
Bioisosteric Matrices for Ligands of Serotonin Receptors
Dawid Warszycki, Stefan Mordalski, Jakub Staroń, and Andrzej J. Bojarski*[a]

Bioisosteric replacement is a technique of transforming a com-
pound by exchanging a group of atoms for a different group
that is similar in terms of its physicochemical properties. The
underlying purpose of this modification is the enhancement of
a certain biological or chemical property, such as affinity to-
wards a given target, pharmacodynamics, pharmacokinetics, or
the exploration of new, unknown scaffolds. Although funda-
mentally simple, the method has been successfully applied in
numerous drug design projects and has led to some spectacu-
lar results, such as the discovery of prontosil (its active metab-
olite, sulfanilamide, is a bioisostere of para-aminobenzoic
acid)[1] and pindolol (a nonselective beta blocker, developed
from propranolol by replacing the naphthalene moiety with
indole). Given its capabilities, the full potential of bioisosterism
has not yet been utilized, especially in the field of serotonin re-
ceptor ligands; to the best of our knowledge, only four reports
in the literature explicitly applying the strategy of bioisosteric
replacement.[2–5]

In May 2013, approximately 22 000 unique ligands with
known activity against any serotonin receptor were annotated
in the ChEMBL database.[6] Despite this quantity and the rela-
tively high diversity within this set, the vast majority of com-
pounds contain two typical pharmacophore features character-
istic of serotonergic ligands: an aromatic system and a polariza-
ble nitrogen atom. Following the classification of 5-HT receptor
ligands described in the literature, ten key structural classes of
ligands can be highlighted: tryptamines, phenylalkylamines,
aminotetralines, aporphines, ergolines, arylpiperazines, piperi-

dines, tricycles, indole and sulfonamide derivatives;[7–16] these
classes were used in this research.

To apply the concept of bioisosterism to serotonin receptors,
we conducted a detailed exploration of the bioisosteric data
available. The methodology of using substitution matrices, as
demonstrated here for 5-HT6R, allows the identification of the
most frequent and most efficient replacements in terms of bio-
logical activity and provides valuable suggestions for modifica-
tions to existing ligands for the rational design of new, potent
and selective ligands for serotonin receptors.

The source of the compounds was the ChEMBL database
version 16 (May 2013). To preserve the coherence of the data,
only compounds with defined Ki values or equivalent (IC50, as-
sumed to be 2 Õ Ki ; pKi and pIC50 values were converted to Ki),
as assayed on human cloned, rat cloned or native receptors,
were considered. In the case of multiple data for a single
ligand, the Ki value and data against human receptors were
preferred; a median value was used in the case of multiple bio-
logical results. Among the 14 members of the 5-HTR family,
two were rejected: 5-HT3R because it is an ion channel and 5-
HT5BR due to an insufficient number of ligands to perform
a comprehensive analysis. The set of 5-HT6R ligands fetched
from the ChEMBL database (2277 compounds) was enriched
by data extracted from approximately 40 patents (2529 com-
pounds). For each compound acting on the remaining 5-HTR
subtypes (5-HT1A, 5-HT1B, 5-HT1D, 5-HT1E, 5-HT1F, 5-HT2A, 5-HT2B,
5-HT2C, 5-HT4, 5-HT5A, 5-HT6, 5-HT7), all classic bioisosteric re-
placements implemented in Pipeline Pilot[17] (divided into six
classes: ring, amide, carbonyl, halogen and hydroxyl substitu-
tions and ring modifications) were applied. The input struc-
tures and duplicates were removed from the original collec-
tions, leading to 12 sets of unique bioisosteres. Each com-
pound was then queried against all other sets (regardless of
target). Finding the same structure in the ligand and bioisos-
tere set indicated that bioisostere replacement between those
repositories exists. This procedure was repeated for all bioisos-
tere collections and led to the identification of all bioisosteres
between all targets as well as within the chemical space of
single receptor (self-bioisosteres) (Table 1). The collections of
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bioisosteres belonging to the same class of ligands were gath-
ered into matrices, revealing the amount of positive, neutral
and negative substitutions in terms of affinity towards a given
target.

Self-bioisosteres represent the largest portion of the ana-
lyzed population of ligands (with the exception of 5-HT1ER).
Unsurprisingly, the number of self-bioisosteres is proportional
to the quantity of ligands (Table 2). The highest rate of self-bio-
isosteres was observed for the 5-HT1FR and 5-HT6R, due to en-
richment of the original sets retrieved from ChEMBL with
patent data (5-HT6R) and to exploration of structure—activity
relationship studies in a limited number of published papers
(5-HT1FR). A relatively high number of bioisosteres is also ob-
served for closely related targets (e.g. , 5-HT2Rs).

