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Antioxidant properties of ethenyl indole: DPPH
assay and TDDFT studies†

Jagdeep Kumar,a Naresh Kumar,a Nitin Satib and Prasanta Kumar Hota *a

A series of ethenyl indoles (e.g. 3-(4-substituted phenylethenyl-E)-N–H-indole) with various donor or

acceptor substituents have been synthesized and their antioxidant properties have been studied. Ethenyl

indoles exhibit antioxidant activity in a substituent dependent manner. Ethenyls bearing strong electron

withdrawing substituents show weak or no antioxidant activity, whereas ethenyls with electron donating

substituents exhibit antioxidant properties comparable to vitamin E. It can be seen from a plot of the

percentage of inhibition versus the antioxidant concentration, that the hydroxy substituted ethenyl

indole exhibits good antioxidant properties (50% inhibition concentration (IC50) B 24 mM) as compared

to the other ethenyls (IC50: 30–63 mM) and that it is comparable to vitamin E (IC50 B 26 mM). The results

are also supported by the computational data obtained through time dependent density functional

theory (TDDFT) calculations. From the TDDFT and antioxidant study, it was shown that there is a correla-

tion between the highest occupied molecular orbital (HOMO)–lowest unoccupied molecular orbital

(LUMO) energy, the ground state dipole moment, optical band gap, bond dissociation enthalpy and the

ionization potential of the ethenyls with the antioxidant properties. A possible hydrogen and/or electron

and proton transfer mechanism is suggested for the quenching of the free radical.

1. Introduction

In biological systems such as cells, tissues and bio-molecules,
antioxidants prevent oxidative damage by acting as scavengers
to reactive oxygen species (ROS).1–5 Vitamin C and vitamin E are
well known non-enzymatic antioxidants within normal cells
that interact directly with radicals such as hydroxyl and peroxyl
intermediates and help to minimize the consequences of lipid
peroxidation in membranes. There are several natural anti-
oxidants that help reduce the risk of ROS induced human
diseases such as heart, neurodegenerative, cancer, chronic
and age related degenerative diseases.2,3 Natural antioxidants
are more suitable compared to synthetic antioxidants. However,
natural antioxidants have their own merits and demerits such as
a lack of water solubility and average antioxidant activity. Most
antioxidants are lipid-soluble with a lower absorption capacity,
such as vitamin E, carotenoids, and lipoic acid. Thus, newer
synthetic antioxidants with higher antioxidant properties are
highly warranted. Many synthetic antioxidants that have been
developed recently exhibit good antioxidant properties.6–10

For example, stilbenoids and their derivatives, show remark-
ably high antioxidant activities.11–16 Some of the synthetic
antioxidants such as butylated hydroxy phenyl derivatives
BHA, BHT, TBHQ are used as food preservatives,17 dihydro-
quinoline ethoxyquin18 is used in the rubber industry, and
organochalcogen compounds are used in biological and other
industrial applications.19 Heterocyclic compounds, in particular,
are the most important class of molecule that show a wide range of
medicinal properties. Compounds based on the indole moiety are
very limited, but exhibit good anti-oxidation activities with a 50%
inhibition concentration (IC50) approximately 25 mM.20,21 The
practical applications of indoles and pyrroles are heavily centered
in pharmaceutical area and thus many indole based compounds
have been synthesized in an effort to find substances with useful
activity in biological systems.22–25 For example, carbazole-based
compounds exhibit radical scavenging properties (IC50: 42 mM)
as well as being potential candidates for anticancer activities.22

3-Indolyl-chromene derivatives exhibit antioxidant properties com-
parable to vitamin C (IC50: 10–15 mM)23 and indole-based ethyle-
nophanes show radical scavenging properties similar to those of
vitamin E (IC50: 28 mM).24 Another indole derivative has been found
to be a powerful antioxidant towards suspensions of graphene
oxide.25 Thus, in a continuation of stilbene research, the antiox-
idant activity and its mechanism for a series of donor and acceptor
substituted ethenyl indoles was investigated, as shown in Fig. 1.
The results are also supported by computational data using time
dependent density functional theory (TDDFT).
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2. Experimental
2.1 Materials and analytical equipment

The starting materials and reagents for the synthesis of the
ethenyl indoles were received from local suppliers (M/s. Sisco
Research Laboratory). Compounds were synthesized using a
Carousel 6 plus reaction station, made by Radleys. Synthetic
compounds were characterized through UV-visible (UV-Vis)
spectroscopy, Fourier-transform infrared (FTIR) spectroscopy,
1H nuclear magnetic resonance (NMR) and 13C NMR, gas
chromatography–mass spectrometry (GC–MS) and carbon
hydrogen and nitrogen (CHN) analysis. The absorption spectra
were measured on a PerkinElmer Lambda 750 UV/VIS/near-
infrared (NIR) spectrophotometer and the fluorescence spectra
were measured on a PerkinElmer LS-55 fluorescence spectro-
photometer using a red photomultiplier tubes (PMT) detector
system. The FTIR spectra in the KBr discs were recorded on an
Impact Nicolet-400 spectrophotometer. The 1H and 13C NMR
spectra, in CDCl3 as a solvent and using tetramethylsilane
(TMS) as an internal standard, were recorded on a JEOL
500 MHz FTNMR instrument. The GC–MS spectra were recorded
on a GCD 1800A Hewlett Packard GC–mass spectrometer. CHN
analyses were performed on a Theoquest CE instrument 1112
series CHNS auto analyzer. Melting points were determined on a
Lab India melting point apparatus. For spectroscopic studies, UV
grade solvents were used.

