of phenyliodine(III)
diacetate (PIDA) the reaction leads to several ortho-directed
acetoxylated products  in  moderate  to  good yields
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Scheme 38: (A and B) Cobalt-catalyzed C(sp2)–H amidation of thiostrepton.

(Scheme 41C). The authors used the same method in a late-
stage functionalization of the ortho-position of diflufenican
(138, Scheme 41D), a known commercial pesticide [206].

Cinnamic acid and its derivatives 139–142 are commonly found
in food consumed daily, and are known for their antidiabetic
properties (Scheme 42A) [207]. In 2017, Mita, Sato, and

co-workers published a C(sp3)–H carboxylation using the same
cobalt(acac)2 catalyst mentioned in the previous example for the
synthesis of cinnamic acid derivatives and analogues [208]. The
authors used CO2 as a carbonyl source in the presence of a
Lewis acid (AlMe3), and a bulky ligand (Xantphos), followed
by acid treatment (Scheme 42B), to promote the tautomeriza-
tion that leads to the formation of the desired terminal
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Scheme 39: (A) Known 4H-benzo[d][1,3]oxazin-4-one derivatives with hypolipidemic activity; (B and C) cobalt-catalyzed ortho-directed C–H amida-
tion of benzaldehyde derivatives; (D) application of the synthesis to important enzyme inhibitors.

carboxylic acids in good yields (Scheme 42C). The chemo- and
regioselective method was applied, along with other cyclization/
oxidation methods for the preparation of a tricyclic quinoidal
compound, resembling the structure of (+)-frenolicin B (143,
Scheme 42D), a known natural product extracted from the

ferment supernatant residue from Streptomyces sp. that presents
fungicidal activity [209].

A cobalt(III)-catalyzed C–H borylation was described by Chirik
and co-workers in 2017 where they used a unique chelated
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Scheme 40: (A and B) Cobalt-catalyzed C–H arylation of pyrrole derivatives; (C) application for the synthesis of a vilazodone derivative.

cobalt catalyst (Scheme 43A) [210]. In this case, the electronic
intrinsic effects of fluorinated arenes were responsible for the
innate ortho-direction of this reaction, from which several bory-
lated compounds were achieved in excellent yields. However,
some of them were obtained as an ortho/meta mixture, with
higher selectivity towards the ortho-isomers (Scheme 43B).
Using the same method, the authors also described the success-

ful synthesis of flurbiprofen (144), a potent anti-inflammatory
drug [211], that was obtained in a four-step procedure, starting
from the commercially available 3-iodofluorobenzene
(Scheme 43C).

An interesting cobalt/ruthenium cross-coupling cyclization was
described by Wu and Lei in 2015 [212]. In this work, the



Beilstein J. Org. Chem. 2021, 17, 1849–1938.

1888

Scheme 41: (A) Known 2-phenoxypyridine derivatives with potent herbicidal activity; (B and C) cobalt-catalyzed C–H acetoxylation of 2-(aryloxy)pyri-
dine derivatives; (D) application to the functionalization of diflufenican (138).
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Scheme 42: (A) Natural cinnamic acid derivatives; (B and C) cobalt-catalyzed C–H carboxylation of terminal alkenes; (D) application of the method to
the synthesis of a (+)-frenolicin B derivative (143).
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Scheme 43: (A and B) Cobalt-catalyzed C–H borylation; (C) application to the synthesis of flurbiprofen.

authors described an intramolecular photoredox cobalt-
catalyzed C–H thiolation of thioamide substrates using
two different methods (Scheme 44B). Using both methods,
several benzothiazoles were obtained in excellent yields,
most of them higher than 90% (Scheme 44C). Amongst the
obtained products, one of them (148) is already known for
its important antitumor activity [213]. Beyond that, benzothia-
zoles 145–147 present anticonvulsant activity (Scheme 44A)
[214].

More simple cobalt(II) catalysts can also mediate valuable C–H
activation processes, as exemplified by Stahl and co-workers in

2017 [215]. In this work, a cobalt-catalyzed aerobic oxidation
leads to the formation of several ketones in good to excellent
yields (Scheme 45A and B). One of the obtained products is a
precursor of AMG 579 (149), an important phosphodiesterase
10A inhibitor (Scheme 45C) [216], being a potentially useful
drug to treat schizophrenia.

Wang and co-workers described a C–H difluoroalkylation
method using only cobalt(II) bromide as catalyst (Scheme 46B)
[217]. This fact represents a simple and highly accessible
method for the synthesis of important compounds in good to
excellent yields (Scheme 46C), mostly tetralones, an organic
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Scheme 44: (A) Benzothiazoles known to present anticonvulsant activities; (B and C) cobalt/ruthenium-catalyzed cross-coupling reaction towards an
intramolecular cyclization via the C–H thiolation of thioamides.

Scheme 45: (A and B) Cobalt-catalyzed oxygenation of methylene groups towards ketone synthesis; (C) synthesis of the AMG 579 precursor 149.
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Scheme 46: (A) Known anticancer tetralone derivatives; (B and C) cobalt-catalyzed C–H difluoroalkylation of aryl ketones; (D) application of the
method using donepezil (152) as the substrate.
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Scheme 47: (A and B) Cobalt-catalyzed C–H thiolation; (C) application in the synthesis of quetiapine (153).

function present in anticancer substances (compounds 150 and
151, Scheme 46A) [218]. The authors described a late-stage ap-
plication of this new method using donepezil (152) as substrate
(Scheme 46D), a well-known acetylcholinesterase inhibitor
used to treat Alzheimer’s disease [219].

A successful ortho-directed cobalt-catalyzed C–H thiolation
was described by Wang and co-workers in 2018 [220], also
using solely cobalt(II) bromide as the cobalt source
(Scheme 47A). Through this process, several ortho-activated
products were obtained in good yields (Scheme 47B). The
authors applied the process as one of the five steps towards the
synthesis of quetiapine (153, Scheme 47C), a known antipsy-
chotic agent [221].

Benzoxazoles belong to a class of organic compounds known to
present several biological activities, such as anticancer, antibac-
terial, and antifungal effects (compounds 154, 155, and 156,
Scheme 48A) [222]. Wang and co-workers described an impor-
tant cobalt-catalyzed C–H/C–H cross-coupling reaction using
cobalt(II) acetate and silver(I) carbonate (Scheme 48B) [223].
This method enabled the formation of 2‑(2-arylphenyl)azoles,
mostly benzoxazoles, in moderate to good yields (Scheme 48C).
The authors also modified the directing-group moiety of two
products and one of the substrates and explored the fungicidal
activity of the obtained final products (Scheme 48D) against
four fungal species: Fusarium graminearum, Physalospora piri-
cola, Rhizactonia cerealis, and Bipolaris maydis. A compari-
son of the observed activities to the activity of bixafen (157, a
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Scheme 48: (A) Known benzoxazole derivatives with anticancer, antifungal, and antibacterial activities; (B and C) cobalt-catalyzed C–H/C–H cross-
coupling; (D) synthesis of compounds with antifungal activities.

known fungicidal agent with severe side effects [224]) indicat-
ed that the new compounds presented valuable biological activi-
ty and may represent promising new antifungal drugs.

Wu and co-workers reported a cobalt-catalyzed C–H carbon-
ylation of naphthylamides to afford a series of free
NH-benzo[cd]indol-2-(1H)-ones in moderate to high yields
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Scheme 49: (A and B) Cobalt-catalyzed C–H carbonylation of naphthylamides; (C) BET inhibitors 158 and 159 total synthesis.

(Scheme 49A and B). This carbonylative methodology uses the
practical and helpful solid reagent benzene-1,3,5-triyl trifor-
mate (TBFen) as a CO source [225]. The further application of
this efficient C–H functionalization protocol demonstrated by

the authors consisted in the synthesis of biologically active
compounds containing the benzo[cd]indol-2-(1H)-one core
which were shown to act as inhibitors of the Bromodomain and
Extra-Terminal (BET) family A and B (compounds 158 and
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Scheme 50: (A) Known bioactive pyrrolo[1,2-a]quinoxalin-4(5H)-one derivatives; (B and C) cobalt-catalyzed C–H carbonylation of N-arylindole deriva-
tives; (D) PARP-1 inhibitor 160 total synthesis.

159, Scheme 49C) [226]. The BET family of proteins plays an
important role in gene transcription and epigenetics by binding
acetylated lysines and has emerged as a driver of tumorigenesis
in diverse human cancers. In this sense, the inhibition of BET
proteins is an attractive target for cancer drug discovery
[227,228].

In a similar approach, Ying, Wu, and co-workers, reported the
synthesis of the (NH)-indolo[1,2-a]quinoxaline-6(5H)-one core
through a cobalt-catalyzed direct C–H carbonylative annulation
of N-arylindoles using picolinamide as the directing group and
employing TFBen as the CO source (Scheme 50B and C) [229].
This methodology was applied to a pyrrole derivative affording
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Scheme 51: (A) Known antibacterial cyclic sulfonamides; (B and C) cobalt-catalyzed C–H amination of propargylic C–H bonds; (D) application of the
method towards the synthesis of a deoxyuridine-based sulfamoyl azide.

the pyrrolo[1,2-a]quinoxaline-(4H)-one skeleton, that after re-
ductive amination afforded the poly(ADP-ribose)polymerase-1
(PARP-1) inhibitor 160 (Scheme 50D). PARP-1 is a nuclear en-
zyme that acts in some crucial cellular processes such as DNA
repair and programmed cell death and is seen as a potential
auxiliary in cancer treatment [230]. It is important to highlight
here that this basic core is present in several known bioactive
molecules [231] (Scheme 50A).

Cyclic sulfonamides are encountered in compounds presenting
potent antibacterial properties (compounds 161 and 162,
Scheme 51A) [232]. In 2014, Lu and Zhang reported a chemo-
selective intramolecular amination of propargylic C–H bonds of
sulfamoyl azides using a cobalt–porphyrin complex ([Co(P1)])
as the catalyst (Scheme 51B). This cobalt–porphyrin complex
exists as a stable metalloradical and was found to effectively
activate azides as nitrene sources for the amination of the prob-
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Scheme 52: (A and B) Cobalt-catalyzed intramolecular 1,5-C(sp3)–H amination; (C) late-stage functionalization of stigmasterol derivative 164.

lematic propargylic C–H bonds [233]. Generally, the electro-
philic nature of this bond makes the C≡C bonds preferred for
amination over the propargylic bonds [234]. However, the reac-
tion conditions allowed the practical access to numerous
unsymmetric sulfamide derivatives (Scheme 51C). To prove the
potential of the protocol in late-stage functionalizations, the
authors synthesized the deoxyuridine derivative 163
(Scheme 51D). Deoxyuridine is similar to drugs like idoxuri-
dine and trifluridine, which have been used as antiviral drugs
[235].

In another interesting work, Lu and Zhang demonstrated the ap-
plication of this protocol to construct new strained 5-membered
cyclic sulfamides via a chemoselective intramolecular 1,5-
C(sp3)–H amination. The cobalt(II)-based metalloradical
(MRC) catalysis afforded the desired sulfamides in high yields
and with nitrogen gas as the only byproduct (Scheme 52A and
B) [236]. The application of this methodology in a late-stage
functionalization of biologically active compounds was demon-
strated by the [Co(P1)]-catalyzed 1,5-C–H amination of the
allylic C–H bond of stigmasterol-based azide 164 in a chemo-
and stereoselective fashion in 70% yield (Scheme 52C).

Biaryl synthesis often is performed through well-established
cross-coupling reactions. However, this type of reaction pos-
sesses some drawbacks like the necessity of prefunctionalized
starting materials and the production of relatively expensive and
stoichiometric amounts of toxic byproducts [237,238]. In 2018,
Zhang and co-workers developed a method for biaryl synthesis
involving the cobalt-assisted C–H/C–H cross-coupling between
benzamides and oximes (Scheme 53A and B) [239]. Further
transformations of the resulted biaryl compounds included a
Beckmann rearrangement affording 2-amino-2′-carboxybiaryls,
which are valuable synthetic precursors of some bioactive com-
pounds [240]. Another example of a suitable post-modification
of biaryl compounds was exemplified by the synthesis of
benzazepine derivative 165, as described by the authors
(Scheme 53C). Benzazepines are present in some important
pharmaceutical compounds, such as the antipsychotic drug
clozapine [241,242].

Several isoquinoline derivatives have been studied for their
anticancer activity (compounds 166 and 167 in Scheme 54A)
[243]. Zhu and co-workers reported a cobalt-catalyzed
C(sp2)–H 2-hydrazinylpyridine-directed C–H annulation with
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Scheme 53: (A and B) Cobalt-catalyzed C–H/C–H cross-coupling between benzamides and oximes; (C) late-state synthesis of benzazepine deriva-
tive 165.

alkynes providing new isoquinoline derivatives in 2016. The
robust reaction performed in open air provides a broad scope of
new isoquinolines (Scheme 54B and C) [244]. To demonstrate
the applicability of this method, the authors applied of the
protocol to iloperidone (168), a compound with known antipsy-
chotic effects [245], as substrate for the cobalt-catalyzed annu-
lation (Scheme 54D). The 2-hydrazinylpyridine auxiliary group
was introduced in the ketone portion of iloperidone and the
sequential C–H annulation afforded the corresponding isoquino-
line derivative.

As demonstrated by the examples above, cobalt is another ex-
ample of a well-established and well-explored metal applicable

as a catalyst for C–H activation reactions. Cobalt-catalysis,
allows to obtain a huge variety of compounds, including bioac-
tive species, using both complex and simple catalysts. There-
fore, this metal represents high potential for future develop-
ments in catalysis.

Nickel-catalyzed C–H activation
Nickel is a versatile metal that is used in several products, from
simple day-by-day coinage [246] to electrodes used for
Escherichia coli detection in water [247]. It is one of the metals
contained in stainless steel [248], a stable alloy used to
construct several industrial products. It is also applied as a pow-
erful catalyst in polymerization [249,250], C–C coupling [251],
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Scheme 54: (A) Known anticancer natural isoquinoline derivatives; (B and C) cobalt-catalyzed C(sp2)–H annulation on 2-hydrazinylpyridine deriva-
tives; (D) late-state annulation of iloperidone.

oxygen [252] or hydrogen evolution [253], or even cycloaddi-
tion reactions [254]. Its accessibility and high catalytic activity
have been well-explored also in C–H activation processes [255-
259]. Some of the discoveries led to the formation of important
biologically active substances that play a crucial role in pharma-
ceutical studies, as exemplified by a work published by Acker-
mann and co-workers in 2019 [260]. In this work, the authors
described an enantioselective intramolecular C–H activation of
several imidazole derivatives in the presence of an effective
chiral  ferrocene l igand and nickel-cod as catalyst
(Scheme 55A). Through this process, several 6-membered
cyclic products were obtained in moderate to excellent yields

and excellent enantiomeric ratios (er). Several known bioactive
motifs were synthesized, such as theophylline and purine deriv-
atives 169–175 (Scheme 55B) [261-263]. The authors also pro-
posed a plausible mechanism (Scheme 55C). The chiral interac-
tion between the ferrocene ligand, the substrate, and the nickel
catalyst, form intermediate A that, after a migratory insertion,
leads to the formation of the intermediate B, which already
presents the desired chiral product coordinated to the nickel
center. A subsequent coordination to another equivalent of the
substrate leads to the formation of intermediate C. Through a
C–H activation step, hydrogen is transferred from the second
coordinated substrate moiety to the first coordinated substrate
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Scheme 55: (A) Enantioselective intramolecular nickel-catalyzed C–H activation; (B) bioactive obtained motifs; (C) proposed mechanism.
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Scheme 56: (A and B) Nickel-catalyzed α-C(sp3)–H arylation of ketones; (C) application of the method using known drugs as coupling partners.

already present in the coordination sphere of the catalyst, which
is represented by transition state D, that leads to the formation
of the product E and the starting intermediate A.

The same catalyst used in the previous example (nickel-cod)
was also explored very recently by Amgoune and co-workers in
an α-C(sp3)–H arylation of ketones in the presence of another
chiral ferrocene ligand [264]. The desired arylated products
were successfully obtained in moderate to good yields
(Scheme 56A and B). Amongst the obtained products, two were
derived from the commercially available drugs clofibrate (176)
[265] (trade name Atromid-S®) and fenofibrate (177) [266]
(marketed under the name TriCor®), used to treat abnormal
blood lipid levels (Scheme 56C).

In 2016, Doyle and co-workers described a notable nickel/
photoredox-catalyzed C(sp3)–H acylation of several pyrrolidine
derivatives [267]. They used thioesters as coupling-partners in
the presence of [Ni(cod)2] and [Ir(ppy)2(dtbbpy)]PF6

(Scheme 57A and B). Valuable acylated products were ob-
tained, including a complex one originating from TBS-litho-
cholic acid 178, with a steroidal backbone (Scheme 57C).

One year later, the same group published another notable work
describing a nickel/photo-catalyzed C(sp3)–H arylation of
dioxolane in the presence of several aryl chlorides
(Scheme 58A) [268]. In this study, the authors built a library
using known commercially available drugs as coupling partners,
such as procymidone (181) (a known potent fungicide used in
agriculture [269]), hexythiazox (183) (a known pesticide used
in agriculture [270]) and zomepirac (187) (withdrawn anti-in-
flammatory drug [271]), from which the arylated products were
obtained in moderate to good yields (Scheme 58B).

Beyond the examples cited above, another interesting nickel-
cod use was described by Shi and co-workers in 2019 [272]. In
this work, an enantioselective intramolecular C–H cycloalkyla-
tion proceeded in the presence of robust chiral ligands
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Scheme 57: (A and B) Nickel-catalyzed C(sp3)–H acylation of pyrrolidine derivatives; (C) exploring the use of a steroidal residue as coupling partner.

(Scheme 59A). All cyclic products were obtained in good yields
(Scheme 59B), and amongst the products, two derived from the
known pharmacological substances, 191 from clofibrate
(previously mentioned drug used to clean lipid levels in blood
[265]) and 192 from loratadine (known antihistamine drug
[273]).

In 2012, another interesting nickel-catalyzed C–H activation
method was described by Itami and co-workers (Scheme 60A)
[274]. In this work, a deoxy-arylation process of azoles led to
the formation of several arylated products in moderate to good
yields, including the important alkaloids texamine (193) [275]
and uguenenazole (194) [276] (Scheme 60B). The authors
applied the same developed methodology in a late-stage study
to modify the derivative of the naturally occurring compounds
estrone triflate (195) [277] and quinine triflate (196) [278]
(Scheme 60C).

Yamaguchi, Itami and co-workers explored a similar procedure,
in another report the same year [279], in which they described a
nickel-cod-catalyzed decarbonylative C–H arylation of azole
derivatives (Scheme 61A). This method afforded the desired

products in good to excellent yields (Scheme 61B) and it was
further applied to the total synthesis of muscoride A (197,
Scheme 61C), a compound known to present antibacterial activ-
ities [280].

Further investigations from these authors of this innovative
method led to the observation of a good catalytic activity of
another nickel(II) source, as described in another work
published in 2015 [281]. This work describes a nickel(II)
triflate-catalyzed C–H arylation of azoles, by which several
arylated products were successfully obtained in good yields
(Scheme 62A and B). Amongst the obtained products, two are
worth mentioning here since they derive from two important bi-
ologically active substances (Scheme 62C). The first one was
obtained in 69% yield derived from pilocarpine (198), a known
drug used in the treatment of glaucoma [282]. The second one
derives from indomethacin (199), a known anti-inflammatory
drug that, in combination with vitamin D, substantially
decreases the frequency of colorectal cancer occurrence [283].

Already in 2011, Itami and co-workers explored the catalytic
activity of nickel(II) acetate in a C–H arylation of azole deriva-
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Scheme 58: (A) Nickel-catalyzed C(sp3)–H arylation of dioxolane; (B) library of products obtained from biologically active aryl chlorides as coupling
partners.
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Scheme 59: (A) Intramolecular enantioselective nickel-catalyzed C–H cycloalkylation; (B) product examples, including two drug derivatives.

tives (Scheme 63A) [284]. Since then, this method led to the
formation of several arylated products in good yields
(Scheme 63B). The same methodology was applied in a late-
stage functionalization towards the synthesis of three important
drugs (Scheme 63C): tafamidis (200) (used to treat amyloidosis
[285]), febuxostat (201) (used to treat gout [286]), and texaline
(202) (presents antitubercular activity [287]).

A similar methodology was explored by Truong and co-workers
in 2017 [288]. In this work, a nickel-based metalorganic frame-
work (MOF-74-Ni) mediated a C–H arylation process of several
azole derivatives (Scheme 64A). The desired arylated products
were obtained in good yields, including compounds known to

present important biological activities (Scheme 64B and C)
such as the caffeine derivative from 203 [289], texamine (204)
[290], balsoxin (205) [290], and the previously mentioned ugue-
nenazole (194) [276].

Currently, there are several examples of commercially avail-
able drugs containing a benzothiophene unit in their structures
(206–208, Scheme 65A) [291]. Following this idea, it is worthy
to mention here an important work published by Canivet and
co-workers in 2020 [292], in which the authors described a
regioselective C–H arylation of benzothiophene derivatives.
Through this method, a large variety of arylated products were
successfully obtained in plausible yields (Scheme 65B and C).
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Scheme 60: (A and B) Nickel-catalyzed C–H deoxy-arylation of azole derivatives; (C) late-stage functionalization on naturally occurring alkaloids.

A further study of this methodology led to the synthesis of an
essential building block of raloxifene (209) (Scheme 65D), a
known anticancer drug [293].

Some important bioactive natural molecules (210 and 211)
present at least one tetrahydrofuran unit in their structure, so
reactions that promote a structural modification of this organic
class of molecules are extremely valuable (Scheme 66A) [294].
Hashmi and co-workers published in 2019 a notable work in

which they described a nickel-catalyzed photoredox C(sp3)–H
alkylation/arylation process [295]. In this work, NiBr2·glyme
was used as a nickel source in the presence of benzaldehyde as
a photosensitizer, and 4,4′-di-tert-butyl-2,2′-dipyridyl (dtbbpy)
as the ligand under UVA light irradiation (Scheme 66B). The
desired tetrahydrofuran-based products were obtained in good
yields (Scheme 66C). Subsequently, the developed procedure
was successfully applied as a late-stage modification of the
natural substance (−)-ambroxide (212) (Scheme 66D), a com-
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Scheme 61: (A and B) Nickel-catalyzed decarbonylative C–H arylation of azole derivatives; (C) application of this method to the synthesis of
muscoride A (197).

pound excreted by the sperm whale (Physeter catodon) with a
direct effect on the odor sensibility of women during the
menstrual cycle [296].

Using a similar methodology, Martin and co-workers described
in 2018 another nickel/photocatalyzed C–H arylation/alkylation
[297] but using Ni(acac)2 as a catalyst, in the presence of an
asymmetric benzophenone derivative (A) and a bipyridine

ligand (L) (Scheme 67A). The authors described the successful
synthesis of many activated products (213–216), including ex-
amples of bromides derived from bioactive compounds, that
afforded the final products in excellent yields (Scheme 67B).
Similar to what was discussed in the previous example, the
authors also performed a late-stage functionalization of
(−)-ambroxide (212), that led to three arylated products with
potential biological activities (Scheme 67C).
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Scheme 62: (A and B) Another important example of nickel-catalyzed C–H arylation of azole derivatives; (C) application of the method to bioactive
compounds.

Another nickel-catalyzed C–H activation was described by
Ackermann and co-workers in 2020 [298], in which an ortho-
directed C–H alkoxylation was mediated in an electrochemical
environment (Scheme 68A). Using this methodology, the
authors achieved several interesting alkoxylated products in
moderate to good yields. Amongst the obtained substances, it is
worth to mention the successful late-stage functionalization
using natural alcohols, such as menthol, cholesterol, and
β-estradiol, from which the final products 217–219 were ob-
tained in 53%, 61%, and 65% yields, respectively, without

compromising the chiral centers already present in the original
natural substances (Scheme 68B).

