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ABSTRACT: Reported herein is the use of a recyclable coupling
agent, 2,2’-dipyridyldithiocarbonate (DPDTC), that generates
isolable thioesters in a plug flow reactor (PFR). If not isolated,
thioesters can be reintroduced directly into the PFR, along with
amines, to generate amides in a “flow-to-flow” sense. Both electron-
rich and -poor aromatic acids, as well as sterically hindered aliphatic
acids, are efficiently coupled with a variety of amines, including the
formation of Weinreb amides and peptides, in high yields.
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■ INTRODUCTION
Continuous flow technology has been increasingly utilized in
green chemistry1−4 and especially in the production5−11 of
pharmaceuticals. In 2019, the International Union of Pure and
Applied Chemistry (IUPAC) ranked flow chemistry as one of
the top 10 innovations in the area of sustainability.12 Increased
mixing, decreased reaction times, improved worker safety, and
continuous output of materials are but a few benefits of flow
chemistry over traditional batch methods.13 An additional
benefit is the ability to run multistep or telescoped reactions
through tandem flow reactors.5,14−16 This allows reactants for
subsequent steps to be introduced directly into the reactor at the
appropriate time without operator interventions, a feature which
is commonly applied to the total synthesis of active
pharmaceutical ingredients (APIs)6,17−19 and other pharma-
ceutically relevant small molecules.20−22 This leads to increases
in reproducibility, which also adds to the scalability of the overall
process.23

Beyond flow technology utilized in both academic and
industrial laboratories, extension to “flow-to-flow” reactors offer
even greener options by reducing the number of separate steps,
ultimately creating a single setup for a streamlined synthesis of
products of interest, e.g., to the fine chemicals industry. A PFR
reactor, therefore, was developed that would be readily
accessible to most laboratories.24

Among the many reactions that benefit from translation into
flow,15,25 amide coupling stands out given that it is among the
most utilized reaction in pharmaceutical26 and fine chemical
production.27,28 Amide bonds are commonly seen in anticancer
drugs such as ponatinib29 and imatinib,29 as well as

antihypertensive and antianxiety drugs, like prazosin30 and
moclobemide,31 respectively (Scheme 1). There are several
reagents32 commonly used in organic solvents that activate a
carboxylic acid, including those that form acyl chlorides, mixed
anhydrides, acyl imidizoliums, and O-acylisoureas, among
others (Scheme 2). According to the green reagent guide for
amidations,33 there are only a few coupling reagents that are
listed as being “green”, among which several are problematic or
even hazardous. All produce stoichiometric amounts of organic
waste and are usually employed in egregious organic solvents
(e.g., DCM, DMF, etc.). For example, EDC, listed as a green
reagent, generates stoichiometric urea byproducts, which can be
easily separated from the reaction via an aqueous workup.
However, this generated waste is difficult to treat.34 Others from
the uronium group, such as HATU and HBTU, are based on the
HOBt core, which can be explosive.35 Nonetheless, these are still
utilized due to their relatively mild reaction conditions and
excellent coupling capabilities, notwithstanding their low atom
economy.36−39 Meanwhile, reagents with high atom economy,
such as CDI, produce less reactive acyl imidazolium
intermediates, thus affording less efficient coupling partners.
Finally, reagents such as thionyl chloride are difficult to work
with due to water sensitivity, although the highly reactive acyl
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chlorides formed show good atom economy. These limitations
led us to pursue an alternative green coupling reagent for use
under flow conditions, as described herein.
Previously, we disclosed use of 2,2′-dipyridyldithiocarbonate

(DPDTC) as a coupling reagent in the course of a 1-pot, 2-step
protocol that results in the required amide/peptide bond.38 This
reagent efficiently couples carboxylic acids and amines (Scheme
3), and although two equivalents of 2-mercaptopyridine are
generated as byproduct, it can easily be separated and recycled,
being used to remake the coupling reagent (DPDTC) itself.40

Thus, under these conditions (including the recycling of 2-
mercaptopyridine), one equivalent of CO2 is the only by-
product. While this batch methodology uses near neat reaction

conditions at moderate temperatures, reaction times can be long
(>8 h). Use of DPDTC in a PFR, however, leads to amides via
the intermediate thioesters in recyclable 2-MeTHF under
relatively mild conditions in less than 1 h.

■ RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Batch-to-Flow Methodology. Use of DPDTC in batch

mode as a green amide coupling agent involved longer reaction
times; i.e., up to 24 h. Although lower reaction temperatures and
concentrated reaction mixtures contributed to this, transitioning
to a continuous plug flow setup proved challenging, even with
the improved mixing that plug flow typically provides.41

Improved mixing is a general benefit attributed to flow;

Scheme 1. Representative Amide-Containing APIs

Scheme 2. Commonly Used Reagents for Amide Couplings, Their Associated Activated Intermediates, and Their Byproducts
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however, it generally arises from high flow rates and the
associated increases in Reynold’s numbers, implying enhanced
mixing. The Reynold’s number itself is a unitless measure of the
mass transfer in a system and can be used to predict the type of
mixing that will be seen. Hence, it was crucial to find a method
that shortened reaction times such that the flow rates were
relatively high in our 2.0 mL coil reactor.
Initial experiments focused on temperature, looking to

increase reaction rates; hence, an initial temperature of 95 °C
was selected. This is above the boiling point of 2-MeTHF (i.e.,
78 °C), although it is considerably safer when done in
continuous flow systems.41 The reaction between 3-methyl-4-
nitrobenzoic acid (1a) and benzylamine (1b) was run in a 2-
step, 1-pot manner with minimal head space in batch to simulate
flow conditions (Table 1). Each step was allowed 30 min to
ensure sufficient mixing in a 2.0 mL PFR. This initial reaction led
to only a 35% yield with no thioester remaining, indicating the
need for screening additives to enhance the rate of reaction to
the thioester intermediate. Among several additives, only DMAP
(10mol %) afforded the product amide in near quantitative yield
(entry 5), while alternatives such as 4-methoxypyridine and 4-
pyrrolidinylpyridine were not as efficient even in stoichiometric

amounts (see SI, Section 3d). Lowering the amount of DMAP
under these conditions led to a decrease in the yield (entry 6).
The amounts of both DPDTC and amine needed were then

optimized (see SI, Sections 3e and 3h), leading to the finding
that 1.05 equiv are optimal for both. Lastly, various solvents were
screened (Table 2) based on GSK’s solvent selection guide.42,43

While alcohols would be preferred over most other types of
solvents, their use could potentially lead to ester formation
following the in situ generated thioester.44 Nonetheless, while
tertiary alcohol, t-BuOH, showed promise leading to 79% yield
of the amide (entry 6), it showed reduced solubilizing properties
toward carboxylic acid 1a. Since the reaction had already been
run in batch mode at 0.5M, stock solutions for use in flow would
need to be more concentrated. Therefore, MIBK, while a good
solvent for use in batch (entry 1), would be inappropriate in
flow; the same is true for CPME (entry 3). The only solvents
that could work to solubilize the carboxylic acid above 0.5 M
would be THF or 2-MeTHF. Since the amines were expected to
be soluble in the chosen solvent or water, 2-MeTHF was
selected as it could be recovered and reused in the presence of an
aqueous reaction medium.