2.2 Synthesis of compounds 1–6

The substituted p-phenyl ethenyl-E-indoles (1–5) were synthe-
sized by the condensation of the p-substituted phenyl acetic
acid with the corresponding 3-formylindole (2 : 1 molar ratio) in
the presence of a pyridine–piperidine mixture as described
previously26–35 and the synthetic routes shown in Fig. 2 were
followed to obtain compound 1. 3-Formyl indole (1.45 g,
0.01 mol) was added to freshly distilled pyridine (10 mL),
piperidine (0.6 mL) and p-nitrophenyl acetic acid (3.62 g,
0.02 mol) in a round bottom flask fitted with a reflux condenser.
The reaction mixture was heated at 100 1C for 8 h. The progress
of the reaction was monitored using thin layer chromatography.

The reaction mixture was cooled to room temperature, poured
into ice-cold water and treated with 100 mL of diluted hydro-
chloric acid to remove the excess pyridine from the reaction
mixture. A brick red colored product was extracted in dichloro-
methane and purified by column chromatography using 2–5%
ethyl acetate in petroleum ether as the eluting solvent, the
desired compound was obtained in 31% yield. Compound 6
was obtained through the reduction reaction of 1. For this
purpose, ethenyl indole 1 in ethanol was refluxed in the presence
of aqueous ferrous sulfate and ammonia solution at 100 1C for
3 h, as shown in Fig. 2. The products were purified by column
chromatography using 2–10% ethyl acetate in petroleum ether
(60–80 1C) as the eluting solvent. The compounds were char-
acterized using UV-Vis, FTIR, 1H NMR and 13C NMR, GC-MS and
CHN analysis.

2.3 Methods used for antioxidant studies

The antioxidant studies of ethenyl indoles 1–6 were performed
using a 2,2-diphenyl-1-picrylhydrazyl (DPPH) assay.36,37 For
this purpose, varying concentrations of the ethenyl compound
(0 to 400 mM) were added to a 100 mM concentration of
the DPPH solution and the quenching of the absorbance at
517 nm of the DPPH radical was monitored at regular
time intervals (0–45 min). The quenching of the DPPH solution
with standard antioxidants (e.g. ascorbic acid, vitamin E)
was also used as a positive control. All of the experiments
were performed in triplicate and the average absorbance was
measured for calculating the percentage of inhibition using
eqn (1).

% Inhibition of the DPPH free radical

= [(Ablank � Asample)/(Ablank)] � 100 (1)

In which Ablank represents the absorbance of the DPPH radical
in the absence of a sample, and Asample is the absorbance of the
DPPH radical in the presence of varying concentrations of
sample. The radical inhibition concentration (IC50) of the
ethenyls was calculated from the plot of the percentage inhibi-
tion versus the sample concentration.

Fig. 1 Structure of compounds 1–6, the antioxidant properties of which
were evaluated.

Fig. 2 Synthetic routes and reaction conditions used to obtain the ethenyl
indoles: (a) pyridine, piperidine, 100 1C, reflux 8 h and (b) FeSO4, aqueous
NH3, ethanol, 100 1C, 3 h.
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2.4 Method for calculating the bond dissociation enthalpy,
ionization potential, proton affinity, proton dissociation
enthalpy and electron transfer enthalpy

Many types of anti-oxidation mechanisms are suggested in the
literature,38–41 such as hydrogen atom transfer (HAT), single
electron transfer (SET) or single electron transfer followed by
proton transfer (SET-PT), sequential proton loss and electron
transfer (SPLET) and so forth. It is noteworthy that the anti-
oxidation mechanism is very complex and therefore both
thermodynamic as well as kinetic studies can provide complete
information, as reported recently for the trolox molecule that
follows the HT, SET or SPLET mechanism based on the reacting
environment and the pH conditions.39 In such mechanisms,
the quenching of the free radical occurs through either hydro-
gen atom transfer38–40 or electron transfer followed by a proton
transfer mechanism38,39,41 (Scheme 1). Thus, thermodynamic
parameters, such as the bond dissociation enthalpy (BDE),
ionization potential (IP), proton affinity (PA), proton dissocia-
tion enthalpy (PDE) and electron transfer enthalpy (ETE),
provide the most valuable information for determining the
antioxidant capacity of a molecule.

The BDE, IP, PA, PDE and ETE of the ethenyl indoles were
calculated using TDDFT. For this purpose, various structures
(neutral, free radical, cationic radical and anion) of the ethenyl
indoles were optimized using the Avogadro and ORCA version
4.0 program package.42 The energy of the molecule was calcu-
lated using the Becke’s three parameter hybrid exchange–
correlation, B3LYP/def2-SVP basis set.43 The density functional
theory (DFT) and B3LYP predicted bond dissociation energies
are the most reliable and comparable as compared to other
computational methods, as shown from the previously pub-
lished literature.44–47 The BDE, IP, PA, PDE and ETE of the
molecules were calculated using eqn (2)–(6).

BDE = EAr–X� + EH� � EAr–XH (2)

In which EAr–XH, EAr–X�, and EH� are the enthalpies of the Ar–XH,
Ar–X� radical, and hydrogen radical, respectively as described
previously.33

IP = EAr–X�+H � EAr–XH (3)

In which EAr–XH, and EAr–X�+H are the enthalpies of the Ar–XH,
Ar–X�+H cationic radical.34

PA = EAr–X� + EH
+ � EArXH (4)

In which EAr–X�, EH
+ and EAr–XH are the enthalpies of the anion

Ar–X�, H+, Ar–XH.

PDE = EAr–X� + EH
+ � EArX�+H. (5)

In which EAr–X�, EH
+ and EArX�+H are the enthalpies of the radical

Ar–X�, H+, Ar–X�+H cationic radical.

ETE = EAr–X� + Ee
� � EAr–X�. (6)

In which EAr–X�, Ee� and EAr–X� are the enthalpies of the radical
Ar–X�, electron (e�), Ar–X� anion.

The difference in the energy, DBDE, DIP, DPA, DPDE and DETE
were calculated with respect to vitamin E using eqn (7)–(11).