In 2019, Lu and co-workers reported a unique enantioselective
photoredox/nickel-catalyzed C(sp3)–H arylation method in the
presence of a chiral ligand (Scheme 69A) [299]. By this
method, several chiral 1,1-diarylethane products were obtained
in good enantioselectivities. The applicability of this method
was defended by the authors by the synthesis of a menthol-
derived product 220, and another compound (221) already



Beilstein J. Org. Chem. 2021, 17, 1849–1938.

1909

Scheme 63: (A and B) Another notable example of a nickel-catalyzed C–H arylation of azole derivatives; (C) late-stage application to the synthesis of
potent drugs.
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Scheme 64: (A and B) Nickel-based metalorganic framework (MOF-74-Ni)-catalyzed C–H arylation of azole derivatives; (C) application to the synthe-
sis of compounds with biological activity.
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Scheme 65: (A) Known commercially available benzothiophene-based drugs; (B and C) nickel-catalyzed C–H arylation of benzothiophene deriva-
tives; (D) synthesis of a raloxifene building block.
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Scheme 66: (A) Known natural tetrahydrofuran-containing substances; (B and C) nickel-catalyzed photoredox C(sp3)–H alkylation/arylation; (C) late-
stage modification of (−)-ambroxide (212).
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Scheme 67: (A and B) Another notable example of a nickel-catalyzed photoredox C(sp3)–H alkylation/arylation; (C) late-stage application to
(−)-ambroxide (212).
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Scheme 68: (A) Electrochemical/nickel-catalyzed C–H alkoxylation; (B) achieved scope, including three using natural compounds as coupling part-
ners.

Scheme 69: (A) Enantioselective photoredox/nickel catalyzed C(sp3)–H arylation; (B) achieved scope, including two potential bioactive compounds.
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Scheme 70: (A) Known commercially available trifluoromethylated drugs; (B and C) nickel-catalyzed C–H trifluoromethylation.

known to present antagonist activity against the N1L protein
(Scheme 69B) [300], therefore a potential anti-variola agent.

Some important commercially available drugs have a trifluo-
romethane unit, such as efavirenz (222), sitagliptin (223), and
cinacalcet (224) (Scheme 70A) [301]. Nickel catalysis can also
be used to mediate a C–H trifluoromethylation, as was well-
exemplified in the work published by Sanford and co-workers
in 2019 [302]. In this work, the authors used 2,8-difluoro-5-(tri-
fluoromethyl)-5H-dibenzo-[b,d]thiophen-5-ium trifluoro-
methanesulfonate as a trifluoromethane source in combination
with a robust nickel complex as catalyst (Scheme 70B). In the
scope study, the authors not only described the successful syn-
thesis of several activated compounds (225–228), but they also
used known biologically active substances as substrates for this
methodology (Scheme 70C).

In the same year, Wang and co-workers published a work
describing a stereoselective nickel-catalyzed C–H difluoroalky-
lation for the formation of both tetrasubstituted alkenes and
quaternary difluoroalkylated products [303]. The distinction of
which reaction takes place relies not only on the structure of the
coupling partner, but also on the structure of the reactant itself
since there are two removable hydrogen atoms necessary for the
tetrasubstituted alkene to be formed (Scheme 71A and B). The
method was also applied in a late-stage functionalization of bio-
active molecules such as an estrone derivative (229) and
donepezil (152) [219]. In both cases, the final products were
successfully formed in good yields (Scheme 71C).

The versatility of nickel metal has made it also a considerably
emerging metal. From the previous examples, it is clear that this
metal plays an important role not only in usual C–H processes,
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Scheme 71: (A and B) Stereoselective nickel-catalyzed C–H difluoroalkylation; (C) late-stage functionalization of bioactive molecules.

but even further, for the synthesis of bioactive molecules.
Various important C–H functionalizations can be performed, in-
cluding alkoxylations and trifluoromethylations.

Copper-catalyzed C–H activation
Copper is an abundant, non-expensive, and relatively nontoxic
transition metal, and therefore copper-mediated reactions for
direct functionalization of C–H bonds have emerged as promis-
ing tools for development of more sustainable methods for the
synthesis of fine chemicals. Reactions involving copper-medi-

ated C–H activations allow for a direct insertion of functional
groups in unreactive C–H bonds and the formation of
carbon–carbon bonds without the requirement of prefunctional-
ized substrates, which allow for shorter synthetic routes or late-
stage modifications of structurally complex compounds [304-
312]. However, the development of efficient methods can be
challenging due to the requirement of directing groups and
control of selectivity. In the case of reactions for applications in
the synthesis of bioactive compounds, an additional challenge is
the frequent presence of heterocycles containing metal-coordi-



Beilstein J. Org. Chem. 2021, 17, 1849–1938.

1917

Scheme 72: (A) Cu-mediated ortho-amination of oxalamides; (B) achieved scope, including derivatives obtained from bioactive compounds.

nating atoms, such as nitrogen and sulfur, that can compete with
ligands and directing groups for coordination with the metal,
leading to poor selectivity [313]. On the other hand, such
heterocyclic moieties present in bioactive compounds, or their
synthetic intermediates may eventually play the role of a
directing group, thus providing an opportunity for convenient
and straightforward transformations based on metal-mediated
C–H activation [314]. Many methods potentially useful for the
synthesis or modification of bioactive compounds based on
copper-promoted activation of C–H bonds in (hetero)arenes
have been reported in the last years, including methods for the
formation of C–C [304-312], C–X [315-319], C–N [305,320-
324], C–O [325-330], and C–S [324,331,332] bonds. Some of
these methods are highlighted herein. It is worth mentioning
that the covered examples were selected based on evidence for
reaction mechanisms involving a metal-mediated C–H activa-
tion through the formation of cyclometalated species and appli-
cations in medicinal chemistry. The field of copper-mediated
functionalization of C–H bonds is much broader and has been
covered by excellent reviews [333-336].

Nitrogen-containing motifs, especially heteroaromatic rings,
amines, and amides, are usually encountered in bioactive com-
pounds, such as natural products, particularly alkaloids, and
marketed drugs. For this reason, convenient methods for C–N
bond formation reactions are particularly useful in medicinal
chemistry and drug development and cost-effective and sustain-
able methods are required for industrial applications. Amina-
tion reactions involving a copper-mediated C(sp2)–H bond acti-
vation were first achieved in 2006 by Yu and co-workers [315]
and have proven useful for the synthesis of a wide range of
anilines and heteroanilines, including drug intermediates.

A method for direct ortho-coupling of amines with anilines
using a removable directing group and molecular oxygen as
oxidant was recently reported by Wu and co-workers [337]. In
this work, the introduction of cyclic secondary amines in the
ortho-position through Cu-mediated C–H activation was
achieved by using oxalamide as a weakly coordinating directing
group (Scheme 72A), which can be removed after the reaction
under basic conditions to deliver the corresponding o-aminoani-
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Scheme 73: (A) Electro-oxidative copper-mediated amination of 8-aminoquinoline-derived amides; (B) achieved scope, including derivatives ob-
tained from bioactive compounds.

lines. The amination reaction is performed with Cu(I), which is
oxidized by oxygen to Cu(II). The mechanism was suggested to
involve a single-electron transfer step since radical scavengers
completely inhibited the reaction. The method was showed to
be suitable for a wide range of oxalamides as substrates where-
as secondary amines, such as morpholine and piperazine, were
used. Notably, the mild reaction conditions were compatible
with many functional groups and with substrates bearing
various heteroaromatic rings, which are common motifs in bio-
active compounds. These features allowed the reaction to be
applied for a late diversification of drugs (compounds 230–234)
(Scheme 72B).

A method for the C(sp2)–N bond formation through a copper-
mediated C(sp2)–H bond activation without the requirement of
an external oxidant was developed by Kathiravan and Nicholl’s
group [338]. Using a Pt plate and RVC electrodes and Cu(II)
salts, a Cu-mediated electro-oxidative C–H/N–H cross cou-
pling of 8-aminoquinoline-derived aryl amides and secondary
amines could be performed (Scheme 73A). The reaction takes
place under mild conditions and solely molecular hydrogen is
released as a byproduct. This is in contrast to undesired metal
products formed in reactions using stoichiometric external
oxidants. The method was found feasible with several 8-amino-
quinoline-derived amides and several secondary amines and the
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Scheme 74: (A and B) Cu(I)-mediated C–H amination with oximes; (C) derivatization using telmisartan (241) as starting material.

broad scope and chemoselectivity were corroborated by
applying drugs (compounds 235–240) as the amine counter-
parts (Scheme 73B).

Primary anilines are useful building blocks in medicinal chem-
istry since they can be used as intermediates in the synthesis of
heterocycles and are often a structural motif in bioactive com-
pounds [69-71]. For this reason, the direct introduction of a free
amino group into an arene moiety through C(sp2)–H amination
to give primary anilines is a valuable transformation. However,
selectivity issues and the strength of the metal–NH2 bond make
the development of methods for such reactions a challenging

task. For this purpose, the use of oximes as amino group
sources and Cu(I) salts were reported to promote the ortho-
amination of amides via metal-mediated C(sp2)–H activation
(Scheme 74A and B) [314]. The reaction was found to work
well with an amide oxazoline group as a directing group,
CuOAc as Cu(I) salt, and K2HPO4 as an additive giving aryl
imines, which could then be hydrolyzed in situ under acid
conditions to give the corresponding primary anilines. Because
oximes also acted as oxidants, no additional external oxidant
was required. The method was found to present a broad scope
and displayed high chemoselectivity, being feasible for the
ortho-amination of a wide variety of aryl amides bearing



Beilstein J. Org. Chem. 2021, 17, 1849–1938.

1920

Scheme 75: (A and B) Cu-mediated amination of aryl amides using ammonia; (C) late-stage modification of probenecid (242) and bexarotene (243).

various functional groups. It is noteworthy that the reaction also
could be performed with heteroaryl amides featuring N-contain-
ing heteroaromatic rings to give the products in moderate to
good yields, since these are challenging substrates due to the
possibility of undesired coordination to the metal. The oxa-
zoline amide group could also be further converted to a
carboxyl group by treatment with a base or completely re-
moved through decarboxylation under acid conditions at high
temperature. The usefulness of the method was demonstrated by
the introduction of an amino group into the drug telmisartan
(241). Taking advantage of a carboxyl group in the molecule,
the directing group could be introduced through an amidation
reaction. The Cu(I)-mediated C–H amination was then per-
formed and followed either by amide hydrolysis to give the
original carboxyl group or by a complete removal of the
directing group (Scheme 74C).

Although ammonia strongly coordinates to metals, leading to
catalyst poisoning, the introduction of an amino group into the
ortho-position of oxazoline-derived aryl amides via C–H activa-
tion using aqueous ammonia was accomplished by aid of a soft,
low-valent Cu(I) species (Scheme 75A and B) [339]. Prelimi-
nary studies suggested that the reaction mechanism involves
disproportionation of the Cu(I) species leading to the in situ for-
mation of a Cu(III) species, which results in an increased
acidity of a copper–amido intermediate, thus allowing for the
deprotonation of copper-bound ammonia and a reductive elimi-
nation step to give the product. Noteworthy, attempts to
perform the reaction using other transition metals, such as Pd,
Pt, Co, Rh, and Ir were unsuccessful. The reaction was opti-
mized with the use of acetate as the base to assist deprotonation
and NMO as an oxidant, so that CuOAc could be used as the
Cu(I) source in a substoichiometric amount. The method was
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Scheme 76: (A and B) Synthesis of purine nucleoside analogues using copper-mediated C(sp2)–H activation.

found to present a broad scope and selectivity and was proven
useful for the late-stage modification of drugs, such as
probenecid (242) and bexarotene (243) (Scheme 75C).

The copper-mediated C–H activation for C–N bond formation is
useful in the synthesis of N-containing heterocycles commonly
encountered in bioactive compounds, such as pyrido[1,2-
a]benzimidazoles [320], 1H-indazoles and 1H-pyrazoles [322],
among others. For instance, a method for the modification of
6-anilinopurine nucleosides through copper-mediated C(sp2)–H
activation and intramolecular amination was reported to synthe-
size modified nucleosides, which are useful scaffolds in the
design of antiviral drugs. The reaction could be performed with

6-anilinopurine nucleosides taking advantage of a purine ring as
directing group without cleaving the fragile purine–glycoside
bond (Scheme 76) [305].

Another example of the usefulness of a copper-mediated C–H
activation reaction was reported by Duan, Zhang and
co-workers in the synthesis of polycyclic 2-quinolinones, which
are scaffolds present in bioactive alkaloids, such as orixalone D,
mertinellic acid and meloscine (Scheme 77A) [321]. By using
Cu(OAc)2 in substoichiometric amount, O2 as oxidant, and
Kobayashi aryne precursors, the coupling of acrylamides
derived from 8-aminoquinoline and arynes could be achieved
with moderate to good yields, including three core skeletons of
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Scheme 77: (A) Copper-mediated annulation of acrylamide; (B) achieved scope, including the synthesis of the core skeletons of three bioactive mole-
cules.

three important bioactive molecules (compounds 244–246,
Scheme 77B).

Copper has been reported to be useful in C–O bond-formation
reactions involving C(sp2)–H activation for the introduction of
tosyl-, hydroxy-, acyloxy-, alkoxy-, and aryloxy groups into
arenes [324-328,330]. A copper-based method was reported by
Punniyamurthy and co-workers who applied a copper-based
method to the synthesis of naphthyl aryl ethers, which are
motifs featured by bioactive compounds, such as the antimalari-
al drug tafenoquine (248) (Scheme 78A) [329]. The naphthyl
aryl ethers were obtained from picolinic acid-derived naphthyl-
amides, arylboronic acids, and water as an oxygen source.
Picolinamide was found to be a proper directing group, which
was ascribed to its ability to act as N,N-bidentate ligand with
copper and the relative acidity of its NH group (Scheme 78B

and C). Mechanistic studies confirmed water, which is released
into the reaction medium by reaction of the base with acetic
acid, as the oxygen source. They suggested the reaction to
involve an intramolecular C–H activation through cyclometala-
tion and the formation of a Cu(III) species. The method was
shown to present a broad scope and chemo- and regioselectivi-
ty. Also, the directing group could be removed by hydrolysis
with an ethanolic solution of NaOH under reflux.

Reactions for C–C-bond formation involving copper-mediated
C–H bond activation have been reported and some of them have
shown to be useful in medicinal chemistry. For instance, Tian,
Loh and co-workers reported a method for the direct and ortho-
selective alkylation of N-oxide arenes under mild conditions
with a copper-complex as a photocatalyst (Scheme 79A and B)
[340]. In this method, several hypervalent iodine carboxylates
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Scheme 78: (A) Known bioactive compounds containing a naphthyl aryl ether motif; (B and C) copper-mediated etherification of naphthylamides
through C–H bond activation.

prepared from non-expensive raw materials were used as alky-
lating agents. The reaction took place under visible light irradia-
tion and was proposed to involve the photocatalytic production
of an alkyl radical and metallization of position C-2 of the
N-oxide heteroarene. The reaction could be carried out with

diverse N-oxide arenes and alkylating agents affording the prod-
ucts in moderate to good yields. The usefulness and chemose-
lectivity of the method were demonstrated by the coupling of a
quinine derivative 249 and dehydrocholic acid (250)
(Scheme 79C).
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Scheme 79: (A and B) Cu-mediated alkylation of N-oxide-heteroarenes; (C) late-stage modification.

A method for the direct alkylation of polyfluoroarenes using
non-functionalized alkanes was recently reported. The reaction
requires the activation of both the C(sp2)–H bond of the fluo-
roarene and the C(sp3)–H bond of the alkane, thus it is chal-
lenging due to the possibility of homocoupling and overall
alkylation. A cross-dehydrogenative coupling of polyfluo-
roarenes and alkanes was achieved by the use of a Cu(I) salt and
a β-ketimide ligand in the presence of di-tert-butyl peroxide as
the oxidant (Scheme 80A) [313]. The choice of a proper ligand
was suggested to be a crucial issue to achieve selectivity and

facilitate the reaction due to interactions with the arene sub-
strates. The reaction was found to present a broad scope
regarding the obtained drug derivatives and the synthesis of the
fluorinated drug precursors 251–256 (Scheme 80B and C). In
addition, the method was carried out in a decagram scale to
furnish the polyfluorinated biaryl product with 80% yield from
the coupling of 2,3,5,6-tetrafluoroanisole and ethylbenzene,
which could be further converted to different products through
hydrodefluorination by nucleophilic aromatic substitution of
fluorine atoms.
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Scheme 80: (A) Cu-mediated cross-dehydrogenative coupling of polyfluoroarenes and alkanes; (B) scope from known bioactive substrates; (C) syn-
thesis of building blocks for bioactive compounds.
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Scheme 81: (A) Known anticancer acrylonitrile compounds; (B and C) Copper-mediated cyanation of unactivated alkenes.

The acrylonitrile products 257 and 258 have shown potential
anticancer activity against eight different cell lines
(Scheme 81A) [341]. The direct cyanation of alkenes and
(hetero)aromatic compounds are useful reactions that have been
reported to be accomplished through copper-mediated activa-
tion of C(sp2)–H bonds [342-344]. Such cyanation reactions are
attractive for medicinal chemistry purposes, since nitrile groups
are present in drugs, such as nivapidine and entacapone, and can
also give access to other medicinally relevant functional groups,
such as amines, amides, carboxylic acids, and N-containing
heterocycles. A method for obtaining acrylonitriles through
copper-mediated activation of alkene C–H bonds was recently
reported for the first time by Zhu and co-workers (Scheme 81B
and C) [343]. The reaction could be performed by using
iminonitrile as a nitrile source and a pyridine moiety as a
directing group to give the cyanated compounds with moderate
to good yields.

Methods for introducing halogens into organic compounds are
useful in organic synthesis, since halogen atoms can be further
replaced by other functional groups, so that halogenated com-
pounds are often required as synthetic intermediates [345-347].
Moreover, many bioactive compounds feature halogen atoms

[348]. The halogenation of arenes has been accomplished
through the Cu-mediated activation of C(sp2)–H bonds. An ex-
ample of the usefulness of this transformation for drug develop-
ment was provided by Scott and Sanford, who developed a
method for radiofluorination of arenes mediated by Cu(I) salts
and K18F as a source of nucleophilic radioactive fluorine
(Scheme 82A) [349]. The reaction was accomplished using
NMM, DBU as the base additive and with 8-aminoquinoline as
a directing group, so that an ortho-selective radiofluorination of
8-aminoquinoline-derived arylamide could be achieved. The
chemoselectivity and broad scope allowed the reactions to be
employed for late-stage radiofluorination of the bioactive com-
pounds 259 and 260, thus furnishing 18F-containing com-
pounds which are useful for positron emission tomography
(PET) imaging (Scheme 82B). The method could be adapted for
automated synthesis and further amide hydrolysis to remove the
directing group. The developed protocol was found to be useful
for the 18F-labeling of AC261066 (261), an agonist of the
retinoic acid receptor β (RAR-β).

The cited examples make is easy to understand why copper is
one of the most applicable metals in C–H activation reactions.
Its versatility makes it possible to develop not only C–H amina-
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Scheme 82: (A) Cu-mediated radiofluorination of 8-aminoquinoline-derived aryl amides; (B) achieved scope, including three derivatives of bioactive
molecules.

tion procedures, but also to achieve C–H arylation, and fluori-
nation, among others. Using these different methodologies,
several different bioactive motifs can be directly achieved and
evaluated. Amongst with iron, nickel, and cobalt, copper repre-
sents one of the most promising metals for future progress in
organic synthesis.

Zinc-catalyzed C–H activation
Zinc is the last 3d-metal in the periodic table, and it is
extremely useful due to its numerous applications in different
fields such as animal [350] and human diets [351], galvanizing
solutions [352], cosmetics [353], and potential pharmaceutics
[354]. Due to its relatively low costs it has been widely studied
as a metallic source of several catalysts, either in its metallic

[355], or in its ionic form [356]. Zinc-based catalysts have been
successfully applied to the hydroamination of several ynamides
[357], in the synthesis of chiral 2-arylpyrrolidines of pharmaco-
logical importance such as compounds 262–264) [358], and in
C–H-bond activation reactions [359,360]. Its use in the synthe-
sis of biologically active compounds via C–H-bond activation
remains a challenge, with only few examples being reported in
the literature so far. One good example is presented in a work
published by Lu, Ye and co-workers in 2015 [361]. In this
work, the authors described an intramolecular zinc-catalyzed
C–H functionalization towards the formation of several β-car-
boline derivatives (Scheme 83B). This scaffold is present in
several important natural compounds with valuable biological
activities (Scheme 83A) [362]. Using this singular method,
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Scheme 83: (A) Examples of natural β-carbolines; (B and C) an example of a zinc-catalyzed C–H functionalization; (D) synthesis of biologically active
β-carbolines.

it was possible to obtain many cyclic benzyl- and indole-
lactams in good to excellent yields (Scheme 83C). Following
the same procedure, it was possible to synthesize the
β-carboline 265 that acts as Ca2+ influx and IL-2 production
inhibitor, and the natural β-carboline bauerine A (266)
(Scheme 83D).

In 2012, Zhang and co-workers described a C–H amination of
β-carbonylated compounds and one example of a β-ketophos-
phonate compound, in the presence of tosylamine and
iodosobenzene [363]. The in situ-generated PhI=NTs, along
with zinc perchlorate led to the formation of several aminated
products in moderate to excellent yields (Scheme 84B and C),
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Scheme 84: (A) Examples of anticancer α-aminophosphonic acid derivatives; (B and C) an example of a zinc-catalyzed C–H amination.

including α-aminophosphoric acid derivatives which resemble
structures of known previously studied anticancer compounds
267 and 268 (Scheme 84A) [364].

In contrast to the previously discussed metals, zinc is lacking
examples of its use as catalyst for the synthesis of bioactive
compounds via C–H activation processes. It is also a cheap and
low-toxic metal, and therefore it might have more to offer in
this particular field. Therefore, deeper studies are worthy to be
developed in order to make it easier and cheaper to obtain some
complex but valuable potent bioactive substances using zinc ca-
talysis.

Conclusion
This review visualizes not only the versatile applicability of the
3d metals as powerful catalysts in C–H functionalization
methods, but in a deeper analysis, it allows to perceive that
these accessible catalysts enable an easier formation of impor-

tant biologically active substances. The access to crucial medi-
cines that save thousands of lives every day can be difficult in
several places due to the costs involved in their production and,
of course, the subsequent cost to the final consumers. Therefore,
it is highly desirable to support and develop innovative and
cheaper synthetic methods for the production of already known
drugs and to discover new ones. The combination of less expen-
sive 3d metals and C–H activation processes towards the syn-
thesis of biologically active molecules could enable this essen-
tial goal to be achieved.
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Abstract
Catalytic C‒H functionalization has become a powerful strategy in organic synthesis due to the improved atom-, step- and resource
economy in comparison with cross-coupling or classical organic functional group transformations. Despite the significant advances
in the metal-catalyzed C‒H activations, recent developments in the field of metallaphotoredox catalysis enabled C‒H functionaliza-
tions with unique reaction pathways under mild reaction conditions. Given the relative earth-abundance and cost-effective nature,
nickel catalysts for photoredox C‒H functionalization have received significant attention. In this review, we highlight the develop-
ments in the field of photoredox nickel-catalyzed C‒H functionalization reactions with a range of applications until summer 2021.
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Introduction
During the last decades, transition-metal-catalyzed transformat-
ions have become one of the most reliable and basic tools for
designing and manufacturing biologically relevant molecules
and functional materials [1-4]. The formation of highly chemo-,
regio-, and stereoselective products with excellent yields is the
key reason for transition-metal catalysis as a reliable strategy in
modern organic synthesis. Palladium-catalyzed cross-coupling
reactions such as Mizoroki–Heck [5-8], Suzuki–Miyaura [9-11],
Buchwald–Hartwig [12,13], Negishi [14,15], Migita–Stille [16],
Sonogashira [17], among others [18-20], significantly changed
the design of synthetic routes for modern pharmaceuticals
[21,22]. Over the past two decades, nickel has emerged as an

attractive alternative to palladium due to its relative earth-abun-
dance, less toxicity, and inexpensiveness.