Tandem Reactor Setup. In this system (see SI, Section 2
Figure S1) the outlet of the first coil reactor serves as the inlet to
the second coil reactor. Given the previous use of a 2.0 mL (0.03
in. ID) reactor coil, this was chosen, leading to sufficient mixing
and a 66.67 μL/min total flow rate out of coil 1. The second coil,
therefore, would need to change size based on the flow rate of
the amine entering the reactor at the third T-joint. To minimize
variation between reactors, 2.5 and 4.0 mL reactor coils were
chosen to allow for dilution of the amine as needed in the second
coil reactor. Table S2 shows several options where the acid was
solubilized at 0.83 or 0.31 M, while the amine ranged from 2.10
to 0.26 M. To minimize variations in the setup, only substrates
that would not dissolve at concentrations above 0.83 M were
diluted (to 0.31M) to create an overall reaction concentration of
0.25 M in the 2.0 mL coil for the thioester formation step.
Finally, a system was constructed akin to that previously used

by our group (see SI, Section 2 Figure S2).24,45 Figure 1
represents a sample schematic, where a peristaltic pump delivers
the carboxylic acid through a T-joint that meets with the first coil
reactor (2.0 mL). DPDTC and DMAP are delivered in a
perpendicular fashion via syringe pump and are joined via a short

Scheme 3. Amide Coupling of Carboxylic Acids with Amines
Using DPDTC under Batch vs. Flow Modes

Table 1. Screening Additives Leading to Product 1 in Batch Mode

entry additive mol % NMR yield 1 (%)

1 none n/a 35
2 2,6-lutidine 10 35
3 DBU 10 28
4 N-methylmorpholine 10 32
5 DMAP 10 98 (quant)a

6 DMAP 5 42
7 DABCO 10 38
8 NEt3 10 35
9 4-methoxypyridine 10 46
10 4-pyrrolidinylpyridine 10 86 (75)a

aIsolated yields in parentheses. NMR yields using 1,3,5-trimethoxybenzene as internal standard.
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pass (1 in. × 0.03 in. ID). Both solutions are 2.63 and 0.25 M,
delivering exactly 1.05 and 0.1 equiv, respectively. It was crucial

to introduce DPDTC prior to DMAP to avoid precipitation of
salts from the acid−base interactions. Thus, changing the

Table 2. Screening of Solvents for Amide Couplings with DPDTC and Solubilities of 1aa

entry solvent NMR yield 1 (%) solubility of acid in solvent (M)

1 MIBK 100 0.1
2 MEK 46 0.2
3 CPME 95 0.1
4 THF 97 1
5 iPrOAc 76 0.1
6 tBuOH 79 0.5
7 EtOAc 98 0.1
8 2-MeTHF 98 0.75
9 toluene 100 not soluble
10 MTBE 100 0.1

aNMR yields using 1,3,5-trimethoxybenzene as internal standard.

Figure 1. Schematic for flow-to-flow reactor.

Table 3. Comparisons with Literature Methods
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reactor coils and concentrations of the carboxylic acid and amine
did not affect either DPDTC or DMAP, both being delivered
from the same syringe pump. The second syringe pump was
used to deliver the amine, based on the concentration and flow
rate in Table 3, via a T-joint between the two reactor coils. A

second peristaltic pump was configured as a back pressure
regulator, with the BPR set to 4 bar.

Scope: Amide Formation. The first successful coupling in
flow using the tandem system gave amide-containing product 1
in 97% isolated yield, which matched the yield obtained in batch

Scheme 4. Substrate Scope: Amide Couplings under Flow Conditions

aCoil 1 was 1.44 mL and coil 2 was 2.0 mL. b2nd Step was done with amine·HCl salt (1.05 equiv) and NaHCO3 (1.05 equiv).
c2nd Step stock

solutions dissolved in 2 wt % Savie/H2O.
d1st Step was 0.5 M and second step was 0.25 M. e1st Step was 0.25 M and second step was 0.2 M. f10%

DMSO was used to solubilize the acid stock solution. gThe remaining mass is thioester. h2nd Step stock solutions dissolved in H2O. Isolated yields
(yields from batch mode in parentheses).