DBDE = BDE � BDEvitamin E. (7)

DIP = IP � IPvitamin E. (8)

DPA = PA � PAvitamin E. (9)

DPDE = PDE � PDEvitamin E. (10)

DETE = ETE � ETEvitamin E. (11)

The TDDFT method was validated using standard com-
pounds, such as 2,4,6-tri-tert-butylphenol, for which a BDE of
81.24 kcal mol�1 has been reported experimentally
elsewhere.48–50 Similarly, the computed energy of the hydrogen
radical, (EH�) is �13.547 eV (�312.32 kcal mol�1 and
�0.497 a.u.), the DBDE for resveratrol and 4-hydroxy stilbene

Scheme 1 Antioxidant mechanism through H-atom transfer, electron transfer or sequential proton loss and electron transfer followed by a proton
transfer mechanism.
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with respect to phenol is well matched with the value reported
in the literature48 and is comparable to our experimental and
theoretical results.

2.5 Method for TDDFT

For the calculation of the computational parameters, the ORCA
ab initio quantum chemical software package was used.42 For
this purpose, TDDFT46,47 has been used for the calculation of
the ground state dipole moment, the absorption wavelength
maximum (labs max), the vertical excitation energy and the
oscillator strength (f) using functional B3LYP with a def2 SVP
basis set.43 The minimized geometry was further confirmed by
vibrational analysis, resulting in no imaginary frequencies.
This geometry is used as the input for further calculations to
obtain the frontier molecular orbitals (FMOs), single-point
TDDFT studies (first 10 vertical singlet–singlet transitions) were
used to obtain the UV-Vis spectra using a B3LYP functional and
a def2 SVP basis set. The software multiwfn 3.6 was employed
to simulate the major portion of the absorption spectrum.

3. Results and discussion
3.1 Synthesis and characterization of indolic ethenyls 1–6

The trans-olefins of 1–6 were obtained through the condensa-
tion reaction as shown in Fig. 2, with a reasonable yield
(24–56%). All of the compounds were characterized using
1H NMR, 13C NMR, FTIR, MS (EI+ method) and CHN analysis.
In 1H NMR, the two doublet peaks for the olefin protons appear
near d 7.1 and 7.2 with a J coupling constant of J = 15.8–16.5 Hz
corresponding to the trans-isomer for 4–6. In the case of
compound 1–2, the two doublet peaks appear close to d 7.3
and d 7.5 ( J = 15.8–16.5 Hz). Similarly, the indole ring protons
such as –C5–H and C6–H appear as a multiplate near d 7.1–7.2,
–C2–H appears as a singlet near d 7.3–7.4, –C4–H as a
doublet at d 7.9 ( J = 7.5–8.2 Hz) and –C7–H as a doublet at
d 8.0 ( J = 6.2–7.5 Hz). In FTIR, the indole N–Hst appears close to
3370 cm�1. The C–Hst appears close to 3040 cm�1 and CQCst
appears in between 1620–1636 cm�1. Similarly, the aromatic
CQCst and C–Cst appear close to 1520, 1488, 1455, and
1400 cm�1. For compound 1, the NQO symmetrical and
asymmetrical stretching frequency appeared at 1330 and
1520 cm�1. In compound 4, the O–Cst of the methoxy appeared
at 1244 cm�1. For compound 5, a broad peak at 3126 cm�1

corresponding to the O–Hst is observed. For compound 6, two
sharp peaks appeared at 3394 and 3341 cm�1 corresponding to
the primary amine group. This confirmed the presence of the
functional group in the respective olefin compounds. Details of
the characterization data (1H and 13C NMR, FTIR, CHN, GC-MS)
are provided in the ESI† (Fig. S1–S6).

3.2 Antioxidant properties of ethenyl indole using the DPPH
assay

The antioxidant properties of compounds 1–6 were studied
using a DPPH assay, in which the DPPH free radical changes
its color from purple to yellow upon the quenching of the radical
in the presence of an antioxidant (e.g. ethenyl indoles, 1–6). The
decrease in the absorbance of the DPPH radical was monitored
at 517 nm in methanol (Fig. 3) and the plot of the percentage of
inhibition versus antioxidant concentration was drawn (Fig. 4). It
can be seen that except for the nitro substituted ethenyl, all of
the other ethenyls exhibit antioxidant properties. The hydroxy
(e.g. phenolic group) substituted ethenyl indole (5) exhibits better
antioxidant properties with an IC50 of approximately 24 mM
compared to the other ethenyls 2–4 and 6 (IC50: 30–63 mM) and
comparable to those of vitamin E (IC50 B 26 mM).

Fig. 3 Typical absorption spectra of 100 mM of the DPPH radical alone
and in presence of a 25 mM concentration of ethenyl indoles 1–6, vitamin E
and vitamin C.

Fig. 4 A plot of the percentage of quenching of the DPPH radical versus
the concentration of the natural antioxidants and ethenyl indoles 1–6.
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Upon replacement of the hydroxy group with a methoxy in
compound 5, a slight decrease in the radical quenching, but a
similar IC50 value, is observed. This suggest that the anti-
oxidation in this molecule could be caused by the hydrogen
atom transfer of the indolic NH and/or electron transfer
followed by the proton transfer mechanism. On the other hand,
in the presence of an electron withdrawing substituent, the
antioxidant activity of the ethenyl indole is decreased. For
example, as compared to 3 (IC50: 31 mM), the radical quenching
activity of compound 2, which has an electron withdrawing
chloro substituent (e.g. Cl), is reduced further (IC50: 63 mM).
Ethenyl 1, which has a nitro substituent, does not show any
antioxidant activity. On the other hand, ethenyl with a donating
substituent exhibits good antioxidant properties. Thus, the
antioxidant activities could be caused by hydrogen atom trans-
fer and/or electron transfer followed by a proton transfer
mechanism in a substituent dependent manner. In order to
understand the antioxidant properties in detail, the optical
properties of these molecules were determined using absorp-
tion, fluorescence and TDDFT.