Despite the fact that the nickel-catalyzed cross-coupling reac-
tions represent a powerful tool in organic synthesis, they gener-
ally require prefunctionalized starting materials, which signifi-
cantly affect the reaction's atom economy and produce inorgan-
ic, organometallic salt wastes [23-25]. During the last decade,
the oxidative functionalization of inert C‒H into carbon–carbon
(C‒C) and carbon–heteroatom bonds for the construction of
complex organic molecules by nickel catalysis significantly im-
proved the atom-, step-, and resource economy by avoiding the
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substrate prefunctionalizations (Scheme 1) [26-30]. The nickel-
catalyzed oxidative C‒H functionalization often requires rela-
tively high catalyst loadings, directing groups, high reaction
temperatures (100–160 °C), stoichiometric additives, or
oxidants such as peroxide or silver salts that can be undesirable
for large scale synthesis.

Scheme 1: Nickel-catalyzed cross-coupling versus C‒H activation.

Recently, photoredox dual catalysis has witnessed significant
developments, which enables a diverse range of previously
inaccessible organic transformations in milder reaction condi-
tions [31-40]. Here, by absorbing visible light, a photocatalyst
can function as a single-electron redox mediator through an oxi-
dative or reductive quenching cycle (Figure 1), thereby facili-
tating redox-neutral transformations in the absence of stoichio-
metric oxidants/reductants. Given the tendency of nickel to
mediate the reactions via Ni(0), Ni(I), Ni(II), and Ni(III) inter-
mediates by both giving and accepting a single electron from a
photocatalyst or combined with radical species [41-43], a wide
variety of reactions have been discovered. Within a remarkable
renaissance of photoredox dual catalysis, nickel/photoredox ca-
talysis has recently been identified as a viable C‒H functionali-
zation tool under milder reaction conditions [40,44-47]. In this
review, we highlight the developments in C–H activation
enabled by nickel photocatalysis.

Review
Arylation
The arylation of C(sp3)‒H bonds constitutes a potential tool for
the rapid diversification of simple organic molecules into valu-
able scaffolds [48-52]. In 2014, Doyle, MacMillan and
co-workers demonstrated an inspiring C(sp3)‒H arylation of
dimethylaniline (1a) with a variety of aryl halides using the
photoredox nickel catalysis [53]. Here, the combination of the
iridium photocatalyst Ir[dF(CF3)ppy]2(dtbbpy)PF6 and the com-

Figure 1: Oxidative and reductive quenching cycles of a photocatalyst.
[PC] = photocatalyst, A = acceptor, D = donor.

mercially available nickel catalyst NiCl2·glyme were found to
be suitable to achieve the transformation in satisfactory yields
under visible light irradiation (Scheme 2). The authors hypothe-
sized that the key α-nitrogen carbon-centered radical 5 could be
generated via a photoredox-driven N-phenyl oxidation and
α-C–H deprotonation sequence from dimethylaniline (1a) and
should intercept with the nickel catalytic cycle to result in the
desired products 4.

In another work by the same laboratory, a strategy for the aryl-
ation of α-amino C(sp3)–H bonds in various acyclic and cyclic
amine compounds 6 was realized using photoredox-mediated
hydrogen atom transfer (HAT) and nickel catalysis [54]. The
catalytic system consisting of iridium photocatalyst
Ir[dF(CF3)ppy]2(dtbbpy)PF6, nickel catalyst NiBr2·3H2O,
ligand 4,7-dimethoxy-1,10-phenanthroline (4,7-dOMe-phen),
and 3-acetoxyquinuclidine was found to be optimal to afford the
desired α-amino C–C coupled products 7 (Scheme 3). It is
worth noting that 3-acetoxyquinuclidine serves as both the HAT
catalyst and the base in this reaction system. Furthermore,
several cyclic and acyclic amine 6 substrates were used as C‒H
nucleophile coupling partners for (hetero)aryl bromides 3. Two
additional examples for the photoredox nickel-catalyzed aryl-
ation of α-oxy C–H bonds of tetrahydrofuran (THF) and
oxetane were also shown. Further, the catalytic system also
proved compatible for the C‒H arylation of the benzylic system.

As shown in Figure 2 [54], the mechanism for the transformat-
ion is proposed to involve the generation of nucleophilic
α-amino radicals 2-IV via a photoredox-mediated HAT process.
At the same time, the in situ generated nickel(0) species 2-V by
a SET process would undergo oxidative addition into aryl bro-
mide 3, resulting in the electrophilic nickel(II)–aryl intermedi-
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Scheme 2: Photoredox nickel-catalyzed C(sp3)–H arylation of dimethylaniline (1a).

ate 2-VI. The rapid coupling of nickel(II) species 2-VI and
radical species 2-IV forms a nickel(III) intermediate 2-VII,
which undergoes a reductive elimination to afford the desired
product 7 and the nickel(I) species 2-VIII. The SET reduction
of 2-VIII by the iridium(II) species 2-III regenerates the
nickel(0) catalyst 2-V and the iridium(III) photocatalyst 2-I.

Subsequently, Ahneman and Doyle reported a related process
for the synthesis of a variety of benzylic amines 7 by the aryl-
ation of α-amino C(sp3)‒H bonds with aryl iodides 2 involving
photoredox nickel catalysis (Scheme 4) [55]. In this protocol,
bis(oxazoline) (BiOx) was identified as the suitable ligand
instead of the commonly used bipyridyl ligand (vide supra).
Notably, the use of the chiral (S,S)-Bn-BiOx ligand resulted in a
moderate enantioinduction in the C‒H arylation product.

The authors proposed a catalytic cycle to account for the
photoredox nickel-catalyzed C(sp3)‒H arylation as shown in
Figure 3 [55]. Thus, the in situ-generated nickel(0) 3-IV under-

goes an oxidative addition with the aryl iodide 2 to form the
nickel(II)–aryl complex 3-V. The photoredox-generated nucleo-
philic α-amino radical 3-VIII readily combines with the
nickel(II) species 3-V to generate nickel(III) intermediate 3-VI,
which results in the cross-coupled product 7 upon reductive
elimination. The SET event between the reduced photocatalyst
3-III and the nickel(0) species 3-IV regenerates both catalysts
simultaneously.

Further studies by the Doyle group established the α-oxy
C(sp3)−H arylation of cyclic and acyclic ethers 9 with aryl chlo-
rides 8 under photoredox nickel catalysis (Scheme 5) [56].
Here, aryl chlorides 8 serve as cross-coupling partners and the
chlorine radical source, which rapidly abstracts an α-oxy
C(sp3)−H of the ethers to form the key α-oxyalkyl radical inter-
mediate. Notably, the photocatalytic conditions proved suitable
for the benzylic C(sp3)−H and unactivated alkane cyclohexane
C‒H arylations. The catalytic cycle is proposed to involve the
oxidative addition of nickel(0) 4-IV into an aryl chloride 8a to
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Scheme 3: Photoredox nickel-catalyzed arylation of α-amino, α-oxy and benzylic C(sp3)‒H bonds with aryl bromides.

form nickel(II) intermediate 4-V (Figure 4) [56]. The SET oxi-
dation of 4-V by the photoexcited iridium(III) photocatalyst
4-II results in the nickel(III) species 4-VI. Photolysis of 4-VI
generates a chloride radical, which rapidly abstracts the α-oxy

C(sp3)−H of the ether to provide the alkyl radical species. The
alkyl radical rebound to 4-VIII produces the nickel(III) species
4-IX, which undergoes reductive elimination to release the
desired product 10a.
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Figure 2: Proposed catalytic cycle for the photoredox-mediated HAT and nickel catalysis enabled C(sp3)‒H arylation.

Scheme 4: Photoredox arylation of α-amino C(sp3)‒H bonds with aryl iodides.



Beilstein J. Org. Chem. 2021, 17, 2209–2259.

2214

Figure 3: Proposed mechanism for photoredox nickel-catalyzed α-amino C‒H arylation with aryl iodides.

Scheme 5: Nickel-catalyzed α-oxy C(sp3)−H arylation of cyclic and acyclic ethers.

Concurrently, Molander and co-workers also reported a related
nickel-catalyzed arylation of α-heteroatom-substituted or
benzylic C(sp3)‒H bonds by aryl bromides 3 at room tempera-
ture using an iridium photocatalyst, substoichiometric 4,4′-

dimethoxybenzophenone (DMBP) additives, and visible light
(Scheme 6) [57]. A variety of cyclic and acyclic ethers 9 reacted
with (hetero)aryl bromides 3 under the mild reaction conditions
to give the desired products 10 in moderate to good yields, how-
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Figure 4: Proposed catalytic cycle for the C(sp3)−H arylation of cyclic and acyclic ethers.

ever, with longer reaction times (24–96 h). The authors pro-
posed a catalytic cycle to account for the mode of operation as
depicted in Figure 5 [57]. Thus, the in situ-generated nickel(0)
complex 5-III undergoes oxidative addition into aryl bromide
3a to form nickel(II) complex 5-IV. The triplet–triplet energy
transfer from the excited photocatalyst to the 5-IV complex
resulted in excited 5-V. Subsequently, the homolysis of the
Ni–Br bond in 5-V followed by a HAT process results in
species 5-VI. The nickel–alkyl–aryl complex 5-VI undergoes
reductive elimination to release the desired product 10a and
regenerates the active nickel(0) catalyst 5-III.

The synthetic utility of the photoredox nickel-catalyzed C‒H
arylation was further elaborated to include C‒O electrophiles

which could be readily derived from phenols, as disclosed
by the Yu group [58]. Hence, they reported an arylation
protocol for α-amino- and α-oxy C(sp3)‒H bonds with aryl
tosylates/triflates 11. The relatively less expensive ruthenium
photocatalyst Ru(bpy)3Cl2·6H2O was found to be optimal
for primary C(sp3)‒H arylations (Scheme 7a), whereas
Ir[dF(CF3)ppy]2(dtbbpy)PF6 was the effective photocatalyst for
the arylation of secondary C(sp3)‒H bonds (Scheme 7b).

In a subsequent report, Yu and co-workers also realized the
arylation of α-amino C(sp3)‒H bonds with aryl tosylates 11
generated in situ from phenols 12 and p-toluenesulfonyl chlo-
ride (TsCl) [59,60]. The combination of visible-light-
photoredox catalysis, hydrogen-atom-transfer catalysis, and
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Scheme 6: Photochemical nickel-catalyzed C–H arylation of ethers.

Figure 5: Proposed catalytic cycle for the nickel-catalyzed arylation of ethers with aryl bromides.
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Scheme 7: Nickel-catalyzed α-amino C(sp3)‒H arylation with aryl tosylates.

nickel catalysis enables these protocols at room temperature
with ample substrate scope (Scheme 8). Unsymmetrical amine
substrates favored arylation at the methylene C‒H over methyl
C‒H with good regioselectivity [59].

In 2017, Doyle utilized the photoredox nickel catalysis ap-
proach for the formylation of aryl chlorides 8 through selective
2-functionalization of 1,3-dioxolane (13) followed by a mild
acidic workup (Scheme 9) [61]. Here, the photocatalyst
Ir[dF(CF3)ppy]2(dtbbpy)PF6 and nickel catalyst NiCl2·DME

with dtbbpy as ligand, along with K3PO4 as base under irradia-
tion with blue LEDs enabled the regioselective 2-functionaliza-
tion of 1,3-dioxolane (13) with aryl chlorides 8. It was found
that the electron-deficient aryl chlorides resulted in better yields
within shorter reaction times over the electron-rich substrates. A
possible catalytic cycle was shown to account for the reaction
mode, which is similar to that of Figure 4.

The robustness of the photoredox nickel catalysis was further
demonstrated by a protocol for the direct arylation of
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Scheme 8: Arylation of α-amino C(sp3)‒H bonds by in situ generated aryl tosylates from phenols.

inert aliphatic C‒H bonds [62]. Thus, MacMillan and
co-workers employed tetrabutylammonium decatungstate
[(W10O32)4−·4(Bu4N+)] (TBADT) as an efficient HAT photo-
catalyst to perform the desired C–H abstraction (Scheme 10)
[62]. The catalytic reaction required near-ultraviolet light irradi-
ation (Kessil 34 W 390 nm LEDs) and the exclusion of both
oxygen and water to the success of the reaction. A variety of
cyclic, acyclic, and bicyclic aliphatic systems 16 were arylated

in moderate to good yields. This photochemical C–H arylation
protocol was also suitable for functionalizing diverse primary
and secondary benzylic C–H bonds. The authors proposed a
mechanism for this chemo- and regioselective C‒H arylation as
shown in Figure 6 [62]. The photoexcited decatungstate 6-II
undergoes a HAT process with alkyl substrate 16a to form
singly reduced decatungstate 6-III and the carbon-centered
radical 6-IV. The active HAT photocatalyst 6-I is regenerated
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Scheme 9: Formylation of aryl chlorides through redox-neutral 2-functionalization of 1,3-dioxolane (13).

Scheme 10: Photochemical C(sp3)–H arylation via a dual polyoxometalate HAT and nickel catalytic manifold.
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Figure 6: Proposed mechanism for C(sp3)–H arylation through dual polyoxometalate HAT and nickel catalytic manifold.

by disproportionation of the singly reduced decatungstate 6-III.
At the same time, a nickel(0) species 6-VI generated from the
nickel(II) pre-catalyst by a SET process, captures the alkyl
radical 6-IV to furnish the nickel(I)–alkyl species 6-VII. Subse-

quently, the nickel(I)–alkyl species 6-VII undergoes oxidative
addition into aryl bromide 3b followed by a reductive elimina-
tion to provide the desired cross-coupled product 17a and
nickel(I) bromide complex 6-IX. The final SET between this
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Scheme 11: Photochemical nickel-catalyzed α-hydroxy C‒H arylation.

nickel(I) bromide species 6-IX and the doubly reduced poly-
oxometalate 6-V regenerates the active nickel(0) catalyst 6-VI
and reduced TBADT 6-I. The authors also considered an alter-
native mechanism involving the oxidative addition of the
nickel(0) catalyst 6-VI to aryl bromide 3b.

The photochemical nickel catalysis is not limited to an α-oxy
C(sp3)‒H arylation of ethers. MacMillan and co-workers
disclosed a method for the selective direct α-arylation of alco-
hols 18 using photoredox, HAT, and nickel triple catalysts
(Scheme 11) [63]. Here, the use of a zinc-based Lewis acid
(LA) was found to activate α-hydroxy C‒H bonds by forming
alkoxide (O‒LA) and suppressing the C‒O bond formation by

inhibiting the formation of a nickel alkoxide species. The
authors also claimed that the use of the zinc-based LA also
deactivates the other hydridic bonds such as α-amino and α-oxy
C‒H bonds. Among the tested 24 Lewis acids, the zinc salts
(ZnCl2 and ZnBr2) gave the best results. The method's potency
was further shown by the synthesis of the drug fluoxetine (21)
in three steps (Scheme 12) [63]. The transformation was pro-
posed to proceed via a similar mechanism to the one shown in
Figure 2.

In 2018, Huang and Rueping devised reaction conditions for the
photochemical nickel-catalyzed arylation of allylic C(sp3)‒H
bonds with aryl bromides 3 in the presence of the organic
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Scheme 12: Photochemical synthesis of fluoxetine (21).

Scheme 13: Photochemical nickel-catalyzed allylic C(sp3)‒H arylation with aryl bromides.

photocatalyst 9-mesityl-10-methylacridinium perchlorate
([Acr-Mes]+ClO4

−) [64]. The reaction was conveniently
achieved at room temperature under blue light irradiation.
Moreover, as shown in Scheme 13, electron-deficient aryl bro-

mides were efficient in forming the desired products 23 in
optimal yields. In contrast, only trace amounts of cross-coupled
products were observed when unsubstituted and electron-rich
aryl bromides were used.
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Figure 7: Proposed mechanism for the photochemical nickel-catalyzed allylic C(sp3)‒H arylation with aryl bromides.

Based on their experimental results, the authors proposed that a
triplet–triplet energy transfer occurs between the nickel(II)–aryl
species 7-IV and the excited acridinium photocatalyst *Mes-
Acr-Me+ 7-II (Figure 7) [64]. Homolysis of the excited
nickel(II) species 7-V results in the formation of a bromine
radical, which then readily abstracts the allylic C(sp3)‒H to give
the allylic radical species. Thus, the generated allylic radical
species rebound to nickel complex and followed by reductive
elimination delivers the desired product 23 and the active
nickel(0) species 7-III.

The triplet ketone sensitizers can also be employed in the HAT
and SET processes [65]. Thus, Martin and co-workers presented
an example of the arylation of α-oxy C(sp3)‒H bonds of ethers
9 with aryl bromides 3 employing synergy between the nickel
catalysis and ketone HAT photocatalyst [66]. Here, the catalyt-
ic system composed of the ketone photocatalyst (4-methoxy-
phenyl)(4-(trifluoromethyl)phenyl)methanone (24), Ni(acac)2,
5,5’-dimethyl-2,2’-bipyridine (5,5’-diMe-bpy), Na2CO3 under
visible light (CFL) irradiation was found to be optimal to
provide the desired arylated products 17 (Scheme 14). Both
electron-deficient and electron-rich aryl bromides proved viable
substrates and afforded the products 10/17 in good yields. In ad-

dition to a variety of cyclic and acyclic ethers, amines, benzylic
and alkane C(sp3)‒H bonds were also arylated under similar
reaction conditions with moderate to good yields. Based on
their detailed mechanistic studies, the authors proposed a
possible catalytic cycle involving a C–H cleavage via a HAT
process between the triplet excited ketone photocatalyst 24 and
the C(sp3)–H substrates (Figure 8) [66]. Thus, the formed car-
bon-centered radical species 8-III combines with the
nickel(II)–aryl intermediate 8-V to form nickel(III) species
8-VI, which readily undergoes a reductive elimination to
deliver the cross-coupled product 10 and nickel(I) species
8-VII. The SET process between the ketyl radical 8-II and the
nickel(I) species 8-VII regenerates the active nickel(0) catalyt-
ic species 8-IV and the ketone photocatalyst 24.

In a related process, Rueping employed 4,4’-dichlorobenzo-
phenone (27) as the HAT photocatalyst along with a nickel
catalyst for the direct arylation of benzylic C–H bonds with aryl
bromides 3 under visible light irradiation at 35 °C (Scheme 15)
[67]. Here, the diaryl ketone photocatalyst played a dual role as
hydrogen-atom-transfer (HAT) and electron-transfer agent. This
C–H arylation protocol provided the diarylmethane derivatives
26 in moderate to good yields.
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Scheme 14: Photochemical C(sp3)‒H arylation by the synergy of ketone HAT catalysis and nickel catalysis.

In 2019, the Hashmi group discovered the synergistic combina-
tion of nickel catalysis and benzaldehyde for the arylation of
C(sp3)–H bonds adjacent to nitrogen or sulfur in amides 6 and
thioethers 28, respectively, under UVA light irradiation [68]. As
shown in Scheme 16, both primary and secondary C(sp3)–H
bonds of amides were arylated with moderate to good yields.
When both primary and secondary C(sp3)‒H bonds are present

in the substrate, regioselectivity favors the secondary position.
The catalytic reaction conditions were compatible with the
C(sp3)‒H arylation of tetrahydrothiophene (28a) as well [68].

The enantioselective C–H functionalization is a valuable
method for synthesizing useful organic compounds from simple
alkane starting materials [51,69,70]. Recently, Lu and
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Figure 8: Proposed mechanism for photochemical C(sp3)‒H arylation by the synergy of ketone HAT catalysis and nickel catalysis.

Scheme 15: Benzophenone- and nickel-catalyzed photoredox benzylic C–H arylation.

co-workers reported an enantioselective benzylic C–H aryl-
ation method for synthesizing 1,1-diarylalkanes 26 via a
photoredox and nickel dual catalysis (Scheme 17) [71]. The
reaction relied on the chiral biimidazoline ligand 30, which

gave the best results among various tested chiral bioxazolines
and chiral biimidazoline ligands. Notably, the aryl substituent at
the imidazoline nitrogen of the ligands significantly affected the
product yields and enantioselectivities. A wide range of aryl
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Scheme 16: Benzaldehyde- and nickel-catalyzed photoredox C(sp3)–H arylation.

bromides 3 were tested with alkylbenzenes 25 under ambient
reaction conditions and afforded the desired products 26 in
moderate yields and good enantioselectivities. Based on their
control experiments and mechanistic studies, it was postulated
that a bromine radical might be involved in the HAT process of
benzylic C‒H bond using DMBP as co-catalyst to deliver
benzylic radical species 9-IX (Figure 9) [71]. The benzylic
radical 9-IX intercepted with the nickel catalytic cycle to result
in the desired products 26.

The photoredox nickel-catalyzed arylation of α-amino C(sp3)–H
bonds are not limited to tertiary amines/amides. Secondary
amides could also be arylated, as reported by Montgomery,
Martin and co-workers [72]. The authors discovered that the
combination of Ir[dF(CF3)ppy]2(dtbbpy)PF6, NiBr2·diglyme,
5,5’-dimethyl-2,2’-bipyridine (5,5’-diMe-bpy), and K3PO4 in
dioxane under irradiation of blue LEDs at ambient temperature

afforded the desired α-arylation products 32 from secondary
amides 31 and (hetero)aryl bromides 3 (Scheme 18) [72]. The
method showed a broad substrate scope for both amides and
aryl bromides. The authors also realized the enantioselective
variant of this protocol using the chiral iPrBiOx ligand under
slightly modified reaction conditions (Scheme 19) [72].

Recently, Chu achieved the selective assembly of vinyl and aryl
functionalities onto saturated cyclic hydrocarbons via a
photoredox nickel-catalyzed sequential C–O decarboxylative
vinylation/arylation of cyclic oxalates 33 with terminal alkyne
34 and aryl bromides 3 (Scheme 20) [73]. As to the scope, aryl
bromides 3 containing various electron-withdrawing substitu-
ents displayed better efficiency over the electron-rich aryl bro-
mides. The authors proposed a plausible catalytic cycle to
account for the mode of action of this cascade arylation protocol
(Figure 10) [73]. In the photocatalytic cycle, the SET event be-
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Scheme 17: Photoredox and nickel-catalyzed enantioselective benzylic C–H arylation.

tween the photoexcited iridium catalyst 10-II and the substrate
oxalate 33 generates a tertiary carbon-centered radical 10-IV by
decarboxylation and the reduced iridium(II) photocatalyst
10-III. The active iridium(III) photocatalyst 10-I is regenerated
by a SET process between 10-III and the nickel(I) species
10-X. The addition of the tertiary radical 10-IV to the terminal
alkyne 34 followed by an intramolecular 1,5-HAT results in a
nucleophilic secondary alkyl radical species 10-VI. Subse-
quently, the alkyl radical 10-VI intercepts nickel(0) complex
10-VII to form a nickel(I)–alkyl intermediate 10-VIII, which
then undergoes oxidative addition to aryl bromide 3 followed
by reductive elimination furnishing the desired product 35 and

the nickel(I) species 10-X. The authors noted that the oxidative
addition of the nickel(0) species 10-VII to aryl bromide 3 and
subsequent steps to produce nickel(III) intermediate 10-IX
could not be ruled out.

The König group discovered that the arylation of α-amino
C(sp3)–H bonds could be realized with aryl halides using meso-
porous graphitic carbon nitride (mpg-CN) [74-76] as a hetero-
geneous organic semiconductor photocatalyst in combination
with nickel catalysis [77]. Here, the catalytic system consisting
of NiBr2·glyme, 2,2′-bipyridine, 2,6-lutidine, and mpg-CN
under blue light irradiation at ambient temperature was found to
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Figure 9: Proposed mechanism for the photoredox and nickel-catalyzed enantioselective benzylic C–H arylation.

Scheme 18: Photoredox nickel-catalyzed α-(sp3)‒H arylation of secondary benzamides with aryl bromides.
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Scheme 19: Enantioselective sp3 α-arylation of benzamides.