Scheme 5. Substrate Scope: Amide Couplings Towards Drug Targets and Derivatives Prepared under Flow Conditions

aAmine was dissolved in water. b1st Step was 0.25 M and second step was 0.125 M. Isolated yields (yields from batch mode in parentheses).
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(98%; Scheme 4). A variety of aromatic carboxylic acids were
then successfully coupled, giving products 2, 3, 9, and 10 in
quantitative yields. Heterocycles such as the pyrrole-containing
product 7 and isoxazole 12 were obtained in moderate to high
yields. An aliphatic carboxylic acid led to dipeptide 4 as a mixture
(96:4) of diastereomers, formed from Boc-L-Tle-OH and L-
Phe-OMe using a 1:1 2-MeTHF:2 wt % Savie/H2Omixture in a
combined yield of 76%. The dr was confirmed by an HPLC
analysis run against pure standards of each diastereomer made
using HATU. Other aliphatic carboxylic acids gave products 5
and 11. A Weinreb amide 12 could also be prepared in flow
using the N,O-dimethyhydroxylamine hydrochloride salt, along
with 1.05 equiv of NaHCO3, both being introduced into the
reactor in water.

Drug Intermediates, Targets, and Derivatives. This
technology was also applied to the syntheses of various drug
intermediates and targets, where the amide-forming step was
conducted in a 4.0 mL reactor rather than a 2.5 mL reactor due
to the necessity of diluting the amine stock solutions (Scheme
5). The intermediates containing the N-Boc-protected piper-
azine 13, 15, and 16, toward the drugs prazosin, olaparib, and
mitapivat, respectively, were prepared in high yields. Amide
formation occurred in a 1:1 mix of 2-MeTHF and H2O, where
the amine was solubilized in water while preparing the stock
solution which also increases the nucleophilicity of the amine.46

Amide formation of a derivative of the nonsteroidal anti-
inflammatory drug indomethacin (product 17) took place in
moderate yield under these reaction conditions, the remaining
mass composed of the thioester intermediate. Intermediate 18,
useful en route to the anticancer agent ponatinib, was also
prepared in moderate yield (69%), given the dilution to 0.125M
in the second step.

Direct Comparisons toward Other Amide Coupling
Systems in Flow. Recent reports highlight more attention to
environmentally friendly amide couplings,47,48 such as use of
EDC·HCl in a mechanochemical screw reactor,49 CS2/Al2O3

50

or boronic acid-supported51 packed-bed reactors, and a Ir/Co
cocatalytic photocatalysis system52 in plug flow. While these are
representative of inherently greener processes using flow

technology, they require either specialized equipment or
catalysts and all generate stoichiometric amounts of waste.
Direct comparisons of results using flow systems were made,

the results of which are shown in Table 3. Products 9 and 10
were formed in quantitative yields usingDPDTC in recyclable 2-
MeTHF. Product 9 was previously reported using a photo-
catalyst under blue LED light in DCM, giving the product in
90% yield in 40 min. Amide 11 was reportedly formed in up to
35% conversion (vs. 43% yield) using a packed-bed reactor
containing a boronic acid-supported catalyst using toluene at
110 °C. While product 13 can be made under neat conditions
within 1−2 min in a mechanochemical screw reactor,52 use of
EDC·HCl leads to a stoichiometric amount of urea.53 Amide 13
was previously reported by us (77% yield) using DPDTC in
batch mode, where the amide forming step occurred in 2 wt %
TPGS-750-M/H2O (0.5 M); when translated to flow, the amide
was prepared in 86% yield in 60 min compared to 12−18 h.

Formation and Isolation of Thioesters. In addition to the
generation of amides via a tandem reactor setup, the potential to
form and isolate the thioester intermediates can also be
attractive. Historically, thioesters are useful intermediates
toward a variety of alternative bond constructions, such as in
Fukuyama54 and Liebskind−Srogl55,56 couplings. Thioesters
derived from DPDTC have been shown to be amenable to
further conversion to other valuable targets such as esters and
thioesters,44 as well as shelf-stable intermediates en route to
aldehydes and alcohols via reduction with NaBH4 in 95%
EtOH.57 As illustrated in Scheme 6, thioesters can be readily
formed and isolated within 30 min in flow. Both aromatic (19
and 23) and aliphatic (20−22) acids afforded their correspond-
ing 2-pyridyl thioesters (Scheme 6).