3.3 Absorption and fluorescence properties of ethenyl 1–6

The absorption and fluorescence spectra of 1–6 were recorded in
methanol (Table 1 and Fig. 5 and 6). For all the compounds, the
extinction coefficient (e) lies between 10 000–30 000 M�1 cm�1,

which indicates a p - p* nature for the transition. It can be
seen that the absorption wavelength maximum (labs) and
fluorescence wavelength maximum (lem) are sensitive to the
substituent. Upon increasing the electron withdrawing capacity
of the substituent, a red shift in the labs and lem is observed
and a maximum of 86 nm in the labs and 194 nm in the lem was
observed for 1, whereas for 2–6, a minimal red shift was
observed. Using a Tauc plot (Fig. S7, ESI†), the optical
band gap of ethenyl indole was determined using the absorp-
tion spectrum in methanol and using the TDDFT method
(Fig. S8–S11, ESI†). It was found that for 1, the optical band
gap was 1.06 eV lower as compared to other ethenyls. The large
red shift and low optical band gap suggest the involvement of a
charge transfer state for 1 with a strong electron withdrawing
nitro group. Also, ethenyl 1 is electron deficient in nature. The
ground state dipole moments of ethenyls 1–6 were computed
using the TDDFT method and the excited state dipole moments
were calculated using a Lippert–Mataga plot (Fig. S11–S13,
ESI†). The ground state dipole moment of 1 is 8.39 Debye with
a small optical band gap of 2.37 eV as compared to the other
ethenyls (Table 2 and Fig. S12, ESI†). Similarly, the change in
the excited state dipole moment for 1 is large compared to 2–6
(for 1: B15 Debye and 6–9 Debye for 2–6) (Table S1 and
Fig. S13, ESI†). The optical band gap of vitamin E is 5.17 eV
and ethenyls 2–6 are comparable (TDDFT: 3.82–3.79 eV; Tauc
plot: 3.24–3.31 eV). On the other hand, compound 1 has an
optical band gap that is 0.8 eV lower (TDDFT: 3.06 eV; Tauc plot:
2.37 eV) as compared to 2–6. Similarly, the ground state dipole
moments of vitamin E, compound 4 and 5 are 0.80–1.37 Debye
(vitamin E: 0.80 Debye, 4: 1.05 Debye, 5: 1.37 Debye), whereas the
dipole moment of compound 6 is a little larger (2.44 Debye).
Therefore, the dipole moment is increased with the increasing
electron withdrawing nature of the substituent (1-NO2: 8.39 Debye,
2-Cl: 3.99 Debye, 3-H: 2.57 Debye). Interestingly, the antioxidant
efficacy is decreased with the increasing electron withdrawing
nature of the p-phenyl substitution. The order of the antioxidant
capacity is vitamin E B 5-OH B 4-OCH3 4 3-H B 6-NH2 4
2-Cl 4 1-NO2. This indicates an inverse relationship between

Table 1 IC50 values of the indolic ethenyls (1–6) for the DPPH radical in
methanol

Compounds
labs

a

(nm)
lem

a

(nm)
e
(M�1 cm�1)

Band gap
using Tauc plot

IC50

(mM) R2

1 413 590 23900 2.37 — —
2 335 395 18 800 3.24 63 0.99
3 327 396 10 800 3.31 31 0.96
4 327 404 17 800 3.30 30 0.98
5 322 390 24 400 3.30 24 0.88
6 324 405 12 200 3.24 34 0.98

a Vitamin E (IC50, 26 mM), ascorbic acid (vitamin C) (IC50, 12 mM).

Fig. 5 Absorption spectra of compounds 1–6 in methanol.

Fig. 6 Fluorescence spectra of compounds 1–6 in methanol.
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the antioxidant capacity and the dipole moment of the com-
pound (Table 2 and Fig. S12, ESI†). Similarly, it is shown that
compound 1, with a smaller optical band gap (2.37 eV), does
not show antioxidant activity, whereas compounds 3–5 with
optical band gaps of approximately B3.30 eV exhibit an anti-
oxidant activity that is comparable to that of vitamin E.

3.4 TDDFT studies of the ethenyl indoles (1–6)

In recent years, TDDFT studies have been carried out to under-
stand anti-oxidation mechanisms in detail. Such activities can be
determined by calculating the chemical properties such as the
BDE, IP, PA, PDE and ETE of the antioxidants. In many biological
systems, the antioxidant properties of the phenolic compounds
(Ar–OH) are dependent upon the stability of the phenoxyl radical
(Ar–O�) and act through proton transfer mechanism.40,44,51–58 It
is known that phenol- or tryptophan-like antioxidants act via a H
atom transfer mechanism owing to them having low BDEs.41,59

It is also known that these molecules have the smallest BDE
owing to the resonance or intramolecular hydrogen bonding
within the molecule and hence, exhibit a larger antioxidant
activity.41,59 Similarly, resveratrol-like antioxidants work through
the electron transfer mechanism owing to their small IP values
and negative DIP values as compared to phenol and its
related compounds.47 Thus, TDDFT computation was carried
out on the ethenyl indoles (1–6) and various parameters such
as the BDE, IP, PA, PDE and ETE were calculated, as shown in
Tables 2 and 3.