Scheme 20: Nickel-catalyzed decarboxylative vinylation/C‒H arylation of cyclic oxalates.

be optimal to furnish the desired cross-coupled products 37 in
satisfactory yields. Furthermore, the method proved applicable
to the late-stage diversification of bioactive molecules, pharma-
ceuticals, and agrochemicals as aryl coupling partners
(Scheme 21) [77]. The authors proposed a catalytic cycle that
involves an energy-transfer pathway generating an electroni-

cally excited nickel complex as a key reactive intermediate
(Figure 11).

Photochemical nickel catalysis was used to synthesize 1,1-
diarylalkanes 39 from unactivated alkyl bromides 38 and aryl
bromides 3 through a reductive migratory cross-coupling
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Figure 10: Proposed mechanism for the nickel-catalyzed decarboxylative vinylation/C‒H arylation of cyclic oxalates.

Scheme 21: C(sp3)−H arylation of bioactive molecules using mpg-CN photocatalysis and nickel catalysis.
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Figure 11: Proposed mechanism for the mpg-CN/nickel photocatalytic C(sp3)–H arylation.

strategy (Scheme 22) [78]. The use of an iridium-based photo-
catalyst along with stoichiometric diisopropylamine as the ter-
minal reductant were found to be beneficial to obtain the
desired products 39. Both primary and secondary alkyl bro-
mides 38 proved viable substrates to give the benzylic arylation
products 39 with good regioselectivities. The authors proposed
a tentative visible-light-driven radical chain mechanistic profile
with nickel chain-walking as a key step to rationalize the C–H
arylation process [78].

Alkylation
The direct functionalization of C–H bonds in alkyl groups is a
fundamental but challenging operation in organic synthesis.
While significant advances had been accomplished with
(hetero)aromatic C(sp2)–H alkylations [79-81], examples for
C(sp3)–C(sp3) couplings through C–H activation are scarce [82-
84]. In this context, a synergistic combination of photoredox ca-
talysis and nickel catalysis is also often employed to C(sp3)‒H
alkylation transformations. For example, in 2017, MacMillan
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Scheme 22: Nickel-catalyzed synthesis of 1,1-diarylalkanes from alkyl bromides and aryl bromides.

and co-workers reported a selective C(sp3)–H alkylation
protocol via polarity-matched hydrogen atom transfer (HAT)
using photoredox and nickel catalysis [85]. This method works
through synergistic cooperation of three catalytic cycles of
photoredox, nickel, and HAT catalysis (Figure 12). The HAT-
metallaphotoredox process selectively alkylates α-C–H of
amines 6, ethers 9, and sulfides 28 with a variety of alkyl bro-
mides 40 (Scheme 23).

The Hashmi group further developed the photoredox nickel-cat-
alyzed C–H alkylation strategy to use the readily available inex-
pensive organo-photocatalyst benzaldehyde as the HAT photo-
catalyst under UVA irradiation [68,86]. Thus, the combination
of NiBr2·glyme/dtbbpy, benzaldehyde as both the photosensi-
tizer and hydrogen abstractor, and K2HPO4 as a base under irra-
diation with UVA light enabled the cross-coupling of α-oxy
C–H bonds of acyclic/cyclic ethers 9 with alkyl bromides 40
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Figure 12: Proposed mechanism for photoredox nickel-catalyzed C(sp3)–H alkylation via polarity-matched HAT.

(Scheme 24) [86]. The catalytic system was not limited to α-oxy
C–H bonds of cyclic ethers, substrates having other heteroatoms
such as nitrogen and sulfur that can imbue a hydridic nature of
their α-C–H also proved viable under slightly modified reaction
conditions, as was reported by Hashmi in 2019 (Scheme 25)
[68].

In a recent publication, the group of Martin enabled an intermo-
lecular alkylation of α-amino C–H bonds of benzamides 31 with
unactivated alkyl halides 40 [72]. In this transformation, the
combination of NiBr2·diglyme/bipyridine in the presence of the
iridium photocatalyst Ir[dF(CF3)ppy]2(dtbbpy)PF6 under blue
light irradiation was found to be appropriate to give optimal
results (Scheme 26) [72].

The König group recently disclosed that the organic photocata-
lyst 1,2,3,5- tetrakis(carbazol-9-yl)-4,6-dicyanobenzene
(4-CzIPN) could also be used with nickel catalysis for the alkyl-
ation of α-oxy C–H bonds of acyclic/cyclic ethers 9 with alkyl
halides 40 (Scheme 27) [87]. The bench stable nickel(II) acetyl-
acetonate can be used as the catalyst along with the dtbbpy

ligand. The authors proposed a plausible reaction mechanism to
account for the mode of operation as shown in Figure 13 [87].
Here, the halide radical species generated in situ was proposed
to mediate the HAT event.

Considering the 'magic methyl' effect in drug candidates [88],
there is a strong demand for the direct methylation of C–H
bonds because it would provide a convenient access to struc-
tures that might not otherwise be available for biological testing
[89-91]. Hence, Doyle and co-workers realized an elegant ap-
proach for the methylation of (hetero)aryl chlorides 8 using
trimethyl orthoformate as a methyl radical source via a nickel/
photoredox-catalyzed HAT processes (Scheme 28) [92]. The
method was also compatible with other chlorine-containing
electrophiles such as acyl chlorides 45 to afford methyl ketones
47 in moderate yields. Based on the detailed mechanistic
studies, the authors proposed a catalytic cycle involving the
generation of methyl radicals via β-scission of a tertiary radical
which in turn was generated from trimethyl orthoformate by a
photogenerated chlorine radical-mediated HAT process
(Figure 14) [92].
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Scheme 23: Photoredox nickel-catalyzed C(sp3)‒H alkylation via polarity-matched HAT.

Recently, Stahl devised a photoredox nickel-catalyzed methyla-
tion of benzylic and α-amino C(sp3)–H bonds using di-tert-
butyl peroxide (DTBP) or dicumyl peroxide (DCP) as the
methyl source under mild conditions [93]. Based on the sub-
strate structure and peroxide choice, the authors developed four
sets of reaction conditions (Scheme 29) [93]. In these reaction
conditions, photocatalyst Ir[dF(CF3)ppy]2(dtbbpy)PF6 and
nickel catalyst NiCl2·glyme were identified to be optimal and
common.

The nickel-catalyzed photoredox-enabled HAT strategy was
exploited for the remote functionalization of C(sp3)–H with
alkyl halides as was disclosed by Rovis and co-workers [94].
Thus, a variety of linear amides were alkylated selectively at the
δ-methylene position through an intramolecular 1,5-HAT event
in synergy with a nickel catalytic cycle. Interestingly, second-
ary C–H bonds are selectively functionalized in preference over
primary C–H, in the case of multiple functionalizable sites were
available. The authors examined ample scope of alkyl trifluoro-
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Scheme 24: Benzaldehyde- and nickel-catalyzed photoredox C(sp3)‒H alkylation of ethers.

Scheme 25: Benzaldehyde- and nickel-catalyzed photoredox C(sp3)‒H alkylation of amides and thioethers.
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Scheme 26: Photoredox and nickel-catalyzed C(sp3)‒H alkylation of benzamides with alkyl bromides.

Scheme 27: CzIPN and nickel-catalyzed C(sp3)‒H alkylation of ethers with alkyl bromides.

acetamides 56 and alkyl bromides 40 to afford the correspond-
ing alkylated products 57 in moderate to good yields
(Scheme 30) [94]. As to the modus operandi, the generation of
an alkyl radical species through amide directed 1,5-HAT fol-
lowed by capture of the thus formed alkyl radical by the nickel
catalyst was proposed.

Alkenylation
Over the past few decades, outstanding progress has been real-
ized in the direct alkenylation transformation of C(sp2)–H
bonds [95-101]. However, the related C(sp3)–H alkenylation is
much less developed due to lower reactivity, poor regioselectiv-
ities and the need of noble metal catalysts [50,102-106].

Recently, Yu and co-workers conveniently achieved the direct
alkenylation of α-amino C(sp3)–H bonds of amines 1 with
alkenyl tosylates 58. The combination of the Ru(bpy)3Cl2·6H2O
photocatalyst and NiCl2·glyme as the nickel catalyst enabled
this C–H alkenylation protocol using alkenyl C(sp2)–O electro-
philes at ambient reaction temperature under blue light irradia-
tion (Scheme 31) [58]. In general, the method displayed broad
substrate scope, good functional group tolerance, and excellent
regioselectivities.

In 2017, the Wu group reported a notable C(sp3)–H functionali-
zation process with internal alkynes by means of photoredox
nickel catalysis [107]. Within this study, they showed that
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Figure 13: Proposed mechanism for the CzIPN and nickel-catalyzed C(sp3)‒H alkylation of ethers.

Scheme 28: Nickel/photoredox-catalyzed methylation of (hetero)aryl chlorides and acid chlorides using trimethyl orthoformate.
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Figure 14: Proposed catalytic cycle for the nickel/photoredox-catalyzed methylation of (hetero)aryl chlorides using trimethyl orthoformate.

the reaction of ethers, or amides with internal alkynes 60
in the presence of the combination of a catalytic amount
of Ir[dF(CF3)ppy]2(dtbbpy)PF6, NiCl2, and dtbbpy as ligand
at 60 °C under blue LED light irradiation gave alkenylation
products 61 in good yields (Scheme 32) [107]. In general,
the reaction proceeded with good regioselectivities and
excellent E/Z ratios. Further, the authors also conducted
this process in a continuous-flow reactor. The mechanistic
studies indicated that a nickel hydride intermediate
generated with C(sp3)–H as the hydride source is involved in
this catalytic transformation. The hydronickelation step results
in the sterically less hindered vinylnickel intermediate 15-I,
which corresponds to the observed major isomer product
(Figure 15).

In a related transformation, Hong realized the exclusively
α-selective hydroacylation of ynones, ynoates, and ynamides
via photoredox nickel catalysis. Thus, the combination of nickel
and iridium catalysts efficiently catalyzed the regioselective
α-C(sp3)–H addition of ethers 9 to triisopropylsilyl (TIPS)-
substituted alkynes 62 (Scheme 33) [108]. Notably, among the
tested nickel salts, NiCl2·glyme gave superior outcomes than
other nickel(II) salts or nickel(0) catalysts, indicating the essen-
tial role of chlorine. As to the scope of the reaction, TIPS-pro-
tected ynones, ynoates, and ynamides smoothly transformed
into the corresponding trisubstituted alkenes 63 in high regio-
and stereoselectivities. A possible mechanism was proposed
similar to the one shown in Figure 15 to account for the ob-
served high regioselectivity.
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Scheme 29: Photochemical nickel-catalyzed C(sp3)–H methylations.

Allylation
The transition-metal-catalyzed direct allylation of unactivated
C–H bonds is considered as the prevalent strategy in organic

synthesis. Despite significant advances were accomplished
in the allylation of (hetero)aromatic and alkenyl C(sp2)‒H
bonds [109], related reactions of C(sp3)–H are less
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Scheme 30: Photoredox nickel catalysis-enabled alkylation of unactivated C(sp3)–H bonds with alkyl bromides.

Scheme 31: Photochemical C(sp3)–H alkenylation with alkenyl tosylates.

explored [110,111]. In this context, Tambar developed
a δ-selective C(sp3)–H allylation of aliphatic amides 64
using allyl chlorides 65 under visible light photoredox

nickel catalysis (Scheme 34) [112]. The optimized reaction
conditions exhibited good tolerance to a variety of sub-
stitutions on the allyl chloride substrates 65 and the amide



Beilstein J. Org. Chem. 2021, 17, 2209–2259.

2241

Scheme 32: Photoredox nickel-catalyzed hydroalkylation of internal alkynes.

Figure 15: Proposed mechanism for the photoredox nickel-catalyzed hydroalkylation of internal alkynes.
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Scheme 33: Photoredox nickel-catalyzed hydroalkylation of activated alkynes with C(sp3)−H bonds.

Scheme 34: Allylation of unactivated C(sp3)−H bonds with allylic chlorides.

Scheme 35: Photochemical nickel-catalyzed α-amino C(sp3)–H allylation of secondary amides with trifluoromethylated alkenes.

substrates 64. However, the role of the nickel catalyst in this
process and the reaction mechanism pathway were not fully
established.

The photoredox nickel-catalyzed allylation of α-amino
C(sp3)–H bonds with trifluoromethylated alkenes 68 has been
more recently achieved by Martin and co-workers (Scheme 35)
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Scheme 36: Photoredox δ C(sp3)‒H allylation of secondary amides with trifluoromethylated alkenes.

Scheme 37: Photoredox nickel-catalyzed acylation of α-amino C(sp3)‒H bonds of N-arylamines.

[113]. This defluorinative functionalization protocol set the
stage for the introduction of gem-difluoroalkene motifs into
α-amino C(sp3)–H sites. Interestingly, substrates having a tri-
fluoromethyl group on the amide backbone enabled the functio-
nalization of δ C(sp3)–H bonds under slightly modified reac-
tion conditions with exclusion of the nickel catalyst
(Scheme 36) [113].

Acylation
The ketone motif is an important functional group in pharma-
ceuticals, agrochemicals, and functional materials [114-117].
Hence continuous efforts devoted to developing a convenient
method to introduce keto functional groups onto complex
organic molecules. During the last decade, the acylation of

hydrocarbons through direct C–H activation has been achieved
by means of transition-metal catalysis using various acyl pre-
cursors [118,119]. The renaissance of metallaphotoredox cataly-
sis has improved further the C–H acylation procedures by
working under mild reaction conditions. Thus, Doyle and Joe
reported a mild C–H acylation protocol for the direct functio-
nalization of α-amino C(sp3)–H bonds of N-arylamines 1 with
acyl electrophiles such as anhydrides 72 and 2-pyridyl thioester
73 (Scheme 37) [120]. Here, the combination of the iridium
photocatalyst, [Ir(ppy)2(dtbbpy)]PF6 and Ni(cod)2 as the nickel
catalyst were found to be optimal to give the desired acylation
products 74 in satisfactory yields. Furthermore, a plausible cata-
lytic cycle was proposed to account for the C–H acylation reac-
tion (Figure 16) [120]. A photogenerated α-amino radical 16-IV
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Figure 16: Proposed mechanism for the photoredox nickel-catalyzed acylation of α-amino C(sp3)–H bonds of N-arylamines.

intercepts with the nickel catalytic cycle to generate a key
nickel(III) intermediate 16-VII, which readily undergoes
reductive elimination to afford the desired cross-coupled prod-
uct 74a.

In 2017, Kamagai and Shibasaki showed that a robust iridium
photocatalysis/nickel catalysis enabled the α-C(sp3)–H acyl-
ation of ethers 9 with acid chlorides 45 (Scheme 38) [121]. The
optimized catalytic conditions were not limited to acid chlo-
rides as acyl sources, and an acid anhydride proved as viable
substrate, albeit in a somewhat lower yield. Based on the mech-
anistic studies, the authors proposed a catalytic cycle involving
a triplet–triplet energy transfer between the excited iridium
photocatalyst 17-II and nickel(II) complex 17-IV (Figure 17)
[121]. The excited nickel(II) complex 17-V undergoes Ni‒Cl
bond homolysis followed by a HAT event of the chlorine
radical with the ether substrate and subsequent capture of the
thus-formed α-oxy C(sp3) radical by the nickel complex result-
ing in the nickel(II)(alkyl)acyl complex 17-VI. Finally, reduc-
tive elimination of 17-VI delivered the desired product 75a.

The nickel-photoredox catalysis was extended to include chlo-
roformates 76 as electrophiles in the C‒H functionalization

reaction as was reported by the Doyle group (Scheme 39a)
[122]. Here, the combination of Ir[dF(CF3)ppy]2(dtbbpy)PF6
and Ni(cod)2 enabled this transformation to proceed under blue
light irradiation. Notably, addition of stoichiometric quantities
of sodium tungstate were found to be beneficial for the forma-
tion of the desired cross-coupling products 77. The authors’ in-
vestigations suggested that tungstate is acting as a base rather
than a photocatalyst. A variety of C–H substrates including
unactivated alkanes, amines, and ethers were transformed
into ester products 77. A catalytic cycle was proposed with
a chlorine radical involved in the HAT event (Scheme 39b)
[122].

The cooperative activity of an iridium photocatalyst and nickel
catalyst also enabled the dehydrogenative cross coupling of
benzylic and aldehydic C–H bonds (Scheme 40) [123]. Notably,
this method proceeds through a unique mechanism (Figure 18)
involving five steps: i) anion exchange between the iridium
catalyst and nickel catalyst; ii) generation of a bromine radical
and nickel(I) species in the photocatalytic cycle; iii) hydrogen
atom abstraction events between the bromine radical and tolu-
ene as well as aldehyde; iv) product formation in a nickel cata-
lytic cycle; and v) regeneration of nickel(II) species.
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Scheme 38: Photocatalytic α‑acylation of ethers with acid chlorides.

Figure 17: Proposed mechanism for the photocatalytic α‑acylation of ethers with acid chlorides.

Recently, the group of Huo developed a nickel-catalyzed enan-
tioselective acylation of α-amino C(sp3)–H bonds with
carboxylic acids under visible light irradiation (Scheme 41)
[124]. Here, dimethyl dicarbonate (DMDC) was the choice of

activator to convert the carboxylic acid to a mixed anhydride in
situ. In this protocol, the bisoxazoline-based chiral ligand 83
enabled the synthesis of α-amino ketones in high enantioselec-
tivities under mild reaction conditions. Good yields were ob-
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Scheme 39: Photoredox and nickel-catalyzed C(sp3)‒H esterification with chloroformates.
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Scheme 40: Photoredox nickel-catalyzed dehydrogenative coupling of benzylic and aldehydic C–H bonds.

Figure 18: Proposed reaction pathway for the photoredox nickel-catalyzed dehydrogenative coupling of benzylic and aldehydic C–H bonds.
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Scheme 41: Photoredox nickel-catalyzed enantioselective acylation of α-amino C(sp3)–H bonds with carboxylic acids.

Scheme 42: Nickel-catalyzed C(sp3)‒H acylation with N-acylsuccinimides.

served for carboxylic acid substrates 81 with different steric
properties. Similarly, amine substrates 80 with diverse substitu-
tion patterns and functional groups were well tolerated to
provide the desired products in optimal yields. The proposed
mechanism involves the cleavage of the C(sp3)–H bond by a
photo-generated bromine radical to give the carbon-centered
alkyl radical, which subsequently engages in the nickel-cata-
lyzed enantioselective acylation.

Amides were also found to be competent acyl surrogates in the
photoredox nickel-catalyzed direct C(sp3)–H acylation reac-
tions as reported by Hong and co-workers (Scheme 42) [125].
Here, the two challenging bonds, the amide C‒N and alkane
C(sp3)‒H were activated under mild photoredox reaction condi-
tions. Among the various tested amides, N-acylsuccinimides 84
were found to be superior acyl surrogates to give the desired
products 85 in high yields. Based on the detailed computational
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Figure 19: Proposed mechanism for the nickel-catalyzed C(sp3)–H acylation with N-acylsuccinimides.

and experimental mechanistic studies, the authors proposed a
catalytic cycle which involves the C–H cleavage prior to the ox-
idative addition of N-acylsuccinimide (Figure 19) [125].

The acylation of benzylic C‒H bonds with acid chlorides 45 by
means of photoredox nickel catalysis was demonstrated by
Rueping in 2020 (Scheme 43) [126]. Using substituted benzo-
phenone 4-benzoylphenyl acetate as the photocatalyst, a variety
of substituted methylbenzenes 25 were transformed into unsym-
metrical ketones 79 under visible light irradiation. Both
aromatic and aliphatic acid chlorides 45 were well tolerated
under the catalytic conditions to offer the ketone products 79.
The authors also showed that acid anhydrides could also
be used as viable acylating reagents under the optimized
reaction conditions, however, with less efficacy than acid chlo-
rides.

A related process involved the conversion of toluene into 1,2-
arylethanone using 4,4’-dichlorobenzophenone (27) as the

photocatalyst and NiCl2·DME as the nickel catalyst under UVA
irradiation (Scheme 44) [127]. Here, N-acylsuccinimides 84
were used as the acyl source. Notably, ortho-substituted methyl-
benzenes gave lower yields due to steric effects.

The photoredox nickel-catalyzed C–H acylation was not limited
to C(sp3)–H functionalization. Gu, Yuan and co-workers hence
succeeded in preparing 3-acylindoles 88 from indole 86 and
α-oxoacids 87 at room temperature by means of iridium photo-
catalysis and nickel catalysis under blue light irradiation
(Scheme 45) [128]. Among the tested several commercially
available photocatalysts, Ir[dF(CF3)ppy]2(dtbbpy)PF6 was
found to provide the desired products in good yields.

Aldehyde C–H functionalization
Inspired by their earlier contributions on HAT-metallapho-
toredox-mediated C(sp3)–H functionalizations [53,54], the
MacMillan group reported a photoredox nickel-catalyzed alde-
hyde C–H arylation, vinylation, or alkylation [129]. The ketone-
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Scheme 43: Nickel-catalyzed benzylic C–H functionalization with acid chlorides 45.

Scheme 44: Photoredox nickel-catalyzed benzylic C–H acylation with N-acylsuccinimides 84.

forming reaction was conveniently realized by the reaction of
aldehydes 89 with aryl, alkenyl, or alkyl bromides in the pres-
ence of Ir[dF(CF3)ppy]2(dtbbpy)PF6, NiBr2·dtbbpy, quinucli-
dine, and K2CO3 in dioxane under blue light irradiation at
ambient reaction temperature (Scheme 46) [129]. Besides aryl

bromides, alkenyl and alkyl bromides were found to be viable
substrates and showcased the catalytic conditions versatility.
Based on their experiments, the authors proposed a working
mode for this protocol involving a triple catalysis mechanism
(Figure 20) [129]. The synergistic merger of photoredox, nickel,
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Scheme 45: Photoredox nickel-catalyzed acylation of indoles 86 with α-oxoacids 87.

Scheme 46: Nickel-catalyzed aldehyde C–H functionalization.

and HAT catalytic cycles enabled the aldehyde C–H functional-
ization. Subsequently, a related transformation was also re-
ported by Liu and co-workers [130]. Here, stoichiometric quan-
tities of quinuclidine were used to get optimal results.

Carboxylation
Over the past few decades, significant attention has been
devoted to exploit carbon dioxide (CO2) as the C1 resource
[131,132]. In particular, the C–H functionalization with CO2 is
considered an attractive organic synthesis strategy in terms of
sustainable aspects [133-135]. In 2019, Murakami and

co-workers reported on the photoinduced carboxylation of
C(sp3)–H bonds with CO2 under 1 atm pressure [136]. Here, the
authors discovered that the combination of xanthone as the
photocatalyst and NiCl2·6H2O as the nickel catalyst can effi-
ciently catalyze the transformation of methylarenes 25 into
arylacetic acids 91 under UV light irradiation (Scheme 47).
Furthermore, the authors also applied this methodology to func-
tionalize unactivated alkanes such as cyclohexane, cyclopen-
tanes, and n-pentane. The proposed catalytic cycle is initiated
by the absorption of light by xanthone PC 21-I to get excited
(Figure 21) [136]. The excited ketone PC undergoes a HAT
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Figure 20: Proposed catalytic cycle for the photoredox nickel-catalyzed aldehyde C–H functionalization.

Scheme 47: Photoredox carboxylation of methylbenzenes with CO2.
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Figure 21: Proposed mechanism for the photoredox carboxylation of methylbenzenes with CO2.

process with the benzylic C–H substrate to generate a pair of
ketyl radical 21-IV and benzylic radical 21-III. At the same
time, the in situ-generated nickel(0) complex 21-VI combines
with the benzylic radical 21-III, followed by CO2 insertion re-
sulting in the nickel(I) carboxylate complex 21-VIII. The ketyl
radical is deprotonated by the base, and then undergoes a SET
with nickel(I) carboxylate complex 21-VIII to regenerate the
nickel(0) species 21-VI and the carboxylate product 21-IX.