The most frequent replacements for self-bioisosteres are the
following: halogen replacements (nearly 50 % of all substitu-
tions), ring modifications, and substitutions. Apparently, the hy-
droxyl class of substitutions was the least frequently explored
within the investigated dataset. The analysis of bioisosteric
substitutions for 5-HT6R ligands showed two types of substitu-
tions that enhanced activity: 2-substituted pyridine ring substi-
tuted by other aromatic systems, especially phenyl (Table 3),
and nitrile group, which are interchangeable with any halogen
(Figure 1). Moreover, the introduction of sulfonamide (Table 4)
and urea increases affinity towards 5-HT6R in all cases.

Analogous analysis for 5-HT1AR ligands proves that the intro-
duction of 2-pyridine or replacement of the trifluoromethyl
group usually leads to increased affinity (see Supporting Infor-
mation). For 5-HT2AR ligands, 2-pyridine, 2-thiophene, nitrile
and trifluoromethyl are undesirable, and the removal of
a bromo substituent negatively affects the activity. On the con-
trary, substitutions introducing a bromo group are the most
desirable for the modulation of activity towards 5-HT2CR. 2-Pyri-
dine, nitrile and iodo should be replaced similarly to other tar-
gets. An amide moiety is preferred over a nitrile in potent 5-
HT4R ligands. For 5-HT7R ligands, substitution of phenyl or 2-
thiophene increases activity, as does replacement of the amide
linker, especially with sulfonamide.[18]

Here, some restrictions were applied to investigate the re-
placement of groups, with the knowledge that different tar-
gets might have different activity thresholds. For each recep-
tor–receptor pair, only substitutions appearing at least five
times in the global analysis and with at least twofold more ex-
amples of increasing affinity than decreasing (or vice versa)
were considered. In general, ring modifications (linearization or
expansion) decreased activity towards all targets. Substitution
of an amide with a carbonyl moiety in 5-HT1AR ligands enhan-
ces affinity towards 5-HT1BR and 5-HT1DR but decreases affinity
toward 5-HT7R. Transition from amide to sulfonamide or urea
shifts activity towards 5-HT1BR and 5-HT1DR, respectively, in the

Table 1. The number of bioisosteres found for different serotonin receptor subtypes.

Receptor 5-HT1A 5-HT1B 5-HT1D 5-HT1E 5-HT1F 5-HT2A 5-HT2B 5-HT2C 5-HT4 5-HT5A 5-HT6 5-HT7

5-HT1A 2053 204 248 27 48 384 60 156 30 34 113 165
5-HT1B 204 316 297 29 51 60 40 64 23 22 75 59
5-HT1D 248 297 378 32 52 72 47 75 31 25 89 66
5-HT1E 27 29 32 26 13 27 18 27 22 19 35 28
5-HT1F 48 51 52 13 61 13 13 13 9 3 27 15
5-HT2A 384 60 72 27 13 1306 288 818 25 61 129 103
5-HT2B 60 40 47 18 13 288 341 282 19 13 59 42
5-HT2C 156 64 75 27 13 818 282 921 25 30 140 105
5-HT4 30 23 31 22 9 25 19 25 130 15 28 19
5-HT5A 34 22 25 19 3 31 13 30 15 39 31 23
5-HT6 113 75 89 35 27 129 59 140 28 31 2180 131
5-HT7 165 59 66 28 15 103 42 105 19 23 131 347

Table 2. Abundance of types of bioisosteric replacements by class.

Receptor Ligands Bioisosteres Self-bioisosteres[a] Replacement class Total
Ring biois[b] Amide Carbonyl Halogen Hydroxyl Ring mod.[c]

5-HT1A 6709 293477 0.306 362 142 108 692 14 735 2053
5-HT1B 1145 50084 0.276 66 44 48 82 2 74 316
5-HT1D 1319 59318 0.287 68 64 46 90 2 108 378
5-HT1E 132 5905 0.197 0 0 0 16 0 10 26
5-HT1F 125 5868 0.488 20 14 0 6 2 19 61
5-HT2A 3864 167910 0.338 114 18 16 804 2 352 1306
5-HT2B 1017 44248 0.335 34 8 10 214 2 73 341
5-HT2C 3019 126863 0.305 56 30 26 596 2 211 921
5-HT4 532 36453 0.244 8 24 2 58 0 38 130
5-HT5A 271 8453 0.144 2 2 2 26 0 7 39
5-HT6 4806 165675 0.454 278 26 142 1054 2 678 2180
5-HT7 3019 64212 0.242 52 12 24 154 4 101 347