The BDE is a very important thermodynamic parameter,
which is used to characterize the ability of a compound to
undergo a homolytic reaction. For ethenyl indoles, the BDEs
of indolic NH, aniline NH and phenol OH are 96, 105 and
94 kcal mol�1 respectively. Thus, the BDE of the aniline NH
bond is 10 kcal mol�1 higher compared to that of the indolyl
NH bond. The BDE of the indolyl NH bond is increased further
in the presence of an electron withdrawing substituent (NO2,
Cl), whereas the BDE is reduced in the presence of an electron
donating substituent (NH2, OH, OCH3). The highest BDE of
103 kcal mol�1 for nitro compound 1 and the lowest BDE of
95 kcal mol�1 for amine 6 were found. This indicates that the
electron withdrawing group stabilizes the ethenyl indole and
destabilizes its free radical, whereas an electron donating group
destabilizes the neutral molecule and stabilizes the radical
through the delocalization of unpaired electrons, which is well
known in other reported amine compounds.58 Recently the
radical quenching activities of the hydroxy spiroselenuranes
were shown to have similar results. In these molecules, the
electron withdrawing benzamide ring reduced the antiradical
activity, whereas the electron donating aniline ring increased
the antioxidant properties owing to the stabilization of the
free radical.60 Similarly, in ethoxyquin, and dihydroquinoline
compounds, the extensive delocalization of the aminyl radical
leads to a lower BDE (B81 kcal mol�1) and exhibits better
antioxidant properties compared to those of a-tocopherol.61,62

Thus, thermodynamic compounds with lower BDE values may

Table 2 TDDFT computed, ground state dipole moment (mg), optical band gap, BDE and IP of the indolic ethenyls (1–6)

Compound mg (Debye) Optical band gap (eV) BDE (kcal mol�1) DBDE (kcal mol�1) IP (kcal mol�1) DIP (kcal mol�1)

Vitamin E (IC50: 26 mM) 0.80 5.17 82.97 (–OH) 0 157.43 0

8.39 3.05 103.39 (–NH) 20.42 161.05 3.62

3.99 3.82 97.65 (–NH) 14.68 151.44 �5.99

2.57 3.86 96.11 (–NH) 13.14 150.31 �7.12

1.05 3.84 97.17 (–NH) 14.20 144.36 �13.07

1.37 3.85

98.44 (–NH) 15.47

145.38 �12.05
94.10 (–OH) 11.13

2.44 3.79

95.79 (–NH) 12.82

140.10 �17.33
105.38 (–NH2) 22.41
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exhibit higher antioxidant activity. In the case of ethenyl
indoles, the antioxidant activity is increased with the increasing
donating ability of the substituent with a lower BDE. Thus,
the antioxidant activity in ethenyl indoles could be a result
of a thermodynamically controlled HAT mechanism. Nitro
compound 1 does not show any activity. This could be a result
of the formation of an electron delocalized charge transfer
resonating structure (Scheme 2), which is unable to donate
a hydrogen or electron. This type of inactivity is found in
organotellurium compounds that rapidly convert to a product
which cannot act as a hydrogen donor or electron donor to a
peroxy radical.63

For the SET-PT mechanism, the IP and the highest occupied
molecular orbital (HOMO) energy represent the electron donating
capability of an antioxidant. It is known that the electron
withdrawing substituent stabilizes the neutral molecule, which
leads to a lower HOMO energy (more negative) and destabilizes
the radical and the radical cation, which results in an increase
in the IP energy.59,64 On the other hand, the electron donating
substituent stabilizes the radical and the radical cation and
destabilizes the neutral molecule, which results in a higher
HOMO energy (less negative) and a decrease in the IP
values.59,65,66 In the present ethenyl indoles, a higher IP of
161 kcal mol�1 for the nitro compound 1 and a lower IP of
140 kcal mol�1 for the amino compound 6 was found. Upon
increasing the donating ability of the substituent, the IP is
decreased with the increasing HOMO energy. The IP order is
NO2 4 Cl 4 H4 OCH3 B OH 4 NH2. The smaller IP value in
the presence of a donating substituent could be a result of the
stabilization of the cationic free radical through a mesomeric
effect. There is a correlation between the HOMO and LUMO
energies of the compounds and the antioxidant efficacy. The
lowest unoccupied molecular orbital (LUMO), as well as the
HOMO energy, is gradually decreased (more negative) with the
increasing electron withdrawing nature of the substituent and
the highest negative HOMO–LUMO energy was computed for 1
(HOMO: �5.51 eV, LUMO: �2.46 eV). On the other hand, the
highest HOMO energy was computed for the hydroxy (5) and
amino compound (6) (HOMO: �4.62 eV, LUMO: �0.83 eV).

Table 3 TDDFT computed, PDE, PA, and ETE of the indolic ethenyls (1–6)

Compound PDE (kcal mol�1) DPDE (kcal mol�1) PA (kcal mol�1) DPA (kcal mol�1) ETE (kcal mol�1) DETE (kcal mol�1)

Vitamin E (IC50 : 26 mM) 236.37 0 365.34 0 29.19 0

253.18 16.81 349.93 �15.40 63.54 34.35

257.05 20.68 354.61 �10.72 53.12 23.93

256.63 20.26 355.95 �9.38 50.24 21.05

263.64 27.27 359.92 �5.41 47.34 18.15

263.90 27.53 361.69 �3.64 46.83 17.64
259.56 23.19 363.84 �1.49 40.35 11.16

266.52 30.15 362.41 �2.92 43.46 14.27
276.11 39.74 390.30 +24.96 25.16 �4.03

Scheme 2 The lack of antioxidant activity in ethenyl indole (1) is a result
of the charge transfer and formation of a stable electron deficient
resonating structure.
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As the HOMO is related to the ionization energy, a larger
HOMO energy for a molecule leads to a favorable ionization
process and thus, favors the anti-oxidation process (Fig. S10,
ESI†). Similarly, ethenyl indole with a large optical band gap
exhibits better antioxidant properties (Fig. S11, ESI†). The
involvement of the electron delocalization in molecule 1 leads
to a smaller optical band gap with a large ground state dipole
moment (mg) and the molecule is electron deficient in nature,
(1-NO2 substitution, mg: 8.39 Debye). This molecule exhibits no
antioxidant activity (Fig. S12, ESI†). The HOMO and LUMO
energy and the optical band gap of the neutral (NH), cationic
(NH+), free radical (N�) and anion (N�) groups of the ethenyls
were computed (Fig. S13–S15, ESI†). It can be seen that the
HOMO and LUMO energy of the neutral and free radical species
are comparable (difference 0.2–0.4 eV). The cationic radical
species are more stable by 4 eV as compared to the neutral
ethenyl indole. Thus, ethenyl indole with a donating substitu-
ent can easily give an electron and exhibits better antioxidant
properties through the SET-PT mechanism (Scheme 3).