Olefin difunctionalization
Nickel-catalyzed alkene 1,2-difunctionalization is considered as
useful method for preparing complex molecules in a single-step
reaction [137-139]. In this aspect, the groups by Kong [140] and
Molander [141] independently demonstrated photoredox/nickel-
catalyzed approaches to olefin difunctionalizations involving
C(sp3)–H activation. Thus, Kong devised a synthetic method
combining nickel catalysis with tetrabutylammonium
decatungstate (TBADT) as photocatalyst for the three compo-
nent reaction of alkanes 16, alkenes 92, and aryl bromides 3
(Scheme 48) [140]. Here, TBADT enables the generation of
alkyl radicals from various alkane substrates via a HAT process
under near-ultraviolet light irradiation. Both cyclic and linear
alkanes were found to be suitable under the reaction conditions.
Linear alkanes were preferentially functionalized at the 2-posi-
tion due to the less steric hindrance. In addition to alkanes, a
variety of ethers and amines were also compatible and selec-
tively functionalized at the α-heteroatom positions in moderate
to good yields and excellent regioselectivity. Interestingly, ke-

tones and silanes were also found to be compatible to give the
desired three-component coupling products. Similarly, the
scope of aryl bromides 3 and alkenes 92 were found to be
broad. A possible catalytic cycle was proposed to account for
the mechanism of the reaction (Figure 22) [140]. Photoexcited
decatungstate 22-II undergoes a HAT process with the
C(sp3)–H substrate to form a carbon-centered radical species
22-III and reduced decatungstate 22-IV. The thus formed alkyl
radical 22-III adds to the alkene 92 affording the radical adduct
22-VI, which is intercepted by the nickel(0) species 22-X to
generate alkyl-nickel(I) intermediate 22-VII. Oxidative addi-
tion of the aryl bromide 3 to intermediate 22-VII results in
(alkyl)(aryl)nickel(III) intermediate 22-VIII, which subse-
quently undergoes reductive elimination to deliver the desired
cross-coupled product 93 and the nickel(I) species 22-IX. A
SET process between 22-IX and 22-V regenerates the reduced
decatungstate 22-IV and the active nickel(0) catalyst 22-X.

In a recent report, Gutierrez and Molander realized the three-
component dicarbofunctionalization of alkenes by means of the
combination of phororedox HAT catalysis and nickel catalysis
[141]. Here, a substituted diaryl ketone, 4-(4-methoxybenzo-
yl)benzonitrile (96) serves as the HAT photocatalyst to activate
the C(sp3)–H bonds for olefin functionalization. It was identi-
fied that the use of nonpolar, aprotic solvents, such as benzene
and α,α,α-trifluorotoluene (TFT) is critical for the formation of
the desired products 95. The scope of the transformation was
demonstrated with a variety of activated alkenes 94, alkyl C‒H
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Scheme 48: Decatungstate photo-HAT and nickel catalysis enabled alkene difunctionalization.

Figure 22: Proposed catalytic cycle for the decatungstate photo-HAT and nickel catalysis enabled alkene difunctionalization.

substrates 16, and aryl bromides 3. In general, the products
were obtained in moderate to good yields and good regioselec-
tivities (Scheme 49) [141]. The detailed experimental and
computational studies highlight the involvement of hydrogen
bonding assistance during the radical addition to olefine. The

proposed reaction mechanism has two synergistic catalytic
cycles, namely a photocatalytic cycle and a nickel catalytic
cycle (Figure 23). The photoexcitation of the ketone PC 96
results in the triplet-state diradical 23-I. A HAT process be-
tween 23-I and the alkane substrate generates the desired car-
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Scheme 49: Diaryl ketone HAT catalysis and nickel catalysis enabled dicarbofunctionalization of alkenes.

Figure 23: Proposed catalytic mechanism for the diaryl ketone HAT catalysis and nickel catalysis enabled dicarbofunctionalization of alkenes.



Beilstein J. Org. Chem. 2021, 17, 2209–2259.

2256

Scheme 50: Overview of photoredox nickel-catalyzed C–H functional-
izations.

bon-centered radical 23-II with concomitant formation of ketyl
radical species 23-III. The thus formed alkyl radical 23-II
undergoes Giese addition to alkene 94 resulting in the radical
adduct 23-IV. The radical adduct 23-IV is captured by nickel(0)
species 23-V followed by oxidative addition to aryl bromide 3
to give the nickel(III)(alkyl)(aryl) intermediate 23-VII. Facile
C–C-bond forming reductive elimination of 23-VII delivers the
desired product 95 and nickel(I) species 23-VIII. A SET be-
tween 23-VIII and 23-III regenerates the active nickel(0)
species 23-V and the ketone PC 96. Alternatively, the
nickel(III) intermediate 23-VII could also be formed via an oxi-
dative addition of the nickel(0) species 23-V to aryl bromide 3
followed by the reaction with alkyl radical 23-IV.

Conclusion
During the last decade, metallaphotoredox catalysis has
emerged as an increasingly viable tool in organic synthesis for
C–H functionalization. Although significant advances have
been achieved with precious palladium catalysts, recently, con-
siderable attention has been devoted to using earth-abundant,
less toxic, and cost-effective nickel catalysts. It is clear from the
wealth of the different transformations discussed in this review,
the merger of photoredox catalysis and nickel catalysis offers a
range of new tools for organic synthesis (Scheme 50). The
impressive array of transformations involving C(sp3)–H func-
tionalizations, including arylation, alkylation, alkenylation, ally-
lation, acylation, and carboxylation, highlights their potential
utility in organic synthesis. Further, the mild nature of the reac-
tion conditions enables a broad substrate scope, functional

group tolerance, and opportunities for late-stage diversification
of complex molecules. Despite the significant advances, the
photoredox-mediated nickel-catalyzed C‒H functionalization is
still in its infancy. Thus far, expensive iridium-based com-
plexes are the most common photocatalysts and are essential to
achieve satisfactory outcomes; less expensive organic photocat-
alysts in nickel-catalyzed transformations are less explored.
Further, the major challenges of C‒H functionalization, includ-
ing site specificity and functionalization of stronger C–H bonds,
remain unexplored. Furthermore, examples of enantioselective
C–H functionalizations are scarce and present new opportuni-
ties for further exploration. In consideration of the sustainable
nature of C–H activation by photoredox nickel catalysis, further
exciting developments are expected in this rapidly evolving
research area.
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Abstract
A copper-catalyzed mono-selective C–H amination of ferrocenes assisted by 8-aminoquinoline is presented here. A range of
amines, including bioactive molecules, were successfully installed to the ortho-position of ferrocene amides with high efficiency
under mild conditions. A range of functionalized ferrocenes were compatible to give the aminated products in moderate to good
yields. The gram-scale reaction was smoothly conducted and the directing group could be removed easily under basic conditions.
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Introduction
Ferrocene-based compounds have broad applications from
asymmetric catalysis to medicinal discovery [1-8]. Therefore,
the development of efficient methods to access multifunctional
ferrocenes has attracted tremendous attention. Conventionally,
functionalized ferrocenes were derived via electrophilic aromat-
ic substitution mediated by strong Lewis acids or direct metala-
tion using strong bases, such as alkyllithium reagents [3,9-12].
However, the above protocols generally proceeded under harsh

conditions that led to poor functional group tolerance and
generated stoichiometric amounts of waste.

Thus far, the transition-metal-catalyzed C–H functionalization
strategy has innovated the way to producing ferrocene deriva-
tives [13-16]. Especially, the 3d transition metals, such as Cu,
Co and Ni, have been exploited to convert C–H bonds to
various functional groups, attributing to the cost-effective and

https://www.beilstein-journals.org/bjoc/about/openAccess.htm
mailto:11837007@zju.edu.cn
mailto:wyuchemxxt@126.com
mailto:kzhang@gdut.edu.cn
mailto:bfshi@zju.edu.cn
https://doi.org/10.3762/bjoc.17.165


Beilstein J. Org. Chem. 2021, 17, 2488–2495.

2489

Scheme 1: 3d-Transition-metal-catalyzed C–H functionalization to access functionalized ferrocenes.

less toxic properties, which render C–H transformations both
economically desirable and environmentally benign
(Scheme 1a) [17-22]. Early in 2015, the Ackermann group re-
ported the first example of a low-valent Co-catalyzed C–H
alkenylation of 2-pyridinylferrocene [23]. In 2017, the
Butenschön group reported the ortho-C–H alkylation and aryl-
ation of ferrocene derivatives enabled by a combination of Fe or
Co catalyst and N-containing directing groups, while an excess
of Grignard reagents was used [24,25]. Thereafter, they also re-
ported the Cp*Co-catalyzed ortho-C–H alkenylation of
ferrocenes with alkynes [26] and the mono- and di-selectivity
could be controlled by the fine-tuned directing groups. Kumar
and co-workers developed a Cu-mediated C–H chalcogenation
and sulfonation of ferrocenes [27-29]. The use of a bidentate
1,10-phenathroline ligand was critical to achieve mono-selec-
tivity in the chacogenation reactions [28]. Meanwhile, Co(III)-
catalyzed ortho-C–H amidation of ferrocene derivatives were
also developed by the groups of You [30], Ackermann [31] and
Shi [32,33] with 1,4,2-dioxazol-5-ones as versatile amidating
reagents. In 2019, the alkynylated ferrocenes were isolated in
the formation of alkyne-Cu(I) π-complexes by the Tan group
via Cu-mediated C–H alkynylations [34]. Later in 2020, an en-
antioselective C–H annulation of ferrocenylformamides with
alkynes was achieved by the Ye group enabled by Ni-Al
bimetallic catalysis and a chiral secondary phosphine oxide
(SPO) ligand [35]. Hou et al. also reported the asymmetric C−H
alkenylation of quinoline- and pyridine-substituted ferrocenes
with alkynes by using an unprecedented half-sandwich Sc cata-
lyst [36]. Very recently, Shi and Zhang demonstrated a Cp*Co-
catalyzed ortho-C–H allylation of ferrocenes assisted by
thioamide using allyl carbonates and vinylcyclopropanes as

allylating partners [37]. Meanwhile, Zhang and co-authors also
reported the Co-catalyzed C–H alkoxylation of ferrocenes under
nearly room temperature [38].

In comparison, despite the direct C–H amination of arenes with
alkylamines has emerged as an efficient strategy to prepare
substituted anilines [39-49], the application of this environmen-
tally benign, oxidative coupling strategy to the synthesis of
valuable ortho-amino ferrocene derivatives hasn’t been
achieved [50], probably ascribing to several challenges. First,
unprotected amines are sensitive and unendurable to several
oxidants in the presence of transition metals. Second, both
amines and the resulting aminated products could coordinate
with metal catalysts and cause the deactivation of catalysts.
Besides, high reaction temperature could lead to a mixture of
byproducts or the decomposition of the ferrocene products.
Herein, we described a Cu-catalyzed oxidative C–H/N–H cou-
pling of ferrocenes with free amines to provide mono-aminated
ferrocenes exclusively under mild conditions (Scheme 1b).
During the preparation of the manuscript of this article, a nice
report on Cu-catalyzed C–H amination of ferrocenes directed by
8-aminoquinoline was reported by Fukuzawa and Kanemoto
[50]. Notably, our method proceeded under silver-free condi-
tions at relatively lower temperature and in shorter time, provid-
ing a complementary alternative to the work of Fukuzawa and
Kanemoto.

Results and Discussion
We initiated our study by investigating the C–H amination of
ferrocene carboxylic amide 1a with morpholine (2a) using
8-amonoquinoline as directing group [51-56]. The ortho-
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Table 1: Optimization of reaction conditions.a

Entry [Cu] Solvent Oxidant Additive T (°C) t (h) Yieldb

1 CuI DMF NMO – 120 12 11%
2 CuI NMP NMO – 120 12 15%
3 CuI DMSO NMO – 120 12 trace
4 CuI MeCN NMO – 120 12 32%
5 Cu(OAc)2 MeCN NMO – 120 12 10%
6 CuCN MeCN NMO – 120 12 12%
7 CuCl MeCN NMO – 120 12 18%
8 CuTc MeCN NMO – 120 12 trace
9 CuI MeCN TEMPO – 120 12 23%

10 CuI MeCN MnO2 – 120 12 trace
11c CuI MeCN O2 – 120 12 8%
12d CuI neat NMO 2-pyridone 120 12 36%
13d CuI neat NMO 2-pyridone 100 12 46%
14d CuI neat NMO 2-pyridone 80 12 56%
15d CuI neat NMO 2-pyridone 80 6 68%
16d CuI neat NMO 2-pyridone 80 4 80%

aReactions conditions: 1a (0.1 mmol), 2a (0.3 mmol), [Cu] (20 mol %), oxidant (2.0 equiv), K2CO3 (1.0 equiv) and additive (1.0 equiv) in a sealed tube.
bIsolated yield. cOxygen balloon. d5.0 equiv of morpholine.

aminated ferrocenylamide 3a was isolated in 11% yield in the
presence of CuI, N-methylmorpholine N-oxide (NMO) and
K2CO3 in DMF (Table 1, entry 1). When the reaction was con-
ducted in MeCN, the yield could be improved to 32% (Table 1,
entry 4). Further screening of other oxidants revealed that NMO
was the optimal (Table 1, entries 9–11). When the reaction was
conducted in neat in the presence of 2-pyridone, 3a was ob-
tained in 36% yield (Table 1, entry 12). However, significant
decomposition of the aminated product 3a was observed.
Consequently, we exclusively evaluated the reaction tempera-
ture and time (Table 1, entries 13–16). To our delight, 3a could
be obtained in 80% yield under relatively lower temperature
(80 °C) and shorter time (4 hours). To note, this reaction
showed excellent mono-selectivity and no diaminated
ferrocenylamide was detected. The exclusive monoselectivity is
most likely originated from the strong coordination of the
amino group, which could form a tridentate copper complex and
prevent the second C–H amination [34,50].

Having obtained the optimized reaction conditions, we started
to investigate the generality of this C–H amination protocol
with regard to modified ferrocenes (Scheme 2). Delightfully, a

variety of functional groups tailored to the other cyclopentadi-
enyl (Cp) moieties were well tolerated, furnishing the desired
ortho-mono-aminating ferrocenes in moderate to good yields.
Alkyl substituents on the other Cp ring of ferrocenylamides
only showed slightly effects (3b–d). Notably, the terminal
alkenyl group of 3e was well tolerated during the amination
process. Weakly coordinating carbonyl groups were also toler-
ated and the desired C–H amination occurred selectively at the
ortho position to the N-quinolinyl amides with acceptable yields
(3f–l). Notably, free alcohol was also compatible with this
protocol, exclusively giving the mono-aminated product in 73%
yield (3m) without the observation of any competitive alkoxyla-
tion product [38,57,58].

We then explored the scope of multifarious amines. As
displayed in Scheme 3, a range of cyclic amines, such as
morpholine 4a,b, piperazine 4c, piperidine 4d–j and thiomor-
pholine 4l,m, reacted smoothly to give the amination products
in 23% to 85% yields. A variety of synthetically useful func-
tionalities, such as ester 4f, cyano 4g and ketal 4i, were well
tolerated. Unfortunately, 1,2,3,4-tetrahydroquinoline (2k) was
proved unreactive under our conditions, probably due to the



Beilstein J. Org. Chem. 2021, 17, 2488–2495.

2491

Scheme 2: Scope of ferrocenes with morpholine.

steric hindrance. Thiomorpholine (2l) was compatible with this
reaction, albeit with significantly dropped yield (29%), largely
due to the poison of copper catalyst by thioether. Acyclic
amines were also tested and the amination products were ob-
tained in low yields (4n, 18%; 4o, 15%). Unfortunately, prima-
ry amines and anilines were completely inert.

Encouraged by the above results, we further tried to synthesize
ferrocene–drug conjugates (Scheme 4a). Three amines used to
treat psychosis were subjected to couple with 1a and the desired
conjugates were obtained in good yields (with haloperidol, 4p,

63%; with buspirone, 4q, 60%; with perospirone, 4r, 70%).
This protocol was also amendable to gram-scale synthesis,
giving 3a in 50% yield (Scheme 4b, 1.32 g). For synthetic
utility, the directing group was conveniently removed by
refluxing with KOH in EtOH and the benzyl-protected ester 5
was obtained in 75% yield.

We also conducted several deuteration experiments to shed a
preliminary insight into the mechanism. No H/D exchange was
observed at the ortho-position of 1a with 3.0 equivalents of
CD3CO2D under standard conditions (Scheme 5a). Further-



Beilstein J. Org. Chem. 2021, 17, 2488–2495.

2492

Scheme 3: Scope of various amines with 1a.
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Scheme 4: Synthetic applications.

Scheme 5: Mechanistic experiments.

more, a larger value of kinetic isotope effect (KIE = 2.4) was
detected (Scheme 5b). These results indicated that the cleavage
of C–H bond was most likely involved in the rate-determining
step.

Conclusion
To summarize, we have reported a copper-catalyzed direct
ortho-C–H/N–H coupling reaction of ferrocenes with alkyl
amines directed by 8-aminoquinoline. Fruitful mono-aminated
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ferrocenes were obtained in moderate to good yields and the
mild conditions offered the possibility to the preparation of
ferrocene–drug conjugates effectively. Mechanistic studies indi-
cated that the C–H activation step was the rate-determining
step.

Supporting Information
Supporting Information File 1
Full experimental details, compound characterization, and
copies of NMR spectra.
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supplementary/1860-5397-17-165-S1.pdf]
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Abstract
Electrocatalytic dehydrogenative C(sp3)–H/C(sp)–H cross-coupling of tetrahydroisoquinolines with terminal alkynes has been
achieved in a continuous-flow microreactor through 2,2,6,6-tetramethylpiperidine 1-oxyl (TEMPO)/copper relay catalysis. The
reaction is easily scalable and requires low concentration of supporting electrolyte and no external chemical oxidants or ligands,
providing straightforward and sustainable access to 2-functionalized tetrahydroisoquinolines.

2650

Introduction
The dehydrogenative cross-coupling of two C–H bonds repre-
sents an ideal strategy for the construction of C–C bonds [1,2].
In this context, few methods have been developed for the dehy-
drogenative cross-coupling of tetrahydroisoquinolines with ter-
minal alkynes because of the prevalence of the tetrahydroiso-
quinoline moiety in natural products and bioactive molecules
[3-10]. These methods proceed through the oxidation of the
tetrahydroisoquinoline to an iminium intermediate with various
chemical oxidants such as peroxides and DDQ followed by
reaction with the copper acetylide species to deliver the

2-substituted tetrahydroisoquinoline product (Scheme 1A).
These methods usually require elevated temperatures [3-5],
prompting the development of mild conditions by merging
photoredox catalysis with copper catalysis (Scheme 1B) [8,9].
Notwithstanding of these outstanding achievements, noble
metal-based catalysts and chemical oxidants are employed
under these photochemical conditions.

Organic electrochemistry is an ideal tool for promoting dehy-
drogenative cross-coupling reactions as no external chemical

https://www.beilstein-journals.org/bjoc/about/openAccess.htm
mailto:haichao.xu@xmu.edu.cn
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Scheme 1: C(sp3)–H alkynylation of tetrahydroisoquinolines. L* = chiral ligand. TEMPO = 2,2,6,6-tetramethylpiperidine 1-oxyl. DDQ = 2,3-dichloro-
5,6-dicyano-1,4-benzoquinone. BPO = benzoyl peroxide.

oxidants are needed [11-19]. In this context, Mei and
co-workers have reported an elegant TEMPO/[L*Cu] co-cata-
lyzed asymmetric electrochemical dehydrogenative cross-cou-
pling reaction of tetrahydroisoquinolines with terminal alkynes
(Scheme 1C) [10]. The chiral ligand was found to be critical for
the stereoinduction as well as product formation for these elec-
trochemical reactions that are conducted in batch. Continuous-
flow electrochemical microreactors offer several advantages for
electrosynthesis and have been employed to reduce the use of
supporting electrolyte, facilitate reaction scale-up, and increase
reaction efficiency [20-32]. Despite these advantages of contin-
uous-flow electrosynthesis and the intense interests in transi-
tion-metal electrocatalysis [33-39], transition-metal electrocatal-
ysis in continuous flow remains underexplored [40]. With our
continued interests in transition-metal electrocatalysis [41,42]
and continuous-flow electrosynthesis [43-48], we report herein
the electrocatalytic dehydrogenative cross-coupling reaction of
tetrahydroisoquinolines with terminal alkynes in continuous
flow (Scheme 1D). These reactions require low loadings of sup-
porting electrolyte and proceed through Cu/TEMPO relay catal-
ysis without need for additional ligands.

Results and Discussion
The electrosynthesis was conducted in a microreactor equipped
with two Pt electrodes as the anode and cathode and operated
with a constant current (Table 1). Under the optimized condi-
tions, a solution of tetrahydroisoquinoline 1a (1 equiv), alkyne
2 (1.5 equiv), Cu(OTf)2 (10 mol %), TEMPO (20 mol %),
n-Bu4NPF6 (0.2 equiv), and TFE (3.5 equiv) in MeCN was
passed through the cell at 0.2 mL min−1 to give the desired
product 3 in 86% yield (Table 1, entry 1). Pleasingly, a good
yield of 82% was obtained in the absence of supporting elec-
trolyte (Table 1, entry 2). While product formation was ob-
served without TEMPO (Table 1, entry 3) and TFE (Table 1,
entry 4), albeit in low yields, the reaction failed completely
without the copper salt (Table 1, entry 5). Other variations also
resulted in diminished yield of 3, such as lowering the loading
of Cu(OTf)2 to 5 mol % (Table 1, entry 6), replacing Cu(OTf)2
with other copper salts such as Cu(acac)2 (Table 1, entry 7),
Cu(TFA)2, (Table 1, entry 8), Cu(OAc)2 (Table 1, entry 9) and
replacing TFE with other protic additives including MeOH
(Table 1, entry 10), EtOH (Table 1, entry 11), HFIP (Table 1,
entry 12) and H2O (Table 1, entry 13).
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Table 1: Optimization of reaction conditions.a

Entry Deviation from standard conditions Yield of 3 (%)

1 none 86b

2 no n-Bu4NPF6 82
3 no TEMPO 35
4 no TFE 19
5 no Cu(OTf)2 0
6 Cu(OTf)2 (5 mol %) 71
7 Cu(acac)2 instead of Cu(OTf)2 17
8 Cu(TFA)2 instead of Cu(OTf)2 77
9 Cu(OAc)2 instead of Cu(OTf)2 40

10 MeOH instead of TFE 60
11 EtOH instead of TFE 50
12 HFIP instead of TFE 38
13 H2O instead of TFE 20

aStandard conditions: 1a (0.21 mmol), 2 (0.32 mmol, 1.5 equiv), MeCN (7 mL), Pt anode, Pt cathode, interelectrode distance = 0.25 mm, 3.1 F mol−1.
Yield of product 3 is determined by 1H NMR analysis using 1,3,5-trimethoxybenzene as the internal standard. TFE, 2,2,2-trifluoroethanol. PMP,
p-methoxyphenyl. HFIP, 1,1,1,3,3,3-hexafluoropropan-2-ol. TEMPO, 2,2,6,6-tetramethylpiperidine 1-oxyl. Cu(acac)2, Copper(II) acetylacetonate.
Cu(TFA)2, Copper(II) trifluoroacetate. bIsolated yield.

The scope of the continuous-flow electrosynthesis was investi-
gated by varying the substituents of the tetrahydroisoquinoline
and the alkyne (Scheme 2). The N-phenyl ring of the tetra-
hydroisoquinoline could be substituted with groups such as
OMe (4, 5), Me (6), Et (7), t-Bu (8), F (9), and Cl (10). An N-2-
naphthalenyl-substituted tetrahydroisoquinoline bearing two
OMe groups at 6,7-positions (11) also reacted successfully. The
alkyne coupling partner also tolerated variation. The reactions
were found to be compatible with arylalkynes such as phenyl-
acetylenes bearing at the para position a H (12), Me (13), t-Bu
(14, 16), or Br (15), 2-ethynylpyridine (17), alkenylalkynes
(18), and alkylalkynes (19–21).