[a] Fraction of self-bioisosteres; [b] Substitution of the entire ring systems; [c] Ring modifications only (e.g. , opening, contraction, etc.).
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majority of cases. Conversely, reverse substitution (sulfonamide
to amide) in 5-HT1AR ligands enhances the activity of com-
pounds against subtypes 1D and 2A. Exchanging a fluoro with

a chloro group in 5-HT6R ligands increases the activity for re-
ceptors 5-HT1A, 5-HT1B and 5-HT1D, whereas a chloro group in
5-HT1AR ligands replaced with other halogens leads to de-
creased affinity towards 1B, 1D and 2C subtypes. All ring modi-
fications of 5-HT1AR ligands decrease the affinity for 5-HT1BR,
5-HT1DR and 5-HT1FR and 5-HT2R.

We observed that the modification of 5-HT1BR ligands results
in highly potent 5-HT1DR compounds, as shown with 16 differ-
ent substitutions. Moreover, ring modifications in these ligands
increase activity towards 5-HT1FR, 5-HT2Rs and 5-HT7R subtypes.
Ring contraction of 5-HT1D, 5-HT1E and 5-HT1F receptors ligands
leads to more active 5-HT7R ligands as well ; however, ring ex-
pansion in 5-HT1DR ligands decreases activity towards 5-HT2Rs.
A bromo group in place of other halogens in 5-HT2AR ligands
enhances the affinity towards 5-HT2BR. An identical effect is
achieved if a fluoro group is substituted with another halogen;
this replacement generates compounds that are active toward
5-HT2CR and 5-HT7R.

In summary, the concept of bioisosteric matrices has been
applied to analyze the chemical space of ligands of the seroto-
nin receptors. The results revealed that in many cases, the

Table 3. Affinity of compounds for the 5-HT6R, depending on the presence of a 2-pyridine or a phenyl group.

Compd R = 2-pyridine R = Ph Compd R = 2-pyridine R = Ph
Ki [nm] IC50 [nm] Ki [nm] IC50 [nm] Ki [nm] IC50 [nm] Ki [nm] IC50 [nm]

1[19] – 1[20] – – 860[22] 2[23] –

0.5[19] – 1[19] – – 15750[22] 100[23] –

100[21] – 1.58[21] – 10[24] – 9.6[24] –

– 1590[22] – 974[23] 1054[25] – 0.5[26] –

– 2980[22] – 692[23] – 25300[27] – 4940[27]

– 8360[22] – 1057[23] – 45900[27] – 3790[27]

Table 4. Affinity of compounds for the 5-HT6R, depending on the pres-
ence of an amide or a sulfonamide functionality.

Compd Ki [nm]
X = CO X = SO2

3981[28] 2512[28]

4.4[29] 0.4[29]

3.0[29] 0.3[29]
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Figure 1. All bioisosteric replacements for 5-HT6R ligands belonging to A) halogen, B) phenyl, C) hydroxyl, D) amide, and E) carbonyl modifications. The total
number of a given replacement is given in the intersection field. The three numbers in parentheses represent the number of replacements that increase
(X _ _), do not change (_ X _) and decrease (_ _ X) the affinity. Color code: desirable substitutions (&) ; substitutions that decrease activity (&) ; substitutions
that do not influence activity (&).
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given ligand is a bioisostere of a compound active towards
a different member of the 5-HTR family. The number of such
cases allows the assumption that bioisosteric replacement
could be a viable method for discovering novel, promising li-
gands for serotonin receptors. This statement is also supported
by a large number (30 % of the population on average) of self-
bioisosteres. The size of this set results from extensive struc-
ture–activity relationship studies, exploring a significant
number of substitutions. However, the trend to replace termi-
nal and relatively simple groups indicates that the full potential
of the bioisosteric substitution has yet to be revealed. All bioi-
sosteres analyzed in this study are available from the authors
upon request.

Acknowledgements

The study was partially supported by the Polish-Norwegian Re-
search Programme operated by the National Centre for Research
and Development under the Norwegian Financial Mechanism
2009–2014 in the frame of Project PLATFORMex (Pol-Nor/198887/
73/2013).

Keywords: bioisosterism · bioisosteric matrices · bioisosteric
substitutions · chemical space · serotonin receptors

[1] G. Domagk, DMW - Dtsch. Medizinische Wochenschrift 1935, 61, 250 –
253.

[2] B. M. Mathes, K. J. Hudziak, J. M. Schaus, Y.-C. Xu, D. L. Nelson, D. B.
Wainscott, S. E. Nutter, W. H. Gough, T. A. Branchek, J. M. Zgombick,
S. A. Fila, Bioorg. Med. Chem. Lett. 2004, 14, 167 – 170.