The other possible mechanism is the SPLET via the anionic
intermediate, as shown in Scheme 4. In this mechanism the
role of PA, the reaction enthalpy, is important. The PA of
indolic NH, phenyl amine NH and phenol OH were found to
be 362, 390 and 363 kcal mol�1 respectively. It is well known
that the electron donating group increases the PA, whereas the
electron withdrawing group decreases the PA.59,67 The highest
PA of 362 kcal mol�1 for indolic NH and 390 kcal mol�1 for

phenyl NH was found for the amino compound 6 and a lower
PA of 349 kcal mol�1 was found for the nitro compound 1. The
ethenyl indole with NO2 substitution shows the largest decrease
in PA by 11 kcal mol�1. The increasing order of PA energy is as
follows: 6 4 5 4 4 4 3 4 2 4 1 and the antioxidant capacity is
in the reverse order IC50 (e.g. 5 4 6 4 4 4 3 4 2 4 1). Thus, if
any anion is generated through proton abstraction by following
the SPLET mechanism (Scheme 4), then the indolyl anion could
be further stabilized in the presence of an electron withdrawing
substituent with a consequent decrease in the PA and an
increased in the antioxidant activity. However, in the present
ethenyl the antioxidant activity is enhanced in the presence of
an electron donating substituent. Thus, the SPLET pathway can
be ruled out.

The PDE and ETE also provide useful information for the
later step in the SET-PT and SPLET mechanisms respectively68,69

(Schemes 3 and 4). Thus, the substituent dependent BDE, PA, IP,
PDE and ETE energy data can provide further insights into
the preferred thermodynamic mechanism for the antioxidant
activity for ethenyl indole. The PDE and ETE were determined
and are shown in Table 2.

The highest PDE of 276 kcal mol�1 for the cationic phenyl
amine radical and 266 kcal mol�1 for the cationic indolic NH
radical were found for the strong electron donating amine
compound 6, whereas the lowest PDE of 253 kcal mol�1 for
the cationic indolic NH radical was found for the strong
electron withdrawing nitro compound 1. This is because the
electron donating substituent stabilizes the radical cation more
as compared to the electron withdrawing group. Thus, the PDE
is larger for the ethenyl with a strong electron donating amine
substituent and it requires a higher energy for the dissociation
of the proton from the radical cation intermediate. Similarly,
the lowest ETE of 43 kcal mol�1 for the indolic anion, and
25 kcal mol�1 for the phenyl amine anion were found for
compound 6, whereas the highest ETE of 63 kcal mol�1 was
found for the nitro compound 1. It is known that a more
stabilized anion requires a higher energy to transfer the elec-
tron to the free radical.59,68,69

Thus, in the presence of an electron-withdrawing substitu-
ent, the indolic ethenyl shows a higher BDE, IP and ETE,
whereas a higher PA and PDE is found in the presence of an
electron-donating substituent. For all the ethenyl indoles, the
BDE is lower compared to the IP and PA energy, and thus, these
compounds can follow the thermodynamically controlled HAT
mechanism. It is also worth mentioning that single electron
transfer followed by proton transfer (SET-PT) could also be a
possible mechanism as per the experimental results on the
antioxidant activity. The amine and hydroxy compounds have a
lower IP energy owing to the formation of a more stable cationic
radical and thus, exhibit better antioxidant properties. On
the other hand, the SPLET mechanism is a preferred thermo-
dynamic process for the electron withdrawing substituent.
However, the nitro substituted ethenyl indole does not show
any antioxidant activity and the chloro substituted ethenyl
indole shows a lower activity and therefore the SPLET mecha-
nism can be ruled out.

Scheme 3 Antioxidant properties of ethenyl indole (6) through a SET-PT
mechanism via a cationic radical intermediate.

Scheme 4 Antioxidant properties of ethenyl indole (6) through proton
loss followed by an electron and proton transfer via the anionic inter-
mediate, a less favorable mechanism.
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4. Conclusion

In summary, ethenyl indoles with various donors or acceptor
substituents were synthesized and their substituent dependent
antioxidant activity was studied using a DPPH assay and the
TDDFT method.

The ethenyl indole with an electron withdrawing nitro com-
pound does not show antioxidant properties owing to charge
transfer and the electron deficient system. Ethenyl with a
moderate electron withdrawing chloro substituted compound
show a reduced activity, whereas ethenyls with an electron
donating substituent (OCH3, OH, NH2) show antioxidant proper-
ties comparable to those of vitamin E. From the experimental
and computed BDE, IP and PA values of the ethenyl indoles,
it is suggested that these compounds prefer HAT as well as the
SET-PT for the radical quenching process. The nature of the
substitution also plays an important role in determining
the antioxidant activities. Overall, the present indole-based
donor and acceptor ethenyls exhibit substituent dependent
antioxidant activity, which is interesting. As the anti-oxidation
mechanism is very complex, kinetic studies on these molecules
can provide further insights into the mechanism of action in
detail. These experimental and computational results, however,
provide a new direction for designing and developing novel
molecules with efficient antioxidant properties.

Conflicts of interest

There are no conflicts to declare.

Acknowledgements

We are thankful to the editor and reviewers for their valuable
suggestions in revising the manuscript. PKH, JK, NK are
thankful to the University Grants Commission, New Delhi for
the research grant (No F.30-72/2014-BSR) and research fellow-
ship. The authors acknowledged AMRC, IIT Mandi for use of
the 1H and 13C NMR facility.

References

1 S. B. Nimse and D. Pal, Free radicals, natural antioxidants, and
their reaction mechanisms, RSC Adv., 2015, 5, 27986–28006.

2 V. Lobo, A. Patil, A. Phatak and N. Chandra, Free radicals,
antioxidants and functional foods: Impact on human
health, Pharmacogn. Rev., 2010, 4, 118–126.

