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Abstract

Background: A new method is developed to quantify molar equivalents of N-hydroxysuccinimide (NHS) esters of
derivatives of monomethoxyl poly-(ethylene glycol) (mPEG) in their preparations with NHS acetate ester as the
reference.

Results: NHS ester of succinic monoester or carbonate of mPEG of 5,000 Da was synthesized and reacted with
excessive ethanolamine in dimethylformamide at 25°C for 15 min. Residual ethanolamine was subsequently
quantified by absorbance at 420 nm after reaction with 2,4,6-trinitrobenzenesulfonic acid (TNBS) at pH 9.2 for
15 min at 55°C followed by cooling with tap water. Reaction products of ethanolamine and NHS esters of mPEG
caused no interference with TNBS assay of residual ethanolamine. Reaction between ethanolamine and NHS acetate
ester follows 1:1 stoichiometry. By the new method, molar equivalents of NHS esters of carbonate and succinic
monoester of mPEG in their preparations were about 90% and 60% of their theoretical values, respectively. During
storage at 37°C in humid air, the new method detected spontaneous hydrolyses of the two NHS esters of mPEG
more sensitively than the classical spectrophotometric method based on absorbance at 260 nm of NHS released by
reaction with ammonia in aqueous solution.

Conclusion: The new method is favorable to quantify molar equivalents of NHS esters of mPEG derivatives and
thus control quality of their preparations.

Keywords: N-hydroxysuccinimide esters, Monomethyl ether of poly-(ethylene glycol), Ethanolamine,
2,4,6-trinitrobenzenesulfonic acid, Molar equivalent
Background
Monomethyl ether of poly-(ethylene glycol) (mPEG) is a
pivotal biomaterial for formulating therapeutic proteins
and similar biomolecules [1-6]. The modification of
biomolecules with mPEGs is denoted PEGylation, and
mPEGs are usually activated for selective PEGylation of
amino groups of biomolecules under mild conditions
[1,3,6,7]. N-hydroxysuccinimide (NHS) esters of succinic
monoester of mPEGs (NHS-SC-mPEG), and of carbonate
of mPEGs (NHS-CB-mPEG), are classical active forms
for PEGylating accessible amino groups of biomolecules.
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For PEGylation, molar ratios of NHS esters of mPEGs to
amino groups of biomolecules are primary determinants
[7]. NHS esters of mPEGs are either synthesized in
laboratories or commercial products; NHS esters of
mPEGs and mPEGs are large polymers difficult to purify.
More importantly, NHS esters of mPEGs easily undergo
spontaneous hydrolyses during storage to yield mPEGs.
The use of preparations of NHS esters of mPEGs with
low purity for PEGylation of biomolecules brings more
unwanted substances in PEGylated products to challenge
the subsequent purification process. Hence, molar
equivalents of NHS esters of mPEGs rather than mPEG
lengths in commercial or laboratory preparations are
their critical characteristics [8], and facile methods are
needed for accurate analysis of molar equivalents of NHS
esters of mPEGs in such preparations.
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Figure 1 Absorption spectra of conjugates of TNBS and some
primary amines. Each tested primary amine in the borate buffer for
reaction with TNBS was 100 μmol/L, unless otherwise stated. The
reaction continued at room temperature for 120 min. 1: Ethanolamine,
2: Glycine, 3: n-butylamine, 4: Ethylenediamine, 5: 100 μmol/L TNBS
+ 300 μmol/L ethylenediamine, 6: TNBS alone.
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Chromatographic methods can validate NHS esters of
mPEGs and quantify their molar equivalents [9,10], but
are laborious and require a reference compound for each
NHS ester of mPEG that is usually unavailable. Ionized
NHS has an absorbance peak at 260 nm; molar equiva-
lents of NHS esters of mPEGs can be quantified based
on absorbance of NHS released by reactions of NHS
esters of mPEGs with ammonia and/or hydroxide ion in
alkaline aqueous solutions [9,11]. However, NHS esters
of mPEGs undergo so fast reactions with ammonia and/
or hydroxide ion that pre-existed NHS from spontan-
eous hydrolysis can not be accurately measured. Add-
itionally, NHS is unstable in alkaline aqueous solutions
and should be quantified within 20 min since reaction
initiation. The glycyl-glycine test is commonly used to
quantify molar equivalents of NHS esters of mPEGs
[1,8,12,13]. However, it employs borate buffer at pH 8.0
for the reaction between glycylglycine and NHS esters;
some NHS esters like that of mPEG-O-CH2-COOH
undergo rapid hydrolyses at pH 8.0 and this glycyl-
glycine test can not reliably quantify their molar equiva-
lents. Hence, for controlling quality of preparations of
NHS esters of mPEGs, new facile methods are still
needed for accurate analysis of molar equivalents of
NHS esters of mPEGs in such preparations.
In organic solvents free of water, NHS esters react rap-