The continuous-flow electrosynthesis is easily scaled up by
passing more material through the reactor [43,49]. Hence,
repeating the reaction under flow conditions, with a solution
containing 0.98 g of tetrahydroisoquinoline 1a and 1.11 g of
alkyne 22 afforded 1.05 g (61%) of product 14 in 13 h
(Scheme 3). The productivity could be increased if multiple
reactors were employed in parallel [43].

A mechanism for the electrochemical synthesis was proposed
based on reported studies (Scheme 4) [3,10]. Anodic oxidation
of TEMPO generates the oxoammonium salt TEMPO+ [50,51],
which reacts with tetrahydroisoquinoline 23 to generate
TEMPOH and iminium ion 24 [52], TEMPOH is oxidized
back to TEMPO+ on the anode. On the other hand, 24 is
converted to the final product 25 through reaction with
copper acetylide 26, which is generated from CuI and the
alkyne 27 with the assistance of CF3CH2O−. The added
CuII precatalyst is likely reduced at the cathode to produce
the requisite CuI. The base CF3CH2O− is produced through
cathodic reduction of TFE. The addition of TFE to the reac-
tions helps cathodic H2 evolution and may also stabilize the
iminium ion through reversible reaction with this cationic
species.

Conclusion
In summary, we have achieved the electrochemical dehydroge-
nation cross-coupling of tetrahydroisoquinolines with terminal
alkynes in continuous flow through Cu/TEMPO relay catalysis.
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Scheme 2: Substrate scope. Reaction conditions: Pt anode, Pt cathode, interelectrode distance 0.25 mm, 1 (0.03 M, 0.21 mmol), 2 (0.045 M,
1.5 equiv), Cu(OTf)2 (10 mol %), TEMPO (20 mol %), n-Bu4NPF6 (20 mol %), TFE (3.5 equiv), MeCN (7 mL), I = 30 mA, flow rate = 0.20 mL min−1, rt.
Isolated yields are reported.
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Scheme 3: Reaction scale-up.

Scheme 4: Proposed mechanism.

This work demonstrates that continuous-flow electrochemical
microreactors can be a viable tool for developing efficient tran-
sition-metal electrocatalysis.
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Abstract
The development of environmentally benign, inexpensive, and earth-abundant metal catalysts is desirable from both an ecological
and economic standpoint. Certainly, in the past couple decades, iron has become a key player in the development of sustainable
coupling chemistry and has become an indispensable tool in organic synthesis. Over the last ten years, organic chemistry has
witnessed substantial improvements in efficient synthesis because of domino reactions. These protocols are more atom-economic,
produce less waste, and demand less time compared to a classical stepwise reaction. Although iron-catalyzed domino reactions
require a mindset that differs from the more routine noble-metal, homogenous iron catalysis they bear the chance to enable cou-
pling reactions that rival that of noble-metal-catalysis. This review provides an overview of iron-catalyzed domino coupling reac-
tions of π-systems. The classifications and reactivity paradigms examined should assist readers and provide guidance for the design
of novel domino reactions.
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Introduction
Over the past couple decades, the use of transition-metal-cata-
lyzed cross-coupling reactions have become a staple within the
organic chemist’s arsenal of carbon–carbon and carbon–hetero-
atom bond-forming reactions. Catalysis, as a synthetic tool, is
widely employed to accomplish transformations to produce
many various pharmaceuticals, polymeric materials, and fine
chemicals [1-8]. Catalysis is one of the fundamental pillars of
green chemistry, the design of chemical products and processes
that reduce or eliminate the use and generation of hazardous
substances, as well as increase the atom economy of the reac-

tion [9]. Among the transition-metal (TM) catalysts often used,
the late transition metals like rhodium [10-14], palladium [15-
19], nickel [20-23], and iridium [24-27] have taken center stage
when it comes to the development of synthetic methodology.
Although these late TMs have contributed enormously to the
various fields of organic, inorganic, and organometallic
chemistry, growing concerns regarding their economic and eco-
logical impacts have risen. This has prompted interest into the
use of cheap, benign, and readily available first-row TMs [28-
34].

https://www.beilstein-journals.org/bjoc/about/openAccess.htm
mailto:wtam@uoguelph.ca
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Figure 1: Price comparison among iron and other transition metals used in catalysis.

Scheme 1: Typical modes of C–C bond formation.

A prominent earth abundant TM bringing a renaissance to the
idea of green catalysis is iron. Notably, iron is the most earth-
abundant d-block element. Moreover, it is found iron is less
expensive by several magnitudes compared to other late TM
catalysts (Figure 1) [35].

Although the first Fe-catalyzed homo-coupling of aryl Grig-
nard species was reported in 1941 by Kharasch and Fields [36],
it wasn’t until 1971 Kochi and Tamura demonstrated the first
Fe-catalyzed cross-coupling reaction between Grignard reagents
and vinyl halides [37]. As of late, the development of Fe-cata-
lyzed cross-coupling methodology and mechanistic rationales
have burgeoned [38]. Today, the rate of growth within the field
of iron catalysis is much greater than that compared to the more
studied late TMs [39-43].

Besides the more recognized concept of TM cross-coupling
reactions revolving around an organic electrophile bearing a
leaving group and an organometallic nucleophile, there is
another large area of cross-coupling reactions that have been
under significant development over the past 10 years. First
achieved by Li and co-workers in 2007 [44], cross-dehydro-
genative-coupling (CDC) reactions offer a highly atom econom-
ic approach to carbon–carbon (C–C) and carbon–heteroatom
(C–X) bond formation via C–H activation [45,46]. Generally
speaking, C–C bond forming reactions can be classified into
three types (Scheme 1): the reaction of a compound bearing
functional group (X), coupling with another compound bearing
functional group (Y), producing a new C–C bond through the
formation of X–Y (Scheme 1a). Secondly, the reaction of a
C–H compound with a C–X functionalized compound
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Scheme 2: The components of an iron-catalyzed domino reaction.

(Scheme 1b). Lastly, the reaction between two C–H com-
pounds to form a C–C bond, formally eliminating H2, hence the
dehydrogenative reference (Scheme 1c). As this coupling reac-
tion does not require functionalization prior to coupling, it
shortens the synthetic route, and lowers the production of by-
products.

Iron catalysis offers an attractive, and sustainable, approach to
the aforementioned economic and ecological concerns. In the
same vein, cascade reactions are important tools to meet such
challenges currently facing synthetic chemists and have
received considerable attention as of late. Introduced by Tietze,
cascade reactions are sequences of transformations where
subsequent transformations occur only in virtue of functionality
formed in previous steps [47]. This process repeats until a prod-
uct stable under the reaction conditions is formed and the reac-
tion terminates. Compared to the late TMs, iron can possess a
wide array of oxidation states, ranging from 2− to 6+, allowing
for iron catalysis to be utilized and perform several different
types of reactions. As such, a closer look at Fe-catalyzed
cascade reactions reveals several distinct features. One possible
method for the initiation of a multistep reaction is through the
generation of an organoiron species. This can occur by the oxi-
dative insertion of a low-valent iron into a C–X bond
(Scheme 2). Evidently, iron in low oxidation states may operate

as an iron-centered nucleophile, and catalyze reactions involv-
ing oxidative addition, transmetallation, and reductive elimina-
tion processes. On the other hand, iron may act as a Lewis acid,
activating carbon–carbon multiple bonds via π-binding or
heteroatoms via σ-complexes. This can either generate the
organoiron complex after nucleophilic attack or produce a
carbocation which will react further. However, reactions cata-
lyzed by the Lewis-acidic character of iron salts are beyond the
scope of this review. Iron also has the ability to transfer one or
two electrons to a substrate. This opens the possibility for
radical reactions via a single electron transfer (SET). Once initi-
ated, the reaction will propagate, which typically involves the
insertion of a π-system (carbometallation of alkenes/alkynes) in
the case of organoiron species (Scheme 2). Alternatively, the
generated radical species may undergo radical addition to
alkenes, alkynes, or aromatic arenes. The final step is the termi-
nation of the reaction through the trapping of the reactive inter-
mediate. Organoiron complexes have been shown to undergo
electrophilic trapping with external species or proceed through
cross-coupling eventually undergoing reductive elimination.
Radical addition will typically conclude with the reductive
addition or difunctionalization of the π-system; however, it has
been demonstrated the radical intermediate can go through a
SET oxidation/elimination to recover the initiating π-function-
ality.
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In this review, Fe-catalyzed domino coupling reactions involv-
ing π-systems will be discussed. Recent methods in the pursuit
for efficient and economical carbon–carbon and carbon–hetero-
atom bond-forming reactions, such as cross-coupling, CDC, and
oxidative coupling/difunctionalizations, will be summarized.
The review is categorized by reaction type, and the type of
bonds being formed. For reasons of clarity, newly formed bonds
are sketched in red, with newly formed cyclic structures being
highlighted.

Review
Iron-catalyzed cross-coupling
Metal-catalyzed cross-coupling reactions have become a staple
for carbon–carbon bond formation. The late TMs that have
dominated the field of cross-coupling reactions have largely
been relegated to coupling partners containing either sp2- or
sp-hybridized carbons. Excellent progress has been made
demonstrating reactions involving sp3-hybridized substrates, as
well as systems bearing β-hydrogens, operate efficiently under
certain Fe-catalyzed conditions constituting serious competi-
tion for the established late TM-catalyzed systems. For more
information, covering non-sequential Fe-catalyzed cross cou-
pling reactions, we direct the interested readers to the several
excellent reviews that described the chemistry therein [48-51].

The area of iron-catalyzed cross-coupling reactions of alkyl
halides began in 2004 when Nakamura first reported the
TMEDA-mediated Fe-catalyzed cross-coupling reaction be-
tween secondary bromides with aryl Grignard reagents [52].
Since then, several reports of alkyl halide cross-coupling reac-
tions have been reported [53]. In 2015, Kang and co-workers
described a FeCl2-catalyzed tandem cyclization/cross-coupling
reaction of alkyl iodides 1 with aryl Grignard reagents 2 to give
arylmethyl-substituted pyrrolidines and tetrahydrofurans 3 in
poor to excellent yield (Scheme 3) [54].

The concept of alkyl halide tandem cross-coupling reactions
was first introduced by Fürstner in 2004 who disclosed specific
iodoalkanes with pendant olefins undergo cyclization prior to
the anticipated cross-coupling with Grignard reagents [55]. This
has since been recognized by a number of other reports, indicat-
ing a SET process [56-58]. The authors investigated the effect
of alkenyl substitution on the reaction to better understand
mechanistic details. On inspection of the results, it is clear the
radical cyclization pathway precedes the cross-coupling path-
way. Moreover, no dehalogenation or β-hydride elimination by-
products were detected which supports the absence of an initial
oxidative addition between the alkyl iodide and the active Fe
catalyst. The possibility of a radical process rather than ionic
cross-coupling is supported by the tandem cyclization/cyclo-
propyl ring-opening reaction, similar to previous reports [59].

The authors proposed a plausible catalytic cycle based on a
series of mechanistic studies (Scheme 3). First, FeCl2 will react
with the aryl Grignard reagent to form an aryliron complex 8
which can undergo a SET with the iodoalkane to yield the
radical substrate 9. A 5-exo-dig cyclization will produce the
pyrrolidinyl methyl radical 10 which may add to the iron center
to form the Fe(III) complex 11. Reductive elimination would
give rise to the final product, and transmetallation with a Grig-
nard reagent regenerates the active Fe species. Alternatively,
release of the aryl radical via ipso-attack of the alkyl radical
generating the cross-coupled product cannot be ruled out
[57,60].

In 2020, Gutierrez and co-workers developed a Fe-catalyzed
intra- and intermolecular difunctionalization of vinyl cyclo-
propanes 14 with alkyl bromides 13 and aryl Grignard reagents
2 (Scheme 4) [61]. Using sterically hindered tertiary alkyl bro-
mides, the authors were able to favor intermolecular radical ad-
dition of the generated alkyl radical 17 to the vinylcyclo-
propane, outcompeting radical rebound to an aryl Fe species.
The incipient radical can then undergo ring-opening of the
cyclopropane 18. Work by Fürstner [62] and Plietker [63]
showed iron catalysts were able to ring-open vinylcyclopro-
panes for monocarbofunctionalization terminating in proton-
ation; however, Gutierrez demonstrated the resultant radical
could undergo Fe-catalyzed cross-coupling reactions. The
authors noted the reaction was tolerable of both electron-donat-
ing and withdrawing groups on all three components of the
reaction affording products in good yield; however, the reac-
tion produced geometric isomers, consistently favoring the E
isomer. The authors applied their methodology towards an
asymmetric variant using a chiral diphosphine ligand. Prelimi-
nary results demonstrated the chiral iron species moderately
controlled the enantioselectivity of the aryl Grignard cross-cou-
pling. This work provided a proof-of-concept towards the use of
vinylcyclopropanes as useful 1,5-synthons in asymmetric
Fe-catalyzed cross-coupling reactions. Although poor enantioin-
duction was observed, several Fe-catalyzed non-sequential
cross-coupling protocols have been established with yields and
enantioselectivity rivaling Pd-catalyzed reactions [64,65].
Mechanistically, these reactions differ by not including a
π-system which allows for propagation of reaction.

In the same year, the Gutierrez Lab reported the first three-com-
ponent 1,2-dicarbofunctionalzation of alkenes 21 (Scheme 5)
[66]. The authors noted π-systems bearing O- and S-hetero-
atoms had little to no compatibility with the transformation as
well as sterically hindered Grignard reagents 2. Similar to their
previous report, primary and secondary alkyl halides were
prone to undergoing direct cross-coupling rather than radical
addition across the π-system. Consistent with the proposed
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Scheme 3: Iron-catalyzed tandem cyclization and cross-coupling reactions of iodoalkanes 1 with aryl Grignard reagents 2.
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Scheme 4: Three component iron-catalyzed dicarbofunctionalization of vinyl cyclopropanes 14.

mechanism, perfluorinated n-alkyl radicals performed well,
suggesting ease of Giese addition is crucial [67]. The group
expanded the reaction to include 1,6-dienes 24 leading to 25 via
the formation of three C–C bonds through a radical cyclization/
arylation cascade, like that reported by Kang et al. (Scheme 3).

The authors hypothesized the alkyl halide could react with aryl
iron species 27 to form the alkyl radical 28 (Scheme 5). Regio-
selective Giese addition to the π-system 21 would generate the

transient 2° alkyl radical 29. Due to the high energetic barrier
associated with direct cross-coupling between sterically
hindered 3° alkyl radicals and aryliron complexes, it is assumed
the persistent aryliron species is stable enough to be selectively
trapped by the less sterically demanding 2° alkyl radical 29. Re-
ductive elimination would form the difunctionalized product
and transmetallation with an aryl Grignard reagent regenerates
the active Fe species 26, restarting the catalytic cycle. As
driving Giese addition is paramount, this method is currently
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Scheme 5: Three-component iron-catalyzed dicarbofunctionalization of alkenes 21.
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Scheme 6: Double carbomagnesiation of internal alkynes 31 with alkyl Grignard reagents 32.

limited to the use of a large excess of olefins; however, acti-
vated alkenes could circumvent this requirement.

In 2016, the Deng group studied a novel double carbomagnesia-
tion of unsymmetrical internal alkynes 31 with alkyl Grignard
reagents 32 producing 1,3-dienylmagnesium reagents 33 with
high regio- and stereoselectivity (Scheme 6) [68]. A major
problem with the carbomagnesiation of internal alkynes bear-
ing no heteroatoms is the relatively harsh conditions required
producing poor selectivity in some cases [69,70]. The strong
σ-donating nature of the IEt2Me2NHC ligand and its appro-
priate steric properties are thought to be crucial to the success of
the reaction [71]. The authors showed the in situ-formed 1,3-
dienylmagnesium species 33 can also be trapped by a variety of
electrophiles, demonstrating the synthetic utility of the reaction.

In 2016, Fürstner and Echeverria demonstrated a mechanisti-
cally distinct protocol for the synthesis of 1,3-dienes 36
(Scheme 7) [72]. Compared to previous Fe-catalyzed carbomag-
nesiation reactions (Scheme 6) where carbometallation occurs
in a concerted syn-manner this protocol, instead, is initiated by
the oxidative cyclization of the 1,6-enyne 35 followed by reduc-

tive elimination of the carbon nucleophile 38. Interestingly, this
reaction proceeds via the cleavage of heteroelements and acti-
vated C–C bonds prior to reductive elimination of the metalla-
cyclic ate-complex, resulting in the net formation of two new
C–C bonds. Noteworthy, this methodology demonstrated a wide
substrate scope, namely reacting smoothly with all-carbon back-
boned substrates 36c, as well as being applicable to esters and
tosylamides, proving it to be a powerful protocol for the synthe-
sis of stereocontrolled tetrasubstituted alkenes.

In 2017, Sweeney and co-workers established a Heck/Kumada
cross-coupling cascade to construct nitrogen and oxygen-con-
taining cis-heterospirocycles 40 in high yield and diastereose-
lectivity with inexpensive Fe(acac)3 as the precatalyst
(Scheme 8) [73]. Interestingly, this protocol was applicable
to substrates bearing classically sensitive functionalities like
esters and aryl chlorides. Exposure of the iron catalyst to one
equivalent of aryl Grignard reagent 2b in the absence of the
halide substrate afforded the bimetallic Fe(II) complex
FeBr2[Mg(acac)2](THF)2. Using FeBr2[Mg(acac)2](THF)2 in
place of Fe(acac)3 in the arylative spirocyclization reaction
delivered product 40a in comparable yield, suggesting an initial
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Scheme 7: Iron-catalyzed cycloisomerization/cross-coupling of enyne derivatives 35 with alkyl Grignard reagents 32.

in situ reduction of the Fe(III) precatalyst occurs in the early
stages of the catalytic cycle.

Although the mechanisms of Fe-catalyzed cross-coupling reac-
tions are often complex [74,75] (Scheme 8), the authors believe
this reaction likely proceeds with the σ-aryliron intermediate 42
cyclizing to give the η1-allyliron species 45. Isomerization of 45
would deliver the less-hindered isomer 48 (path i). The stereo-
chemical outcome can be rationalized by the steric interactions
of the iron residue and the C–H bond of the aromatic ring in 47.
Capturing of the iron complex by the Grignard reagent 2, fol-
lowed by reductive elimination would deliver the observed
product 40. Alternatively, the iron species 45 may undergo
direct anti-attack by the Grignard reagent (path ii) [76]. One
final possibility is the reaction proceeds via a radical mecha-
nism (path iii) [77], although use of radical inhibitors had little
impact on the success of the reaction. It seems unlikely a radical
pathway is involved in the reaction mechanism; however, it
cannot be categorically excluded.

In 2021, the Koh group demonstrated the first three-component
alkenylboration of alkenes 50 (Scheme 9) [78]. The authors
noted the described methodology regioselectively installs both
the boryl functionality and olefin across both activated and
unactivated π-systems 50; however, the later required the use of
(dppe)FeBr2 in DMF to deliver products in appreciable yield.

Alkenyl fluoride, chloride, and bromide substrates 51/52 were
found to be amenable to the reaction although with varying
degrees of success, likely due to the competing base-promoted
1,2-elimination. With the cyclopropylidene-functionalized sub-
strates 50a, ring-cleavage led to trisubstituted (E)-alkenyl-
boronates 55, acting as a 1,5-synthon, similar to Gutierrez‘s
vinylcyclopropanes (Scheme 4) [66]. Based on mechanistic in-
vestigations, Koh proposed the catalytically active iron-boryl
species 57 is generated through the ligand exchange of 56 with
B2pin2 which can undergo borylmetallation across the alkene in
a syn-fashion 58. Side-on coordination of the haloalkene’s
π-bond can trigger a syn-carbometallation 59. A base-mediated
1,2- elimination will deliver the alkenylboration product as well
as regenerate 56. The methodology was applied towards the
synthesis of (±)-imperanene.

Iron-catalyzed cross dehydrogenative
coupling
Transit ion-metal-catalyzed carbon–carbon (C–C) or
carbon–heteroatom (C–X) bond formation involving two differ-
ent C–H bonds or one C–H and one X–H bond is formally
known as cross dehydrogenative coupling (CDC) and is quite
attractive to synthetic organic chemists [79]. Such coupling
eliminates the need for prefunctionalization of the substrate,
thus making synthetic schemes shorter and more efficient im-
proving the atom and step-economy of the reaction. Other than
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Scheme 8: Iron-catalyzed spirocyclization/cross-coupling cascade.
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Scheme 9: Iron-catalyzed alkenylboration of alkenes 50.
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Scheme 10: N-Alkyl–N-aryl acrylamide 60 CDC cyclization with C(sp3)–H bonds adjacent to a heteroatom.

the clear economic benefits CDC offers, it’s also a facile
method for the coupling of sp3 C–H species. However, the CDC
reaction is not without its challenges, mainly due to the poor re-
activity of C–H bonds; thus, chemists have devised protocols to
activate different types of C–H bonds for the formation of C–C
and C–X bonds. We classified the different CDC cascade reac-
tions into two different sections: strictly carbon CDC reactions
and heteroatomic CDC reactions.

Iron-catalyzed carbon–carbon cross
dehydrogenative coupling
In 2013, Li and co-workers reported the FeCl3-catalyzed
arylalkylation of activated alkenes 60 for the synthesis of oxin-
doles 62 (Scheme 10) [80]. Mechanistic studies, including

kinetic isotope effects and radical trapping, suggested a radical
mechanism. The hydroperoxide, in the presence of an iron cata-
lyst, abstracts the hydrogen atom alpha to the heteroatom. The
alkyl radical may attack the acrylamide; subsequent intramolec-
ular radical cyclization with the aryl ring would give the oxin-
dole scaffold. Hydrogen abstraction would regenerate the
reduced iron catalyst and produce the final product. Two years
later, Zhou and co-workers expanded the reaction for the syn-
thesis of substituted isoquinoline-1,3(2H,4H)-dione derivatives
64 (Scheme 10) [81]. Both laboratories observed similar trends
in reactivity and came to the same mechanistic conclusions.
Mechanistically, sequential and nonsequential CDC reactions
are nearly identical. Typically, a CDC reaction is initiated
through iron-mediated oxidation processes. In the case of a sp3
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Scheme 11: 1,2-Carboacylation of activated alkenes 60 with aldehydes 65 and alcohols 67.

C–H species, an alkyl radical can be generated. This is where
sequential and nonsequential CDC reactions diverge. In the case
of a nonsequential CDC reaction, the alkyl radical will directly
attack an electrophilic species [79]. On the other hand, sequen-
tial CDC reactions involve propagation reactions. These propa-
gation steps typically involve a radical addition across a two-
carbon fragment, generating a new carbon-based radical
species. There is no limit to the number of propagation sites a
coupling partner can have; however, controlling the chronology
of the radical additions can be difficult. Once the intermediate
has expended all propagation sites it is terminated, typically
through the generation of a new radical species.

The Zhu group followed up on this work by disclosing the use
of acetonitrile as the radical precursor for the cyanomethylation/
arylation of arylacrylamides to access oxindoles [82]. Despite
the small scope of aliphatic nitriles explored, the reaction
further demonstrated the synthetic potential of C(sp3)–H species
within CDC methodology.

In 2013, the Li group established a carbonyl-arylation of N-aryl-
acrylamides 60 with alkyl and aryl aldehydes 65 (Scheme 11)
[83]. Like Li’s report in 2013 (Scheme 10) [80], the reaction
begins with a radical addition to the acrylamide 60 followed by
subsequent radical cyclization with the aryl ring. A few substit-
uent effects were noted, namely ortho-substituents on the aryl
ring were detrimental to the reaction. Moreover, terminal
alkenes preformed poorer than their 1,1-disubstituted counter-
parts, perhaps due to the generation of the more stable 3° radical
intermediate. In the following year, Song and Li reported a
reaction shortcut for the carbonyl-arylation of N-arylacryl-
amides 60 through the in-situ oxidation of alcohols 67
(Scheme 11) [84]. Under the optimized reaction conditions,
both primary and secondary alcohols are oxidized to the corre-
sponding aldehyde/ketone, so the chronology of the addition
remains unclear whether the reaction proceeds exclusively via
an alkyl radical followed by subsequent oxidation, an acyl
radical, or a combination of both. Further, slight modifications
of the reaction conditions have allowed for the synthesis of
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Scheme 12: Iron-catalyzed dicarbonylation of activated alkenes 68 with alcohols 67.

indolines and dihydropyran frameworks through tandem
carbonylarylation and carbamoylarylation reactions of olefins
[85,86].