3 L. A. Pham-Huy, H. He and C. P. Huy, Free Radicals, Anti-
oxidants in disease and health, Int. J. Biomed. Sci., 2008, 4, 89–96.

4 T. Zima, L. Fialova, O. Mestek, M. Janebova, J. Crkovska,
I. Malbohan, S. Stipek, L. Mikulikova and P. Popov, Oxidative
stress, metabolism of ethanol and alcohol-related diseases,
J. Biomed. Sci., 2001, 8, 59–70.

5 R. A. Jacob, The integrated antioxidant system, Nutr. Res.,
1995, 15, 755–766.

6 M. Barontini, R. Bernini, I. Carastro, P. Gentili and A. Romani,
Synthesis and DPPH radical scavenging activity of novel

compounds obtained from tyrosol and cinnamic acid deriva-
tives, New J. Chem., 2014, 38, 809–816.

7 K. Inami, Y. Iizuka, M. Furukawa, I. Nakanishi, K. Ohkubo,
K. Fukuhara, S. Fukuzumi and M. Mochizuki, Chlorine
atom substitution influences radical scavenging activity of
6-chromanol, Bioorg. Med. Chem., 2012, 20, 4049–4055.

8 S. Selvaraj, A. Mohan, S. Narayanan, S. Sethuraman and U. M.
Krishnan, Dose-dependent interaction of trans-resveratrol
with biomembranes: effects on antioxidant property, J. Med.
Chem., 2013, 56, 970–981.

9 J. Takebayashi, A. Tai, E. Gohda and I. Yamamoto, Character-
ization of the radical scavenging reaction of 2-O-substituted
ascorbic acid derivatives, AA-2G, AA-2P,and AA-2S: a kinetic
and stoichiometric study, Biol. Pharm. Bull., 2006, 29, 766–771.

10 R. Han, L. Liu, J. Li, G. Du and J. Chen, Functions, applica-
tions and production of 2-O-D-glucopyranosyl-l-ascorbic
acid, Appl. Microbiol. Biotechnol., 2012, 95, 313–320.

11 G.-J. Fan, X.-D. Liu, Y.-P. Qian, Y.-J. Shang, X.-Z. Li, F. Dai,
J.-G. Fang, X.-L. Jin and B. Zhou, 4,40-Dihydroxy-trans-stilbene,
a resveratrol analogue, exhibited enhanced antioxidant activity
and cytotoxicity, Biorg. Med. Chem., 2009, 17, 2360–2365.

12 J.-J. Tang, G.-J. Fan, F. Dai, D.-J. Ding, Q. Wang, D.-L. Lu,
R.-R. Li, X.-Z. Li, L.-M. Hu, X.-L. Jin and B. Zhou, Finding
more active antioxidants and cancer chemoprevention
agents by elongating the conjugated links of resveratrol,
Free Radical Biol. Med., 2011, 50, 1447–1457.

13 D. Su, Y. Cheng and M. Liu, et al., Comparison of piceid and
resveratrol in antioxidation and antiproliferation activities
in vitro, PLoS One, 2013, 8, e54505.

14 M. Wang, Y. Jin and C. T. Ho, Evaluation of resveratrol
derivatives as potential antioxidants and identification of a
reaction product of resveratrol and 2,2-diphenyl-1-picryhydrazyl
radical, J. Agric. Food Chem., 1999, 47, 3974–3977.

15 N. R. Madadi, H. Zong, A. Ketkar, C. Zheng, N. R. Penthala,
V. Janganati, S. Bommagani, R. L. Eoff, M. L. Guzman and
P. A. Crooks, Synthesis and evaluation of a series of resver-
atrol analogues as potent anti-cancer agents that target
tubulin, Med. Chem. Commun., 2015, 6, 788–794.

16 A. J. Engdahl, E. A. Torres, S. E. Lock, T. B. Engdahl,
P. S. Mertz and C. N. Streu, Synthesis, characterization,
and bioactivity of the photoisomerizable tubulin polymer-
ization inhibitor azo-combretastatin A4, Org. Lett., 2015, 17,
4546–4549.

17 W. A. Yehye, N. A. Rahman, A. Ariffin, S. B. A. Hamid,
A. A. Alhadi, F. A. Kadir and M. Yaeghoobi, Understanding
the chemistry behind the antioxidant activities of butylated
hydroxytoluene (BHT): A review, Eur. J. Med. Chem., 2015,
101, 295–312.

18 S. Kumar, L. Engman, L. Valgimigli, R. Amorati, M. G. Fumo
and G. F. Pedulli, Antioxidant profile of ethoxyquin and some of
its S, Se and Te analogues, J. Org. Chem., 2007, 72, 6046–6055.

19 R. Kadu, M. Batabyal, H. Kadyan, A. L. Koner and S. Kumar,
An efficient copper-catalyzed synthesis of symmetrical
bis(N-arylbenzamide) selenides and their conversion to
hypervalent spirodiazaselenuranes and hydroxy congeners,
Dalton Trans., 2019, 48, 7249–7260.

NJC Paper

Pu
bl

is
he

d 
on

 2
0 

M
ay

 2
02

0.
 D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
by

 U
pp

sa
la

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

n 
5/

20
/2

02
0 

3:
26

:0
2 

PM
. 

View Article Online

https://doi.org/10.1039/d0nj01317j


New J. Chem. This journal is©The Royal Society of Chemistry and the Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique 2020

20 H. K. Kumara and D. C. Gowda, Synthesis and SAR studies
of bisthiourea derivatives of dipeptides Lys/lys-Asp, Lys/lys-
Trp conjugated benzo[d]isoxazole as promising antioxi-
dants, Int. J. Pept. Res. Ther., 2017, 23, 259–267.