idly and irreversibly with alkyl primary amines to yield
amide derivatives and NHS, but basically undergo no
spontaneous decomposition [10,14-17]. When an alkyl
primary amine in an organic solvent can be facilely and
reliably quantified in the presence of NHS and amide
derivatives of mPEGs, the reactions between NHS esters
of mPEGs and the alkyl primary amine in the organic
solvent can be employed to quantify molar equivalents
of NHS esters in preparations based on established
stoichiometry of the reactions. The conjugate of 2,4,6-
trinitrobenzenesulfonic acid (TNBS) with an alkyl pri-
mary amine has a strong absorbance peak around
420 nm and can be utilized for facile assay of the alkyl
primary amine [18-20]. Herein, we reported a new fa-
cile method for quantifying molar equivalents of NHS
esters of mPEG of 5000 Dalton (mPEG5k) in their
preparations via reactions with ethanolamine and sub-
sequent spectrophotometric assay of residual ethanola-
mine with TNBS.

Results and discussion
Selection of a suitable alkyl primary amine and a proper
organic solvent
The designed method to quantify molar equivalents of
NHS esters of derivatives of mPEGs in preparations
requires a suitable alkyl primary amine, a proper organic
solvent, an optimized concentration of the alkyl primary
amine in the organic solvent and stoichiometry for the
reaction between the primary amine and NHS esters of
mPEGs. In appearance, any alkyl primary amine, any or-
ganic solvent compatible with NHS esters of mPEGs
may be applicable. However, the consecutive reaction
with TNBS to quantify the residual alkyl primary amine
requires alkaline aqueous solutions, in which most alkyl
primary amines and some organic solvents are incom-
patible. This complicated situation requires delicate se-
lection of an organic solvent and an alkyl primary
amine. Glycylglycine surely has unfavorable solubility
in common organic solvents. Methylamine, ethylamine
and propylamine are easily evaporated under room
temperature. NHS esters have negligible reactivity with
alcohol [15]. Hence, ethanolamine, glycine, ethylenedi-
amine, n-butylamine with reasonable solubility in water
were tested as candidate amines, while tetrahydrofurane
(THF) and dimethylformamide (DMF) of unlimited
solubility in water were compared as candidate organic
solvents.
Those alkyl primary amines produced similar absorb-

ance spectra after reaction with TNBS at 25°C for
120 min in alkaline aqueous solutions (Figure 1). To
quantify an alkyl primary amine with TNBS, the absorb-
ance at 420 nm was measured, but the conjugates of
tested amines and TNBS had two absorption peaks, one
around 420 nm while another around 350 nm. The con-
jugates of ethanolamine and n-butylamine with TNBS all
had absorbance at 420 nm no less than that around
350 nm while that of glycine had slightly stronger ab-
sorbance at 350 nm. The situation with ethylenediamine
is complicated. The conjugate of excessive ethylenedi-
amine with TNBS had stronger absorbance at 420 nm
than that at 350 nm, but ethylenediamine can not be
quantified in this case. With TNBS in molar excess, both
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amino groups on ethylenediamine were conjugated with
TNBS but the conjugate had stronger absorbance
around 350 nm than that at 420 nm. These results made
ethylenediamine unfavorable to quantify molar equiva-
lents of NHS esters of mPEGs by the new method.
On the other hand, in alkaline aqueous solution at 37°C,
ethanolamine, glycine, ethylenediamine and n-butylamine
displayed reaction rates with TNBS in a descent order
(Figure 2). Solubility in water of ethanolamine or ethyl-
enediamine ranks the first, that of glycine acts as the sec-
ond while that of n-butylamine is the lowest. Solubility in
THF and DMF of ethanolamine, ethylenediamine and
n-butylamine is comparable, but that of glycine is too low
for this new method to quantify molar equivalents of
NHS esters of mPEGs. Hence, ethanolamine may be a
suitable alkyl primary amine for the new method.
Both THF and DMF have no reactivity to NHS esters