In 2016, Li and co-workers investigated the dicarbonylation of
alkenes 68 (Scheme 12) [87]. It was noted both EWGs and
EDGs on the phenyl ring were amenable to the reaction; howev-
er, the yield was dramatically reduced with electron-deficient
N-substituents. Substitution of the alcohol partner was well-
tolerated though sterically demanding functionality lowered its
reactivity. On the basis of the experimental results, the authors
proposed a catalytic cycle (Scheme 12). First, the hydroper-

oxide, in the presence of an Fe(II) species, generates an Fe(III)
intermediate and the alkoxy radical which can oxidize the in-
coming alcohol 67 to an aldehyde 70. Another equivalent of
hydroxy radical, either generated under thermal conditions or
through the Fe redox cycle, can abstract the aldehydic hydro-
gen to form the acyl radical 71. Subsequent radical addition to
the alkene 68 to form 72 followed by cyclization with the nitrile
affords the iminyl radical 73 which can abstract a hydrogen
atom to form the more stable imine 74. Hydrolysis of the imine
affords the final product 69. In 2020, Sun and Liu reported the
iminyl cyclization could also be achieved with DMSO as a
methyl-radical precursor [88].
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Scheme 13: Iron-catalyzed cyanoalkylation/radical dearomatization of acrylamides 75.

In 2017, the Zhu group developed an Fe(acac)3-catalyzed
cyanoalkylative dearomatization of N-phenylcinnamamides 75
for the synthesis of 1-azaspiro[4.5]decanes 77 (Scheme 13)
[89]. The reaction was amenable to both EWGs and EDGs;
however, substitution at the ortho-position of the cinnamamide
lowered the product yield. Mechanistic experiments suggest the
reaction proceeds through a radical reaction. Moreover, kinetic
isotope studies revealed the cleavage of the C(sp3)–H bond may
be involved in the rate-determining step of this transformation.
Mechanistically, prototypical homolysis of the peroxide in the
presence of the Fe(II) catalyst will generate the alkyl radical 78
formed via hydrogen abstraction. The intermediate 78 may
regioselectively attack the α-position of the carbonyl 75a. A
thermodynamically controlled 5-exo cyclization with the aryl
ring 79 would afford the spirocyclic intermediate 80. The
authors theorize the >20:1 diastereoselectivity of the reaction
arises from the steric interaction between the aromatic and

cyano groups. The oxidation of species 80 would reduce
the Fe catalyst back to its reduced form, while a tert-butyl
alkoxide can furnish the final product through acid-base cataly-
sis.

In 2019, Li and co-workers investigated a three-component
dialkylation of alkenes 82 with common alkanes 83 and 1,3-
dicarbonyl compounds 84 via synergistic photoredox/iron catal-
ysis (Scheme 14) [90]. This protocol parallels Li’s seminal
report in 2007 [44]; however, under these reaction conditions,
the reactive radical was propagated across an alkene before
termination with the activated methylene unit. Notably, the
reaction did not proceed in the dark or in the absence of the
photosensitizer at 30 °C; further, the reaction generated the
desired product in lower yield at 120 °C. The scope was broad
and tolerated a wide array of 1,3-keto esters and 1,3-diketones,
as well as both benzylic and aliphatic C(sp3)–H compounds.
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Scheme 14: Synergistic photoredox/iron-catalyzed 1,2-dialkylation of alkenes 82 with common alkanes 83 and 1,3-dicarbonyl compounds 84.

Scheme 15: Iron-catalyzed oxidative coupling/cyclization of phenol derivatives 86 and alkenes 87.

Iron-catalyzed heteroatomic cross dehydrogenative
coupling
In 2013, Lei and Pappo independently reported an FeCl3-cata-
lyzed oxidative coupling/cyclization cascade of phenol deriva-
tives 86 and alkenes 87 (Scheme 15) [91,92]. Similar trends

were reported by both groups namely electron-rich phenols, as
well as those bearing halogen substituents, were suitable sub-
strates under these reaction conditions. In Lei’s report, the reac-
tion shuts down in the presence of TEMPO and in the absence
of DDQ; thus, the formation of a phenoxy radical was proposed.
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Scheme 16: Iron-catalyzed carbosulfonylation of activated alkenes 60.

Scheme 17: Iron-catalyzed oxidative spirocyclization of N-arylpropiolamides 91 with silanes 92 and tert-butyl hydroperoxide.

In 2018, Zhong and co-workers reported a similar approach
towards the assembly of 2,2-disubstituted indolines from
N-sulfonylanilines and substituted styrene derivatives [93].

In 2014, the Jiao group investigated the carbosulfonation of
alkenes 60 for the synthesis of oxindoles 90 through sequential
C–S/C–C-bond formation (Scheme 16) [94]. Interestingly, the
protocol used air as the oxidant, avoiding the use of stoichio-
metric oxidants like previous radical cyclization cascades. Gen-
erally, substrates with an electron-withdrawing group afforded
the product in greater yield. The reaction proceeds through the

formation of a sulfonyl radical under aerobic conditions.
Tandem attack on the alkenyl π-system with the sulfonyl radical
followed by radical cyclization with the aryl ring constructs the
substituted oxindoles 90.

In 2017, Song and Li reported an oxidative spriocyclization of
N‐arylpropiolamides 91 with silanes 92 for the synthesis of
3‐silylspiro[4,5]trienones 93 in good yield (Scheme 17) [95].
Compared to previously reported inter-/intramolecular CDC
cascades, the authors were able to capture the post-cyclization
aryl radical with the peroxide initiator rather than simply termi-
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Scheme 18: Iron-catalyzed free radical cascade difunctionalization of unsaturated benzamides 94 with silanes 92.

nating the reaction with protonation. In terms of the scope of the
reaction, substrates bearing an electron-rich functionality were
less reactive than substrates with electron-deficient groups.
Isotopic labeling revealed the oxygen functionality installed
came from the peroxide initiator rather than the water present,
suggesting the water plays another role in the reaction, poten-
tially as a promoter of the catalyst.

In 2020, Li and co-workers investigated a carbosilylation
cascade for the synthesis of various silylated dihydroisoquinoli-
nones and 1,3-isoquinolinediones 95 (Scheme 18) [96]. The
scope of the reaction was broad and could tolerate a variety of
electron-donating and electron-withdrawing groups, though
bulky silanes 92 afforded the products in reduced yield. The
reaction proceeds through the formation of a silicon-centered
radical generated via a Fe redox cycle (vide supra). Sequential
attack on the alkenyl π-system followed by radical cyclization
with the aryl ring constructs the 6-membered heterocyclic
framework.

In 2015, the Li group investigated the radical addition/cycliza-
tion of olefinic malonate and β-diketone compounds 96 with
aldehydes 97 (Scheme 19) [97]. The reaction was feasible with
ketones; however, lower product yields were observed. The
efficiency of the reaction seems to be dependent on the depro-
tonation of the α-position of the olefinic malonate species. The
authors noted decarbonylated products were obtained when
cyclohexane carboxaldehyde and pivaldehyde were applied,
consistent with the stability of the generated acyl radicals [98].
Concurrently, Guo and co-workers reported a similar approach
towards the synthesis of dihydrofurans 101 through the sequen-
tial radical addition/cyclization of inactivated C(sp3)−H bonds

100 with olefinic dicarbonyl species 99 (Scheme 19) [99]. Both
accounts found the reaction was shut down in the presence of
radical scavengers. Both laboratories suggested the mechanism,
wherein, after tert-butoxyl radical production, hydrogen
abstraction can generate the appropriate radical species. Subse-
quent radical addition to the π-system followed by a 5-endo-trig
radical cyclization would afford the furan framework.
Following Fe-catalyzed oxidation, the resulting oxonium cation
can be deprotonated to afford the final dihydrofuran. Further,
this inter-/intramolecular radical addition/cyclization methodol-
ogy has been applied for the synthesis of various substituted
dihydropyrans [100,101] and dihydrofurans [102].

In 2019, the Li group studied the selective activation of the
α-C(sp3)–H of ketones and esters 103 for the tandem addition/
cyclization of o-vinylanilides 102 (Scheme 20) [103]. Through
a series of mechanistic experiments, it was noted the cleavage
of the C(sp3)–H bond may be involved in the rate-determining
step of this transformation, as well as free radicals being
involved in the reaction mechanism.

In 2017, Luo and Li described a three-component Ag-mediated
Fe-catalyzed 1,2-carboamination of alkenes 82 using alkyl
nitriles 76 and amines 105 for the synthesis of γ-amino alkyl
nitriles 106 (Scheme 21) [104]. The use of Ag2CO3 as a SET
oxidant was shown to be key for the success of the reaction, as
typical organic oxidants, like peroxides, displayed low activity.
No clear trend was observed for the difference in efficiency be-
tween the Fe catalysts used. It was noted the use of the Fe cata-
lyst wasn’t necessary to promote the reaction, but the yield of
the cascade was significantly increased upon loading. The scope
of the π-systems was limited to alkenes conjugated to electron-



Beilstein J. Org. Chem. 2021, 17, 2848–2893.

2866

Scheme 19: Iron-catalyzed cyclization of olefinic dicarbonyl compounds 97 and 100 with C(sp3)–H bonds.

Scheme 20: Radical difunctionalization of o-vinylanilides 102 with ketones and esters 103.

rich aryl species. Various nitrogen nucleophiles including pri-
mary/secondary amines and sulfonamides were compatible with
the nucleophilic capture process. In the proposed mechanism,
the α-hydrogen of the alkyl nitrile is deprotonated to form an
organosilver species which undergoes SET oxidation with Ag(I)
to afford the alkyl radical. Next, the α-cyanocarbon radical can
add across the styrene derivative generating a benzylic radical
which can be oxidized by Ag(I) to afford the corresponding
benzylic cation. Nucleophilic trapping with an amine will
produce the final product.

In the same year, Song and co-workers reported a dehydrogena-
tive 1,2-difunctionalization of conjugated alkenes 107 with
silanes 92 and various nucleophiles 108 (Scheme 22) [105].
This protocol offers an expedient approach to 1-amino-2-silyl-
alkanes, a classically difficult framework to synthesize, typical-
ly requiring harsh reaction conditions, multistep synthetic
routes, or the use of expensive silicon reagents [106]. Moreover,
the methodology was extended to the carbosilylation of olefins
with carbon nucleophiles 108 including indoles, pyrroles, and
1,3-dicarbonyls. The scope of the reaction was broad and could
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Scheme 21: Dehydrogenative 1,2-carboamination of alkenes 82 with alkyl nitriles 76 and amines 105.

Scheme 22: Iron-catalyzed intermolecular 1,2-difunctionalization of conjugated alkenes 107 with silanes 92 and nucleophiles 108.

tolerate a variety of functional groups; however, electron-defi-
cient alkenes afforded the products in slightly diminished yield.
After the prototypical homolysis of the peroxide in the pres-
ence of the Fe(II) catalyst, a silicon-centered radical 110 is
formed via hydrogen abstraction. The addition of radical 110
across the alkene generates the alkyl radical intermediate 111.
Oxidation of 111 by Fe(III)Ot-Bu delivers the alkyl cation 113.

Nucleophilic trapping of the carbocation provides the final
product. In 2018, the Li group continued to explore Fe-cata-
lyzed silylation cascade chemistry. Their protocol investigated
the silylperoxidation of activated alkenes in good yield [107].

In 2019, Yang and co-workers described a four-component
radical dual difunctionalization and ordered assembly of two
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Scheme 23: Four-component radical difunctionalization of chemically distinct alkenes 114/115 with aldehydes 65 and tert-butyl hydroperoxide.

chemically distinct alkenes 114/115, aldehyde 65, and tert-butyl
peroxide (Scheme 23) [108]. In order to selectively couple one
alkene to another, without the formation of oligomers, the
authors utilized the different electronic properties of the alkenes
to control the chronology of the additions. The rate of addition
of the acyl radical to an electro-deficient alkene is about three
times greater than that of a styrene derivative [109,110]. The
electrophilic radical, adjacent to an EWG, will favor the subse-
quent addition to the styrene derivative selectively to afford a
metastable benzyl radical [111] which is captured by BuOO• via
a radical termination process.

Iron-catalyzed oxidative addition/coupling
and functionalization
Carbofunctionalization
Moving forward, the Fe-catalyzed carbofunctionalization of
alkenes will be discussed as a method for the formation of
multiple bonds in a single step. Mechanistically, Fe-catalyzed
oxidative addition and functionalization reactions proceed simi-
larly to cross dehydrogenative couplings (vide supra); however,
these reactions will result in byproducts other than the formal
elimination of H2. This section is categorized by the initiating
step and the types of bonds being formed.

Denitrogenative C–C/C–C coupling
In 2014, Yu’s and Du’s groups independently described the
arylcarbonylation of alkenes for the synthesis of oxindoles 118
from N-alkyl,N-arylacrylamides 60 and carbazates 117
(Scheme 24) [112,113]. Both protocols utilized a catalytic
loading of FeCl2·4H2O mediated by tert-butyl hydroperoxide.

The scopes of both reactions were broad and tolerated a variety
of functional groups; however, both groups noted unsubstituted
terminal alkenes and N-arylacrylamides 60 with a free N–H did
not undergo this transformation. Interestingly, Du’s protocol
tolerated substrates with a free carbinol moiety. On the other
hand, Yu reported the same substrate failed to produce any
product owing it to oxidative instability, yet more must be at
play. Since 2014, modifying the reaction conditions has allowed
for several different difunctionalization reactions of alkenes
through the denitrogenative radical generation of carbazates.
The subsequent radical has been shown to undergo coupling
with oxygen sources like peroxides [114,115] and air [116].

In 2020, Qian and Cheng investigated the cascade cyclization of
dienes 119 with alkyl carbazates 117 for the synthesis of fused
nitrogen heterocyclic compounds 120 (Scheme 25) [117]. Diene
substrates possessing EDGs reacted smoothly under the opti-
mized conditions while their electron-deficient counterparts
delivered the products in diminished yields. This transformat-
ion was sensitive to steric hindrance, as ortho-substituted aryl
species and bulky alkyl carbazates failed to react under these
reaction conditions. Based on control experiments, the authors
proposed a tentative catalytic cycle. Initially, in the presence of
an Fe(II) species and S2O8

2−, a cascade of SET reactions be-
tween the alkylcarbazate and the Fe catalyst will lead to the for-
mation of the alkoxycarbonyl 125. Regioselective addition of
the radical across the electron-neutral olefin will generate the
radical intermediate 126, followed by the 6-endo radical cycli-
zation with the activated alkene 127. Ring closing with the
ortho-carbon of the aryl ring generates aryl radical 128 which
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Scheme 24: Iron-catalyzed carbocarbonylation of activated alkenes 60 with carbazates 117.

was confirmed not to be the rate-determining step by kinetic
isotope effect studies. Subsequently, 128 is oxidized by S2O8

2−

and deprotonated to form the desired product 120.

Homolytic-cleavage-initiated C–C/C–C coupling
In 2018, Du and co-workers explored the decarboxylative
radical addition/cyclization of tert-butyl peresters 129 and
N-arylacrylamides 60 for the synthesis of oxindoles 130
(Scheme 26) [118]. The scope of the reaction was broad and
tolerated a variety of functional groups with neither EDGs nor
EWGs altering the reactivity of the acrylamide. Once synthe-
sized, the authors demonstrated the oxindoles could be trans-
formed into fused indoline–heterocycle frameworks in good
yield, an attractive scaffold found in many biologically active
compounds [119].

In the same year, the Du group investigated the FeCl2·4H2O
decarboxylative radical alkylative cyclization of cinnamamides
131/134 as an expedient approach towards dihydroquinolinone
133 and pyrrolo[1,2-a]indole 135 analogues in good yield and
excellent diastereoselectivity (Scheme 27) [120]. In terms of the
dihydroquinolinones 133, acrylamide starting materials 131
containing EWGs or EDGs all proceeded well, producing the
cyclized products with excellent diastereoselectivity. Likewise,
the scope of peresters investigated was broad and well received;
however, a lower reactivity was observed for sterically
demanding alkyl groups. Overall, when the protocol was
applied towards the synthesis of pyrrolo[1,2-a]indoles 135,
product yields were slightly diminished; however, the scope
was equally as broad and tolerated most functional groups. Ster-
ically demanding peresters were shown to react poorly with the
indole starting material 134, with tertiary peresters failing to
react. The mechanism begins with an outer-sphere SET from

Fe(II) to perester 132 leading to the O–O bond cleavage, gener-
ating the reactive alkyl radical 136, Fe(III), CO2, and t-BuO−.
Addition of 136 across the alkene 131a generates radical inter-
mediate 137. Subsequently, intramolecular cyclization of 137
generates radical intermediate 138 which then successively
undergoes a SET of Fe(III) and deprotonation by t-BuO− to give
the annulated product 133a and regenerates the Fe(II) active
catalyst.

In 2014, the Loh group reported an FeCl2-catalyzed
carbochloromethylation of activated alkenes 60 (Scheme 28)
[121]. The reaction was amenable to a range of commercially
available chlorinated methane units 139; however, CH2Cl2 and
CCl4 (139a) performed the best and delivered the oxindole
products 140 in good to excellent yield. The authors noted the
use of the diaryliodonium salt Ph2IOTf was critical, with no
reaction being observed in its absence. In 2020, Li and Shen re-
ported a similar transformation for the synthesis of chloro-con-
taining oxindoles 141 (Scheme 28) [122]. Interestingly, the
authors reported the reaction was able to operate in the absence
of any external oxidants under an inert atmosphere. Although
not investigated, Loh’s transformation most likely begins with
the generation of an aryl radical from the reduction of the
diaryliodonium salt with Fe(II) which subsequently abstracts a
hydrogen from CH2Cl2 to generate an alkyl radical. Perchlori-
nated species 139a, like the substrates investigated by Li and
Shen, most likely undergo thermal homolytic bond cleavage
and do not rely on a radical initiator.

In 2016, Shi and co-workers investigated the trifluoromethyla-
tion cascade of acrylamide-tethered alkylidenecyclopropanes
142 for the synthesis of polycyclic benzazepine derivatives 144
(Scheme 29) [123]. The authors noted electron-withdrawing
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Scheme 25: Iron-catalyzed radical 6-endo cyclization of dienes 119 with carbazates 117.
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Scheme 26: Iron-catalyzed decarboxylative synthesis of functionalized oxindoles 130 with tert-butyl peresters 129.

Scheme 27: Iron‑catalyzed decarboxylative alkylation/cyclization of cinnamamides 131/134.
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Scheme 28: Iron-catalyzed carbochloromethylation of activated alkenes 60.

Scheme 29: Iron-catalyzed trifluoromethylation of dienes 142.

substituents were detrimental to the efficacy of the reaction with
electron-withdrawing N-substituents failing to react. When a
methoxy group was installed at the para-position of the aryl
ring, a spirocyclic product 145 was formed via a radical cycliza-
tion/dearomatization process. Mechanistic investigations
revealed the reaction operates through a radical pathway.

In 2017, the Li group described a Ag-mediated, Fe-catalyzed
alkylarylation of styrene derivatives 115 with α-carbonyl alkyl
bromides 147 and indole derivatives 146 (Scheme 30) [124].
Although the reaction operated in the absence of the iron cata-
lyst, its use is crucial for high yielding reactions. Preliminary
mechanistic studies suggest the reaction proceeds through a
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Scheme 30: Iron-catalyzed, silver-mediated arylalkylation of conjugated alkenes 115.

radical addition of the carbon-centered alkyl radical across the
alkene to afford the benzylic radical. Oxidation of the corre-
sponding radical affords the benzylic carbocation which is
attacked by the indole nucleophile. The authors applied the
reaction methodology to pyrrole as a substrate; however, only
one example was given in a 50% yield. Further examining of
other potential arenes capable of undergoing electrophilic aro-
matic substitution would expand the applicability of the reac-
tion.

Carboazidation
In 2018, Yang investigated the three-component carboazidation
of styrene derivatives 115 with alkanes 101/139b and trimethyl-
silyl azide for the synthesis of chain extended azides 149 and
γ-azido chloroalkanes 150 in good yield (Scheme 31) [125].
The electronic nature of the alkene had no clear effect on the re-
activity of the system; however, no product was detected when
unactivated alkenes like when cyclohexene was used. This
strategy was also explored using chloroalkanes to form di- and
trichlorinated products 150. Despite previous reports demon-
strating dichloromethane 139b in the presence of peroxide [126]
and iron salts [127] form 1,1,1- and 1,1,1,3-substituted
chloroalkanes, under the authors’ optimized reaction conditions
only the carboazidation product was observed. In the same year,
the Xu laboratory demonstrated Togni’s reagent could be em-
ployed for the synthesis of γ-azido fluoroalkanes [128].

In 2019, Chu and co-workers demonstrated the three-compo-
nent carboazidation of alkenes with chloroalkanes and tri-
methylsilyl azide could be solvent-tuned [129]. In neat CH2Cl2,

the reaction produced the expected β-trichloromethyl alkyl
azide; however, the reaction was chemoselective for diazida-
tion when tert-butanol was used as co-solvent. The authors
hypothesized the presence of the alcohol suppresses the polar-
unmatched HAT process from forming CHCl2 radicals [130].

In 2019, the Bao group demonstrated alkyl iodides 20 were suit-
able radical precursors for the carboazidation reaction
(Scheme 32) [131]. Additionally, the authors demonstrated the
carboazidation of alkynes 160, a challenging reaction which has
only had success under copper catalysis [132]. Electron-rich
alkyl iodides did not produce the desired product with only
perfluorinated and ester-containing alkyl iodides 20 working
well. Despite the limited applicability of nucleophiles, the reac-
tion was extremely fast, typically finishing in under 10 minutes.
To show the synthetic utility of their reaction, the authors
studied the one-pot conversion of the vinyl azides to
2H-azirines 161. The carboazidation reaction for the aryl
alkynes was completed in a comparable amount of time. A
myriad of different functionalized π-systems was tolerated by
the reaction, demonstrating its applicability in late-stage func-
tionalization. The Bao group has since demonstrated many
other carbon-centered radicals were amenable in the carboazida-
tion reaction of alkenes including diacylperoxides [133] and
aldehydes [134].

In 2021, the Bao group followed up on their previous work and
developed an asymmetric carboazidation of styrene derivatives
115 (Scheme 33) [135]. The authors propose the enantioselec-
tivity originates from the diastereoisomeric azido group transfer
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Scheme 31: Iron-catalyzed three-component carboazidation of conjugated alkenes 115 with alkanes 101/139b and trimethylsilyl azide.

Scheme 32: Iron-catalyzed carboazidation of alkenes 82 and alkynes 160 with iodoalkanes 20 and trimethylsilyl azide.
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Scheme 33: Iron-catalyzed asymmetric carboazidation of styrene derivatives 115.

from the Fe(III) center to the benzylic radical. Not only did the
described methodology produce enantiopure products in up to
90% ee, the reactivity and applicability outperformed the
racemic variant. Application of this methodology was applied
towards the total synthesis of maraviroc, an anti-HIV drug,
which was synthesized in 5 steps starting from styrene (115a)
and CBr4 (20a).

Carboamination
In 2017, the Bao group investigated the carboamination of acti-
vated alkenes 115 with alkyl diacyl peroxides 163 and aceto-
nitrile (Scheme 34) [136]. Their efficient protocol featured a
broad substrate scope, including diversely functionalized
styrene derivatives, various alkyl diacyl peroxides, and a few
different nitrile solvents which provided the desired carboami-
nation product 164. By using methyl cinnamate derivatives, the
reactions were highly diastereoselective for the formation of
1,2-anti carboamination products. Notably, the Ritter reaction
was found to be the origin of diastereoselectivity on the basis of
a density functional theory (DFT) mechanistic study. The
authors proposed a radical-polar crossover mechanism. First, a
SET from Fe(II) to the alkyl diacyl peroxide generates the alkyl
acyloxy radical which decarboxylates to afford the alkyl radical
165. Addition of the radical across the alkene affords the

benzylic radical 166 which is oxidized by Fe(III) to a carbocat-
ion species 167. Subsequent attack by the nitrile affords the
nitrilium ion 168 which upon hydrolysis gives the final product
164.