21 S. Suzen, B. Tekiner-Gulbas, H. Shirinzadeh, D. Uslu,
H. Gurer-Orhan, M. Gumustas and S. A. Ozkan, Antioxidant
activity of indole-based melatonin analogues in erythrocytes
and their voltammetric characterization, J. Enzyme Inhib.
Med. Chem., 2013, 26, 1143–1155.

22 M. Saravanabhavan, V. N. Badavath, S. Maii, S. Muhammad
and M. Sekar, Novel halogenated pyrido[2,3-a]carbazoles
with enhanced aromaticity as potent anticancer and anti-
oxidant agents:rational design and microwave assisted
synthesis, New J. Chem., 2019, 43, 17231–17240.

23 C. V. Subbareddy and S. Sumathi, One pot three component
protocol for the synthesis of indolyl-4H-chromene-3-
carboxamides as antioxidant and antibacterial agents, New
J. Chem., 2017, 41, 9388–9396.

24 P. Rajakumar, N. Venkatesan and G. Mohanraj, Synthesis,
antibacterial and antioxidant properties of a novel
ethylenoindolophanes-a new class of cyclophanes, RSC
Adv., 2014, 4, 21190–21194.

25 A. Esfandiar, O. Akhavan and A. Irajizad, Melatonin as a
powerful bio-antioxidant for reduction of graphene oxide,
J. Mater. Chem., 2011, 21, 10907–10914.

26 A. K. Singh and P. K. Hota, Photoreactivity of donor–
acceptor ethenes, Indian J. Chem., 2003, 42B, 2048–2053.

27 A. K. Singh and P. K. Hota, Absorption and fluorescence
spectral properties of donor acceptor ethenes bearing
indole and p-nitrophenyl substituents, Res. Chem. Intermed.,
2005, 31, 85–101.

28 A. K. Singh and P. K. Hota, Substituent directed distal
photoisomerisation of indolic dienyl chromophores, Indian
J. Chem., 2006, 45B, 2469–2473.

29 A. K. Singh and P. K. Hota, Fluorescence and photo-
isomerization studies of p-nitrophenyl substituted indolic
ethenes, J. Phys. Org. Chem., 2006, 19, 43–52.

30 A. K. Singh and P. K. Hota, Ethenyl indoles as neutral
hydrophobic fluorescence probes, J. Phys. Org. Chem.,
2007, 20, 624–629.

31 A. K. Singh and A. Asefa, A fluorescence study of differently
substituted 3-styrylindoles and their interaction with bovine
serum albumin, Luminescence, 2009, 24, 123–130.

32 N. Kumar, J. Kumar and P. K. Hota, Substituent dependence
charge transfer and photochemical properties of donor–
acceptor substituted ethenyl thiophenes, J. Fluoresc., 2017,
27, 1729–1738.

33 N. Kumar, M. Paramasivam, J. Kumar, A. Gusain and
P. K. Hota, Substituent dependent optical properties of
p-phenyl substituted ethenyl-E-thiophenes, J. Fluoresc.,
2018, 28, 1207–1216.

34 N. Kumar, J. Kumar and P. K. Hota, Substituent dependent
photoreactivity of donor–acceptor substituted phenyl
ethenes, Lett. Org. Chem., 2018, 15, 479–484.

35 N. Kumar, M. Paramasivam, J. Kumar, A. Gusain and
P. K. Hota, Tuning of optical properties of p-phenyl

ethenyl-E-furans: A solvatochromism and density functional
theory, Spectrochim. Acta, Part A, 2019, 206, 396–404.

36 G. Marinova and V. Batchvarov, Evaluation of the methods
for determination of the free radical scavenging activity by
DPPH, Bulg. J. Agric. Sci., 2011, 17, 11–24.

37 V. P. Singh, J. Poon, R. J. Butcher and L. Engman, Pyridoxine-
derived organoselenium compounds with glutathione
peroxidase-like and chain-breaking antioxidant, Chem. – Eur. J.,
2014, 20, 12563–12571.

38 A. Galano, G. Mazzone, R. an Alvarez-Diduk, T. Marino,
J. R. Alvarez-Idaboy and N. Russo, Food antioxidants:
chemical insights at the molecular level, Annu. Rev. Food
Sci. Technol., 2016, 7, 335–352.

39 M. E. Alberto, N. Russo, A. Grand and A. Galano, A physi-
cochemical examination of the free radical scavenging
activity of Trolox: mechanism, kinetics and influence of
the environment, Phys. Chem. Chem. Phys., 2013, 15,
4642–4650.

40 Z. S. Markovic, S. V. Mentus and J. M. Dimitric Markovic,
Electrochemical and density functional theory study on the
reactivity of fisetin and its radicals: Implications on in vitro
antioxidant activity, J. Phys. Chem. A, 2009, 113, 14170–14179.

41 V. D. Kancheva, L. Saso, S. E. Angelova, M. C. Foti,
A. Slavova-Kasakova, C. Daquino, V. Enchev, O. Firuzi and
J. Nechev, Antiradical and antioxidant activities of new
bio-antioxidants, Biochimie, 2012, 94, 403–415.

42 F. Neese, The ORCA program system, Wiley Interdiscip. Rev.:
Comput. Mol. Sci., 2012, 2, 73–78.

43 F. Weigend and R. Ahlrichs, Balance basis sets of split
valence, triple zeta valence and quadruple zeta valence
quality for H to Rn: Design and assessment of accuracy,
Phys. Chem. Chem. Phys., 2005, 7, 3297–3305.

44 M. Leopoldini, N. Russo and M. Toscano, The molecular
basis of working mechanism of natural polyphenolic anti-
oxidants, Food Chem., 2011, 125, 288–306.

45 G. A. DiLabio, Using locally dense basis sets for the deter-
mination of molecular properties, J. Phys. Chem. A, 1999,
103, 11414–11424.

46 A. Dreuw and M. Head-Gordon, Single reference ab initio
methods for the calculation of excited states of large mole-
cules, Chem. Rev., 2005, 105, 4009–4037.
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