[3] Z. Tomaszewski, M. P. Johnson, X. Huang, D. E. Nichols, J. Med. Chem.
1992, 35, 2061 – 2064.

[4] P. Fludzinski, D. A. Evrard, W. E. Bloomquist, W. B. Lacefield, W. Pfeifer,
N. D. Jones, J. B. Deeter, M. L. Cohen, J. Med. Chem. 1987, 30, 1535 –
1537.

[5] M. Skultety, H. Hìbner, S. Lçber, P. Gmeiner, J. Med. Chem. 2010, 53,
7219 – 7228.

[6] A. Gaulton, L. J. Bellis, A. P. Bento, J. Chambers, M. Davies, A. Hersey, Y.
Light, S. McGlinchey, D. Michalovich, B. Al-Lazikani, J. P. Overrington, Nu-
cleic Acids Res. 2012, 40, D1100 – 7.

[7] S. J. Oh, H. J. Ha, D. Y. Chi, H. K. Lee, Curr. Med. Chem. 2001, 8, 999 –
1034.

[8] G. Caliendo, V. Santagada, E. Perissutti, F. Fiorino, Curr. Med. Chem.
2005, 12, 1721 – 1753.

[9] M. Langlois, R. Fischmeister, J. Med. Chem. 2003, 46, 319 – 344.
[10] D. Warszycki, S. Mordalski, K. Kristiansen, R. Kafel, I. Sylte, Z. Chilmonc-

zyk, A. J. Bojarski, PLoS One 2013, 8, e84510.
[11] M. Leopoldo, Curr. Med. Chem. 2004, 11, 629 – 661.

[12] M. L. Lopez-Rodriguez, B. Benhamffl, M. J. Morcillo, E. Porras, J. L. Lavan-
dera, L. Pardo, Curr. Med. Chem. Cent. Nerv. Syst. Agents 2004, 4, 203 –
212.

[13] M. L. Lopez-Rodriguez, D. Ayala, B. Benhamu, M. J. Morcillo, A. Viso,
Curr. Med. Chem. 2002, 9, 443 – 469.

[14] M. N. Modica, V. Pittal�, G. Romeo, L. Salerno, M. A. Siracusa, Curr. Med.
Chem. 2010, 17, 334 – 362.

[15] V. Pittala, D. Pittala, Mini-Rev. Med. Chem. 2011, 11, 1108 – 1121.
[16] A. Wesołowska, Pol. J. Pharmacol. 2002, 54, 327 – 341.
[17] W. A. Warr, J. Comput.-Aided. Mol. Des. 2012, 26, 801 – 804.
[18] P. Zajdel, R. Kurczab, K. Grychowska, G. Satała, M. Pawłowski, A. J. Bojar-

ski, Eur. J. Med. Chem. 2012, 56, 348 – 360.
[19] M. Ahmed, M. A. Briggs, S. M. Bromidge, T. Buck, L. Campbell, N. J.

Deeks, A. Garner, L. Gordon, D. W. Hamprecht, V. Holland, C. N. Johnson,
A. D. Medhurst, D. J. Mitchell, S. F. Moss, J. Powles, J. T. Seal, T. O. Stean,
G. Stemp, M. Thompson, B. Trail, N. Upton, K. Winborn, D. R. Witty,
Bioorg. Med. Chem. Lett. 2005, 15, 4867 – 4871.

[20] M. Pullagurla, U. Siripurapu, R. Kolanos, M. L. Bondarev, M. Dukat, V.
Setola, B. L. Roth, R. A. Glennon, Bioorg. Med. Chem. Lett. 2005, 15,
5298 – 5302.

[21] G. Trani, S. M. Baddeley, M. A. Briggs, T. T. Chuang, N. J. Deeks, C. N.
Johnson, A. A. Khazragi, T. L. Mead, A. D. Medhurst, P. H. Milner, L. P.
Quinn, A. M. Ray, D. A. Rivers, T. O. Stean, G. Stemp, B. K. Brenda, D. R.
Witty, Bioorg. Med. Chem. Lett. 2008, 18, 5698 – 5700.

[22] A. V. Ivachtchenko, E. B. Frolov, O. D. Mitkin, V. M. Kysil, A. V Khvat, I. M.
Okun, S. E. Tkachenko, Bioorg. Med. Chem. Lett. 2009, 19, 3183 – 3187.

[23] A. V. Ivachtchenko, E. B. Frolov, O. D. Mitkin, S. E. Tkachenko, I. M. Okun,
A. V. Khvat, Bioorg. Med. Chem. Lett. 2010, 20, 78 – 82.