Renewable, Recoverable, and Recyclable. According to
the 12 Principles of Green Chemistry58 a renewable feedstock is
always preferred over one that cannot be replaced. Since 2-
MeTHF is bioderived from sugars via hydrogenation of
furfural,59 it was chosen as solvent from a sustainability
standpoint. Also noted (vide supra) is the stoichiometric amount
of waste created from most alternative coupling agents, while
DPDTC leads to recoverable and recyclable 2-mercaptopyr-
idine. Scheme 7 depicts the life cycle of DPDTC in the context

Scheme 6. Substrate Scope: Formation and Isolation of Thioester Intermediates Using Flow Technology
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of amide coupling, using amide product 9 as an example.
Recovery of the 2-mercaptopyridine (71%) allowed for its reuse
to make additional DPDTC (95% yield, and in high purity). 2-
MeTHF was also recoverable and reusable. Product 6 was
collected (Scheme 8), after which the solvent was distilled from
the crude reaction mixture (78% recovery). The solvent was
then used in making stock solutions toward product 5. After this,
the solvent was again distilled from the crude reaction mixture
and used in making the stock solutions toward amide product 7.

Multistep Flow-to-Batch-to-Flow-to-Batch Synthesis.
To demonstrate the potential applicability of this methodology
toward syntheses of APIs, a multistep synthesis was conducted
alternating between flow and batch (Scheme 9). Starting with 2-
bromo-1-fluoro-4-nitrobenzene and 4-methoxyphenol, an SNAr
reaction was initially run using flow conditions, as recently

described.60 After 3 h of collection followed by removal of the 2-
MeTHF, 4 wt % Savie/H2O was added to the reaction mixture.
The crude material was then subjected to batch reduction using
carbonyl iron powder (CIP).61 Upon completion, the reaction
was filtered through a Celite plug and extracted with EtOAc after
which the solvent was evaporated under reduced pressure
(which is recoverable). The mixture containing the amine was
used in flow for an amide coupling to 24, with the acid being
converted initially to the corresponding thioester with DPDTC.
Lastly, a Suzuki−Miyaura coupling with 24 led to final product
25, purified via column chromatography, in 84% yield over 5
steps.

■ SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS
A new technology has been developed that offers a route to
amide formation that relies on a recoverable and recyclable
green solvent, 2-MeTHF, utilizing a readily accessible plug flow
reactor. The process involves initial formation of a thioester
derived from a commercially available precursor (DPDTC),
which leads to a recyclable byproduct, 2-mercaptopyridine. By
combining technologies in a “flow-to-flow” sense, initially
formed thioesters, which are themselves isolable and storable,
can be converted to amides in ≤1 h. Several aspects of this
technology are documented, including (1) tolerance to many
functional groups, (2) favorable comparisons to existing
literature methodologies, and (3) application to a multistep
sequence documenting that products of considerable complex-
ity can be obtained using a combination of flow and batch
approaches, all under environmentally respectful conditions.

■ EXPERIMENTAL SECTION
General Procedure for Amide Couplings in Batch Mode. To a

1-dram vial equipped with a PTFE stir bar was added carboxylic acid (1
equiv, 0.5 mmol),N,N-dimethylpyridin-4-amine (DMAP) (6.1 mg, 0.1
equiv, 0.05 mmol), and DPDTC (130. mg, 1.05 equiv, 0.525 mmol). 2-
MeTHF (1.0 mL, 0.5M) was added, and the vial was capped and sealed
with Teflon tape. The reaction vial was placed into an aluminum
heating block which was preheated to 95 °C, and the reaction was
stirred vigorously for 30 min. The reaction was taken off the aluminum