Oxime esters and ethers represent a widely used starting materi-
al for the generation of nitrogen-containing heterocycles. Due to
the breadth of reactions viable from iminyl radicals, generating
through the homolytic cleavage of the N–O bond, a number of
Fe-catalyzed domino reactions have been investigated.

In 2018, Okamoto and Ohe reported an iminoarylation of γ,δ-
unsaturated oxime esters 165 with arenes 166 (Scheme 35)
[137]. The reaction most likely involves an iminyl radical which
undergoes a 5-exo-trig cyclization with the alkene to form the
alkyl radical intermediate. Homolytic aromatic substitution
(HAS) with the arene will afford the final functionalized prod-
uct. Interestingly, electron-poor, electron-rich, and heteroarenes
were all well-tolerated; however, monosubstituted aryl rings
suffered from low regioselectivity which is in accordance with
HAS-type reactions [138].

In 2020, the Wu group expanded on the radical cyclization
chemistry of γ,δ-unsaturated oxime esters, describing a
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Scheme 34: Iron-catalyzed carboamination of conjugated alkenes 115 with alkyl diacyl peroxides 163 and acetonitrile.

Scheme 35: Iron-catalyzed carboamination using oxime esters 165 and arenes 166.

carbonylative cyclization with amine nucleophiles [139].
Following an iminyl radical-mediated intramolecular 1,5-cycli-
zation, the subsequent alkyl radical could propagate across car-

bon monoxide, eventually terminating with an alkyl or aryl
amine. In the following year, the Li group described an interest-
ing radical cyclization of β,γ-unsaturated oximes using iron(III)
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Scheme 36: Iron-catalyzed iminyl radical-triggered [5 + 2] and [5 + 1] annulation reactions with oxime esters 168 and alkenes 169.

nitrate at a 50% catalytic loading in which the catalyst also
acted as a source of nitrate ions for the reaction [140]. Upon ox-
idation of the alkyl radical, the Fe(III) species is reduced to
Fe(II) releasing a nitrate anion which attacks the now electro-
philic carbocation for a net iminyl-nitrooxylation reaction [140].

In 2020, Wei and co-workers studied an iminyl radical-trig-
gered 1,5-hydrogen atom transfer (HAT) and [5 + 2] annulation
processes for the synthesis of azepine derivatives 170
(Scheme 36) [141]. The reaction was tolerable of both electron-
donating and electron-withdrawing substituents on the oxime;
however, the reaction required highly activated alkenes to
proceed. 1,2-Disubstituted alkenes were tolerated and were dia-
stereoselective for the anti-addition product. When maleimides
171 were used as the 2-carbon coupling partner, a [5 + 1] annu-
lation was observed generating spiro succinimidetetrahydropy-
ridine derivatives 172. To understand the chemoselectivity of
the reaction, the authors performed a DFT mechanistic study.
After the iminyl radical is generated it will undergo a 1,5-HAT
to form the more stable alkyl radical which will add across the
alkene. In the case of activated alkenes, the species will undergo
a 7-exo-trig cyclization. On the other hand, it is energetically
more favorable for the maleimide species to sequentially
undergo a 1,4-HAT, 1,4-HAT, 1,6-HAT and intramolecular
cyclization to form the 6-membered ring. Further, by applying
different coupling partners, both bi- [142] and tricyclic [143]

fused heterocyclic frameworks have been synthesized through
iminyl radical cascade cyclization and annulation reactions.

Carbooxygenation
In 2017, the Bao group reported the first decarboxylative alkyl
etherification of alkenes 108 with alcohols 67 and aliphatic
acids 173 (Scheme 37) [144]. Through a DCC-mediated dehy-
drogenative condensation with hydroperoxides, carboxylic acids
could generate alkyl diacyl peroxides and peresters in situ.
Decarboxylation followed by radical addition across the alkene
108 would generate a succeeding alkyl radical. Oxidation of the
alkyl radical would form the corresponding carbocation which
could be captured by oxygen nucleophiles 67 to afford the
carboetherification product.

In 2020, Iwasaki and Nishihara investigated the inter-/intramo-
lecular alkylative cyclization of carboxylic acid and alcohol-
tethered alkenes 175 (Scheme 38) [145]. Control experiments
determined the reaction involved a radical process. The pro-
posed mechanism comprised a conventional generation of the
alkyl radical through a SET which subsequently adds across the
alkene. Compared to Guo’s and Li’s seminal reports
(Scheme 19), the authors propose the intramolecular cycliza-
tion proceeds via the nucleophilic attack of a brominated or
cationic benzylic position rather than a radical cyclization. In
2021, Tang and Zhang demonstrated a similar radical annula-



Beilstein J. Org. Chem. 2021, 17, 2848–2893.

2878

Scheme 37: Iron-catalyzed decarboxylative alkyl etherification of alkenes 108 with alcohols 67 and aliphatic acids 173.

Scheme 38: Iron-catalyzed inter-/intramolecular alkylative cyclization of carboxylic acid and alcohol-tethered alkenes 175.

tion of unsaturated carboxylic acids with disulfides for the syn-
thesis of γ-lactones [146].

In 2020, Cai and co-workers reported a three-component inter-
molecular trifluoromethyl-esterification of activated alkenes
115 with NaOTf and aryl carboxylic acids 178 (Scheme 39)
[147]. Notably, the use of NaOTf as a CF3 source, compared to
pre-prepared trifluoromethylating agents like Togni’s reagent, is
ideal because of its stability, low toxicity, and cost [148]. In
terms of scope, the electronic nature of the benzoic acid had no
effect on the reaction. On the other hand, only electron-rich

styrene derivatives were found to work well in the reaction,
with unactivated and aliphatic alkenes having little to no reac-
tivity.

Carbohalogenation
In 2009, Liu’s group established benzyl halides can be added
across aryl alkynes for the synthesis of alkenyl halides [149].
Similarly, the addition of perfluoroiodides 181 across π-systems
180 was reported by Hu in 2014 (Scheme 40) [150]. Carboiodi-
nation of terminal alkynes was stereoselective for the formation
of the E-isomer 181. Compared the Liu’s report, this reaction
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Scheme 39: Iron-catalyzed intermolecular trifluoromethyl-acyloxylation of styrene derivatives 115.

Scheme 40: Iron-catalyzed carboiodination of terminal alkenes and alkynes 180.

was applicable to both aliphatic alkenes and alkynes. To show
the applicability of this transformation, the authors performed a
series of cross-coupling reactions, demonstrating the neigh-
boring perfluoroalkyl groups did not impede the reaction. In
2018, Bao and co-workers expanded on the carboiodination
reaction (Scheme 40) [151]. Their method allowed for the
general alkyl chains, as well as ester and cyano moieties, to be
added across the alkene. Both aryl and aliphatic alkenes and
alkynes 180 were found to work well in the transformation.
Interestingly, alkyl iodides 20 provided the corresponding vinyl
iodide with overall anti addition. When the iodo-substrate was
equipped with an electron-withdrawing group, up to 100% of
the syn product 182 was observed.

In 2018, the Xia laboratory reported a Cu/Fe-cocatalyzed
cascade perfluoroalkylation/cyclization of 1,6-enynes 183/185
for the synthesis of fluoroalkylated pyrrolidines and benzofu-
rans 184/186 (Scheme 41) [152]. When either catalyst was used
on its own, the reaction had little to no success, demonstrating
the necessity for tandem catalysis. When terminal alkynes 185
were used, the transformation was terminated by an iodine
transfer process rather than hydrogen abstraction to furnish
vinyl iodides 186. When tetrasubstituted vinyl iodides were
synthesized and exposed to the reaction conditions, a deiodina-
tion occurred, suggesting the vinyl iodide may be an intermedi-
ate in the mechanism. The authors propose sequential addition
of the alkyl radical across the alkene followed by the alkyne
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Scheme 41: Copper/iron-cocatalyzed cascade perfluoroalkylation/cyclization of 1,6-enynes 183/185.

produces the cyclization intermediate. This intermediate may
undergo halogen abstraction to form the vinylic iodide. If an
internal alkyne is used, the iodide may undergo oxidative addi-
tion followed by reduction and protonation. Alternatively, the
internal alkyne-cyclized intermediate may simply proceed
through a vinylic metallic species which is reduced by zinc
metal and protonated.

Carbosilylation
In 2017, the Nakamura group demonstrated the carbosilylation
of alkynes 187 (Scheme 42) [153]. The protocol allowed for the
use of various alkyl halides as electrophiles. Interestingly, both
syn- and anti-selective carbosilylation could be achieved by
altering the reaction conditions and employing different silylbo-
ranes. The authors hypothesized the oxygen functionality on the
silylborane coordinates with the iron center to form a more
stable, chelated Z-alkenyliron species. Trialkylsilanes were
incompatible with the reaction, suggesting a Lewis-acidic silyl
center is preferred in the reaction pathway; hence, the necessity
for at least one phenyl substituent.

Carbosulfinylation
In 2019, the Cai laboratory demonstrated the first difluo-
roalkylative–thiolation of alkenes 82 by Fe-facilitated visible-

light photoredox catalysis (Scheme 43) [154]. During optimiza-
tion, the authors noted both the photocatalyst and iron salt criti-
cally affected the efficacy of the reaction. When no photocata-
lyst was present the reaction failed entirely, and only a trace
amount of desired product was obtained in the absence of the
iron salt. Consistent with many Fe-catalyzed difunctionaliza-
tion reactions, only activated alkenes were tolerated in the reac-
tion, with aliphatic olefins having reduced reactivity. Both elec-
tron-rich and deficient thiophenols 190 were shown to react
smoothly under the reaction conditions; however, future work
should be done examining the applicability of the reaction with
aliphatic thiol coupling partners. In the same year, Cai and
co-workers elaborated on their previous study to explore the
potential of amines as coupling partners in the three-component
difluoroalkylamination of alkenes mediated by photoredox and
iron cooperative catalysis [155]. Similar reactivity trends were
observed for the alkene component of the reaction; however,
electron-deficient arylamines were found to be unreactive.

Hetero-difunctionalization
In recent years, many advances in two and three-component
hetero-difunctionalization reactions have been made, offering a
powerful method for increasing molecular complexity in
organic synthesis. Recent accounts have demonstrated Fe-cata-



Beilstein J. Org. Chem. 2021, 17, 2848–2893.

2881

Scheme 42: Iron-catalyzed stereoselective carbosilylation of internal alkynes 187.

Scheme 43: Synergistic photoredox/iron catalyzed difluoroalkylation–thiolation of alkenes 82.

lyzed cascade reactions can promote the incorporation of
several heteroatoms across π-systems, quickly assembling
multiple carbon–heteroatom bonds in a single reaction.

Aminoazidation
The synthesis of undifferentiated vicinal diamines and diazides
has been described by Xu and co-workers as powerful tool for
accessing symmetrical difunctionalized compounds; these reac-
tions suffer where two chemically distinct amino groups need to

be orthogonally synthesized [156]. In 2020, the Morandi group
developed an Fe(OTf)2-catalyzed aminoazidation of alkenes 82
for the synthesis of unprotected primary 2-azidoamines 193
(Scheme 44) [157]. The catalytic process demonstrated a con-
siderable scope, with good yields, and with cyclic alkenes, good
diastereoselectivity. Further, the mild conditions allowed for su-
perior functional group tolerance. Its potential for early- and
late-stage functionalization is highlighted with the artemether
derivative 193c where the highly oxidized cage structure and
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Scheme 44: Iron-catalyzed three-component aminoazidation of alkenes 82.

the sensitive peroxo group were left intact. Application of this
methodology to the total synthesis of (±)-hamacanthin B and
(±)-quinagolide further demonstrated the broad synthetic poten-
tial.

Efforts to expand the scope of aminoazidation reactions were
met with success in 2021, when a report from the Bao group de-
scribed a method for accessing chiral organo azides [158].
Using a chiral BOX ligand, the authors demonstrated a large
scope with excellent yields (up to 98%) and enantioselectivity
(up to 96% ee). Unlike Morandi’s report (Scheme 44) [157], the
authors only included styrene derivatives in the scope of poten-
tial alkenes. Adaptation of the reaction conditions also allowed
for the synthesis of enantioenriched diazido products [158].

In 2020, Berhal and Prestate demonstrated a tandem intra/inter-
molecular aminoazidation of unactivated alkenes 194 for the
synthesis of a variety of heterocyclic scaffolds 195 (Scheme 45)
[159]. Although yields of up to 90% were achieved, yields were
typically moderated at best. Despite the low yield, the protocol
offered a more economically and ecologically sustainable
method for the production of azido-containing imidazolidinone,
oxazolidinone, and pyrrolidinones which avoided highly shock
and friction sensitive reagents.

Oxyazidation
In 2017, Gillaizeau and co-workers investigated the intermolec-
ular oxyazidation of enamides 196 using azidobenziodoxolone
derivatives 197 (Scheme 46) [160]. Both cyclic and acyclic
enamides were amenable to the reaction and were compatible
with a variety of functional groups. Interestingly, the reaction
was mild enough to afford difunctionalized products in the pres-
ence of alkynes 198a,b which could be converted into tricyclic
triazine derivatives 199a/199b via a thermal Huisgen 1,3-
dipolar cycloaddition in quantitative yield.

Aminooxygenation
In 2016, the Morandi group reported the aminohydroxylation of
alkenes 82 for the synthesis of unprotected amino alcohols 200
in good yield (Scheme 47) [161]. Their account relied on the
use of PivONH3OTf 192 as an easily accessible aminating
reagent. Various functionalized styrene derivatives afforded the
corresponding product in good yield; however, strongly elec-
tron-withdrawing groups were detrimental to the reaction.
Further, under the optimized reaction conditions, most unacti-
vated alkenes had little to no reactivity. The method could be
extended to other oxygen nucleophiles for access to amino
ethers; however, the scope of applicable alcohols was low. Ap-
plication of this protocol allowed for the rapid synthesis of
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Scheme 45: Iron-catalyzed intra-/intermolecular aminoazidation of alkenes 194.

Scheme 46: Stereoselective iron-catalyzed oxyazidation of enamides 196 using hypervalent iodine reagents 197.

aegoline-O-methyl ether and phenylephrine in good yield.
Through a series of mechanistic studies, the authors propose
two potential pathways. First, the iron catalyst will react with
the hydroxylamine salt to form either an Fe(IV) nitrene com-
plex 203 or an Fe(III) aminyl species 206. The Fe(IV) nitrene
can add across the alkene 82 to form a protonated aziridine 204
which is opened by intermolecular nucleophilic attack by the

oxygen nucleophile. Alternatively, the Fe(III) aminyl species
adds across the alkene 82 to form the radical intermediate 207.
Oxidization by a SET forms the carbocation 208 which is
captured by the oxygen nucleophile.

Efforts to expand the scope of aminohydroxylation reactions
were met with success in 2019, when a report from the Arnold
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Scheme 47: Iron-catalyzed aminooxygenation for the synthesis of unprotected amino alcohols 200.

group described a method for accessing enantioenriched amino
alcohols [162]. Using an engineered hemoprotein biocatalyst
based on a thermostable cytochrome c. Not only could the engi-
neered protein deliver the product in good yield and excellent
enantioselectivity (up to 90% ee), but the protocol also boasts
turnover numbers up to 2500. Similar to Morandi’s account
[161], the reaction’s efficacy drops significantly when electron-
deficient or unactivated alkenes were examined.

Aminohalogenation
In 2014, the Xu group investigated a diastereoselective Fe-cata-
lyzed aminofluorination of alkenes 209 to produce cyclic carba-
mates 211 (Scheme 48) [163]. During optimization, both
aminofluorinated and aminohydroxylated [164,165] products
were observed; however, the use of carboxylate trapping
reagent XtalFluor-E® suppressed the competing amino-
hydroxylation process. Noteworthy, both E and Z isomers of the

olefin starting material 209 led to the same major diastereomer.
Based on the observed stereoconvergence, the reaction likely
occurs in a stepwise fashion. Based on a mechanistic investiga-
tion, the authors propose a working mechanism. First, the Fe
complex will reductively cleave the N–O bond to generate
Fe-nitrenoid complex 212. In the presence of a fluoride source,
an anion metathesis converts the nitrenoids to difluoride 213.
Subsequent stepwise cycloamination generates carbon-centered
radical intermediate 214 which is in fast equilibrium with 215.
Rotation of the σ-bond at this step could potentially explain the
observed stereoconvergence.

In the following year, the same group explored the diastereose-
lective intramolecular Fe-catalyzed aminochlorination of
alkenes 209 (Scheme 49) [166]. Initially, the authors developed
a racemic reaction employing Fe(NTf)2 and phenanthroline
with tetrabutylammonium chloride (TEAC). In contrast to the
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Scheme 48: Iron-catalyzed intramolecular aminofluorination of alkenes 209.

work of Bach [167], the corresponding acyl azide failed to react
under the reactions conditions and was fully recovered.
Expanding the single enantioselective aminofluorination reac-
tion reported in 2014 [163], Xu and co-workers developed an
asymmetric Fe-catalyzed aminochlorination of alkenes 209
through the use of a bisoxazole ligand [166]. The reaction
regioselectively led to a range of chiral products in moderate to
good yields (45–84%) combined with moderate to high enantio-
selectivities (54–92% ee). In the same year, the authors applied
the enantiomeric catalyst to promote the asymmetric intramo-
lecular aminobromination of alkenes 209 with tetraethyl-
ammonium bromide (TEAB) [168].

In 2016, the Xu group continued to investigate Fe-catalyzed
aminohalogenation reactions of alkenes 82 (Scheme 50) [169].
Using Et3NH·3HF as the fluoride source, the authors reported
the first intermolecular aminofluorination of alkenes. Similar to
their 2014 report [163], the use of XtalFluor-E® as a carboxyl-
ate trapping agent was key to the success of the reaction.

Various unfunctionalized alkenes, were amenable to the reac-
tion allowing for the production of a wide range of vicinal fluo-
rocarbamates 220 in high regioselectivity [169]. Later, the
authors developed an enantioselective Fe-catalyzed intermolec-
ular aminofluorination reaction of indene [169]. A series of
acyloxyl carbamates and chiral PyBOX ligands were screened
with the anti-2-amino fluoride being delivered in poor to good
ee. Compared to the racemic variant, the yield and diastereose-
lectivity of the reaction was slightly diminished.

In 2018, the Morandi group continued studying the Fe-cata-
lyzed amination reactions. The group reported the addition of
NaCl enabled the formation of 2-chloroalkylamine products 221
in good yields and excellent anti-Markovnikov selectivity
(Scheme 51) [170]. In 2020, the scope of this aminochlorina-
tion reaction was expanded to include both primary and second-
ary amines 222/224 [171]. Impressively, both methods
proceeded under exceedingly mild conditions with excellent
functional group tolerance using stable and inexpensive
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Scheme 49: Iron-catalyzed intramolecular aminochlorination and aminobromination of alkenes 209.

Scheme 50: Iron-catalyzed intermolecular aminofluorination of alkenes 82.
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Scheme 51: Iron-catalyzed aminochlorination of alkenes 82.

Scheme 52: Iron-catalyzed phosphinoylazidation of alkenes 108.

aminochlorinating reagents, applicable for late-stage functional-
ization. In contrast to their previous report, the reactions
displayed broad reactivity and worked well for unactivated
internal alkenes. To illustrate the versatility of this protocol, the
authors synthesized a chlorinated fomocaine analog in three
steps.

Phosphinoylazidation
In 2021, the Bao group described the phosphinoylazidation of
alkenes 108 under mild conditions with diarylphosphine oxides
226 and TMSN3 (Scheme 52) [172]. Through a DFT investiga-
tion, the authors noted the azido transfer from PcFe(III)N3 to a
benzylic cation has an activation energy of 4.8 kcal/mol. This
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Scheme 53: Synergistic photoredox/iron-catalyzed three-component aminoselenation of trisubstituted alkenes 82.

barrier is remarkably low compared to similar reactions using
other earth abundant metals like copper [173] and manganese
[174] which have barriers ranging 7.0–10.7 kcal/mol. In terms
of scope, only diarylphosphine oxide derivatives were found to
be applicable, with dialkylphosphine oxide and phosphonate
compounds failing to produce the desired product. Unactivated
alkenes were tolerated but less fruitful, most likely due to the
instability of the carbocationic intermediate.

Aminoselenation
In 2020, Yang and Xia explored the visible-light enabled,
FeBr3-catalyzed aminoselenation of alkenes 82 with amines 105
and diselenides 228 under an air atmosphere (Scheme 53) [175].
Excellent functional group tolerance was observed while
scoping the reaction out. Primary anilines bearing electron-
withdrawing groups typically provided the difunctionalized
products in a greater yield compared to electron-rich or second-
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ary anilines. Due to the lack of photo-absorption, aliphatic
amines failed to react. Aliphatic diselenides worked, but
showed low reactivity compared to aromatic diselenides. Based
on mechanistic observations, the initial step is presumed to be
the interaction of the amine with the Fe(III) to generate
[FeBr3·NH2Ph] 230 which can be photo-excited to reach the
excited state 231. The latter reacts through a SET oxidation
with diselenide 228a generating one equivalent of PhSe+ (233)
and PhSe• (234). Addition of the two selenium species 233/234
across the alkene followed by oxidation produces the benzylic
carbocation 236 which undergoes reaction with the nucleo-
philic amine to yield the final product.

Conclusion
This review summarized Fe-catalyzed domino coupling reac-
tions of π-systems and illustrated the major breakthroughs in the
field. Considerable developments have been accomplished in
the field of iron catalysis providing non-toxic, inexpensive, and
overall greener alternatives to precious metal catalysis. Despite
the prevalence of precious metals in the field of catalysis, iron
has proven a competitive rival for its reactivity in a variety of
coupling reactions. Among them, significant progress has been
made in cross-coupling reactions, proving competent with
various electrophiles and organometallic reagents. Likewise,
cross-dehydrogenative-coupling has offered a sustainable
variant to traditional coupling reactions, with highly selective
and fruitful coupling reactions being developed. Oxidative cou-
pling and functionalization reactions have widely been used in
rapidly increase molecular complexity for the addition of many
different carbon and heteroatom functionalities.

Further work in this field will undoubtedly continue to expand
the scope of potential coupling partners within Fe-catalyzed
domino reactions. As with the majority of domino methodolo-
gy, reactions are generally extremely substrate-dependent and
rarely lead to the discovery of novel broad-scope reactivity;
however, connecting known reactivity paradigms and reagents
to substrates with varying propagation sites will lead to the de-
velopment of novel complex scaffolds. Adoption of this meth-
odology in total synthesis will further demonstrate the utility of
these protocols and continue to advance the field’s scope and
applicability. To date, a great deal of Fe-catalyzed multifunc-
tionalization reactions employ styrene derivatives, or other acti-
vated π-systems, placing limitations on its relevance. Expanding
the scope to include less reactive alkenes is necessary to see
further advancements in this field. Although great progress has
been made in the development of asymmetric variants, there is
still significant room for improvement. The use of novel chiral
ligands, or the use of chiral auxiliaries, could improve the scope
of enantioselective cross-coupling and cross-dehydrogenative-
coupling reactions.

While selectivity within multicomponent domino reactions is a
challenging task, recent achievements have provided straight-
forward protocols for the construction and complex molecules
through the generation of multiple carbon–carbon and
carbon–heteroatom bonds in a single step. Increasing the selec-
tivity and expanding the applicable substrate scope of Fe-cata-
lyzed domino reactions is imminent. Future advancements of
such methodology will make Fe-catalyzed domino reactions a
mainstay in the organic chemist’s toolbox.
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