[24] A. J. Henderson, P. R. Guzzo, A. Ghosh, J. Kaur, J.-M. Koo, K. Nacro, S.
Panduga, R. Pathak, B. Shimpukade, V. Tan, K. Xiang, J. D. Wierschke,
M. L. Isherwood, Bioorg. Med. Chem. Lett. 2012, 22, 1494 – 1498.

[25] 3-Arylsulfonyl-7-piperzinyl-indoles-benzofurans and -benzothiophenes with
5-ht6 receptor affinity for treating CNS disorders, S. Bromidge, C. John-
son, G. MacDonald, M. Thompson, D. Witty, (SmithKline Beecham Corp. ,
King of Prussia, PA, USA), US Patent, US 2004/0242589 A1, 2002.

[26] K. G. Liu, J. R. Lo, T. A. Comery, G. M. Zhang, J. Y. Zhang, D. M. Kowal,
D. L. Smith, L. Di, E. H. Kerns, L. E. Schechter, A. J. Robichaud, Bioorg.
Med. Chem. Lett. 2009, 19, 2413 – 2415.

[27] Substituted 2,3,4,5-tetrahyrdo-1H-pyrido[4,3-b]indoles, methods for the
production and use thereof, A. A. Ivashchenko, A. V. Ivachtchenko, S. Y.
Tkachenko, E. B. Frolov, O. D. Mitkin, l. M. Okun, N. F. Savchuk, Y. Lavrov-
sky, (Alla Chem. LLC, Carson City, NV, USA), US Patent, US 2010/
0120792 A1, 2011.

[28] C. P. Leslie, M. Biagetti, S. Bison, S. M. Bromidge, R. Di Fabio, D. Donati,
A. Falchi, M. J. Garnier, A. Jaxa-Chamiec, G. Manchee, G. Merlo, D. A.
Pizzi, L. P. Stasi, J. Tibasco, A. Vong, S. E. Ward, L. Zonzini, J. Med. Chem.
2010, 53, 8228 – 8240.

[29] Arylsulfonylchromans as 5-HT6 Inhibitors Indolylmaleimide Derivatives as
Protein Kinase Inhibitors, J. Berger, J. M. Caroon, J. F. Lopez-Tapia, E. L.
Lowrie, Jr. , D. Nitzan, S.-H. Zhao, (F. Hoffman-La Roche, Basel, Switzer-
land), Eur. Pat. Appl. EP 2006/067732, 2007.

Received: December 29, 2014
Published online on March 13, 2015

ChemMedChem 2015, 10, 601 – 605 www.chemmedchem.org Ó 2015 The Authors. Published by Wiley-VCH Verlag GmbH & Co. KGaA, Weinheim605

Concepts

http://dx.doi.org/10.1055/s-0028-1129486
http://dx.doi.org/10.1055/s-0028-1129486
http://dx.doi.org/10.1055/s-0028-1129486
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.bmcl.2003.09.091
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.bmcl.2003.09.091
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.bmcl.2003.09.091
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/jm00089a017
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/jm00089a017
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/jm00089a017
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/jm00089a017
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/jm00392a001
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/jm00392a001
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/jm00392a001
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/jm100899z
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/jm100899z
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/jm100899z
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/jm100899z
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/nar/gkr777
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/nar/gkr777
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/nar/gkr777
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/nar/gkr777
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/jm020099f
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/jm020099f
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/jm020099f
http://dx.doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0084510
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10822-012-9577-7
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10822-012-9577-7
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10822-012-9577-7
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ejmech.2012.07.043
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ejmech.2012.07.043
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ejmech.2012.07.043
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.bmcl.2005.06.107
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.bmcl.2005.06.107
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.bmcl.2005.06.107
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.bmcl.2005.08.059
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.bmcl.2005.08.059
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.bmcl.2005.08.059
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.bmcl.2005.08.059
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.bmcl.2008.08.010
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.bmcl.2008.08.010
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.bmcl.2008.08.010
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.bmcl.2009.04.128
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.bmcl.2009.04.128
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.bmcl.2009.04.128
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.bmcl.2009.11.037
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.bmcl.2009.11.037
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.bmcl.2009.11.037
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.bmcl.2012.01.022
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.bmcl.2012.01.022
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.bmcl.2012.01.022
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.bmcl.2009.03.071
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.bmcl.2009.03.071
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.bmcl.2009.03.071
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.bmcl.2009.03.071
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/jm100714c
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/jm100714c
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/jm100714c
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/jm100714c
http://www.chemmedchem.org