Scheme 7. Recycling of 2-Mercaptopyridine Generated Using
DPDTC for Amide Formation

Scheme 8. Recycling of 2-MeTHF
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block and allowed to cool to rt briefly. Once cooled, the cap was
removed, and amine (1.05 equiv, 0.525 mmol) and 2-MeTHF (0.25
mL, 0.4 M) were quickly added. The vial was capped, taped, and stirred
for another 30 min. The resulting mixture was allowed to cool to rt
before being washed 3 times with saturated NaHSO3 (sodium bisulfite)
as a mild reductant to reduce 2,2′-dipyridyldisulfide to 2-mercaptopyr-
idine. Then the reaction was washedwith 1MNaOH. The organic layer
was dried over anhydrous MgSO4, and the solvent was removed under
reduced pressure and purified by column chromatography as needed.

Synthesis of 2,2-Dipyridyldithiocarbonate (DPDTC). 2,2-
Dipyridyldithiocarbonate (DPDTC) was synthesized as previously
reported.40 The reaction was run on a 0.47 mol scale (58 g), and the
concentration was increased to 1.25 M. After slow addition of solid
triphosgene in small portions over 1 h under a positive argon pressure,
the reaction was allowed to warm to rt while stirring for 3 h. At this
point, the reaction was complete by TLC and quenched with H2O. The
crude product was washed with 1:1 MTBE:hexanes (rather than
Et2O:pentane, as in ref 40) giving DPDTC as a yellow-orange solid 96%
yield (56 g). The purity was confirmed by NMR showing no remaining
2-mercaptopyridine or 2,2-dipyridyldisulfide peaks.

General Procedure for Amide Couplings in Flow. Peristaltic
pump 1 delivered a solution of carboxylic acid (1 equiv) in 2-MeTHF
through a T-assembly (High Pressure PEEK, 0.02 in. ID) with syringe
pump 1 delivering a solution of DPDTC (1.05 equiv) in 2-MeTHF
perpendicular to the peristaltic pump 1. This led into a short pass of
tubing (0.03 in. ID × 1 in. length) connected to a second T-assembly
(High Pressure PEEK, 0.02 in. ID) with syringe pump 1 delivering a
solution of DMAP (0.1 equiv) in 2-MeTHF perpendicular to the short
pass. This led directly into the 2 mL reactor (0.03 in. ID) which met a
third T-assembly (High Pressure PEEK, 0.02′ in. ID) with syringe
pump 2 delivering a solution of amine (1.05 equiv) in 2-MeTHF
perpendicular to the 2 mL reactor coil. This led directly into the second
reactor coil 2.5 or 4.0 mL (0.03 in. ID) which led through a short pass to
peristaltic pump 2 operating as a back-pressure regulator (4 bar) before
collection.
Prior to running the reaction, the appropriate reactors and short

passes with T-mixers were connected and flushed with 2-MeTHF. The
SS syringes were filled with the requisite solutions and connected as
described above. The stock solutions and concentrations of each step
were determined based on solubility of substrates (see Table S2). The
peristaltic pump and syringe pumps were set to the correct flow rate, as

outlined in each diagram below. Once the pumps began flowing and the
back pressure regulator read 4 bar, the system was allowed to come to
equilibrium by priming for two residence times (1 h each). Then a
minimum of five fractions were collected in 2-dram vials for either 15 or
30 min (to give 0.25 or 0.5 mmol aliquots). The resulting mixture was
allowed to cool to rt before being washed 3 times with saturated
NaHSO3 (sodium bisulfite) as a mild reductant to reduce 2,2′-
dipyridyldisulfide to 2-mercaptopyridine. Then the reaction was
washed with 1 M NaOH. The organic layer was dried over anhydrous
MgSO4, and the solvent was removed under reduced pressure and
purified by column chromatography as needed.
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