of mPEGs, and they are also good solvents for ethanola-
mine. When NHS carbonate ester of mPEG5k (NHS-
CB-mPEG5k), or NHS ester of succinic monoester of
mPEG5k (NHS-SC-mPEG5k), was used at a concentra-
tion over 1.0 mmol/L in THF plus 2.0 mmol/L ethanola-
mine, there were white sticky precipitates after reactions
(Additional file 1: Figure S1, Supporting Material). But
after the reaction mixture was diluted with water, such
white precipitates disappeared. The mixture of ethanola-
mine and NHS at concentrations over 1.0 mmol/L in
THF also produced such cloudy precipitates, but the
mixture of either ethanolamine or NHS alone at the
same concentration in THF produced no precipitates.
However, the mixtures of NHS and ethanolamine at
concentrations smaller than 60 mmol/L in DMF pro-
duced no such sticky precipitates. Hence, DMF is a
suitable organic solvent for the new method. Ionic
Figure 2 Reaction process of TNBS with tested primary amines
at room temperature. Final concentration of each primary amine
was 100 μmol/L for reaction with TNBS. Absorbance at 420 nm was
measured at indicated periods with a proper reagent blank.
complexes might be formed between NHS (pKa, aq = 6.1)
and ethanolamine (pKa, aq = 9.5) and precipitate in THF.
The reaction mixture of commercial DMF with TNBS

produced negligible absorbance at 420 nm. The conju-
gate of TNBS with any of the tested primary amines has
millimolar absorptivity over 10 (mmol/L·cm)-1 (Figure 2)
[18-20]. Assuming the measurable absorbance below
1.500, the highest concentration of a suitable alkyl primary
amine in DMF should be below 1.7 mmol/L if the reaction
mixture is diluted by 21-fold for reaction with TNBS in an
alkaline aqueous solution (the addition of just 50 μL DMF
solution of ethanolamine and an NHS ester of mPEG as
the sample to a total of 0.95 mL borate buffer plus 50 μL
0.4% aqueous solution of TNBS to quantify residual
ethanolamine). For measuring absorbance below 1.200
at 420 nm with common spectrophotometers, final 0.83
mmol/L ethanolamine is employed in DMF to react
with NHS esters of mPEGs for the new method.
To quantify molar equivalents of NHS esters of

mPEGs by this new method, there should be ethanola-
mine in molar excess to NHS esters of mPEGs. However,
the use of ethanolamine to react with NHS esters of
mPEGs faces the potential production of esters to com-
plicate stoichiometry between NHS esters of mPEGs and
amino group. When the differences in reaction rates of
NHS esters of mPEGs with amino and alcohol groups in
ethanolamine is large enough, the reactions of NHS
esters of mPEGs with amino group in excess should
be completed before significant formation of esters
with alcohol group and thus the potential interference
should be negligible. Indeed, within 15 min under
room temperature, the reaction between ethanolamine
and either of two NHS esters of mPEG5K was com-
pleted while there was negligible reaction between
either NHS ester with ethanol at the same concentra-
tion in DMF (Figure 3). The reaction rate of NHS-AC
with amino group in ethanolamine was even faster
than those of NHS-CB-mPEG and NHS-SC-mPEG
(Data not given). Therefore, the reactions of ethanola-
mine with NHS esters of mPEGs may be completed in
15 min under room temperature and still follow 1:1
stoichiometry to simplify the quantification of molar
equivalents of NHS esters of mPEGs in preparations.

Optimization of reaction conditions of ethanolamine
with TNBS
The reaction of TNBS in excess with each of the tested
alkyl primary amines at 25°C was not completed even
after 90 min (Figure 2). The increase in reaction pH pro-
duced little improvement except increases in back-
ground absorbance. Ethanolamine has a high boiling
point and its reaction with TNBS may be speeded up at
higher temperatures. Indeed, the formation of the conju-
gates of TNBS and ethanolamine was greatly accelerated



Figure 3 Comparison of reaction rates of NHS esters of mPEG with amino and alcohol group. To test reaction with amino group at 25°C,
final ethanolamine concentration in DMF was 0.83 mmol/L. After the reaction for an indicated period, residual ethanolamine was quantified by
withdrawing 50 μL sample for reaction with TNBS in borate buffer of 1.0 mL at 55°C for 15 min. The reaction mixture was cooled with tap water
before assay of absorbance. The percentages of residual NHS esters are calculated and plotted versus reaction time. To test reaction with alcohol
group at 25°C, final ethanol was 0.83 mmol/L in a total volume of 0.95 mL DMF containing an indicated NHS ester; after reaction for an indicated
period, 50 μL diluted ethanolamine solution in DMF was added for final 0.83 mmol/L and 15-min reaction at 25°C. The residual ethanolamine was
determined as described above. The percentages of residual NHS esters are calculated and plotted versus reaction time. A: NHS-SC-mPEG5k with
ethanolamine; B: NHS-SC-mPEG5k with ethanol; C: NHS-CB-mPEG5k with ethanolamine; D: NHS-CB-mPEG5k with ethanol.
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at 55°C so that the maximum absorbance was achieved
after only 10-min reaction. Strangely, the absorbance at
420 nm of the conjugate of TNBS and ethanolamine
began to decrease after 40-min reaction at 55°C or
90-min reaction at 45°C, but continued to increase for
more than 120 min at 25°C (Figure 4). These decreases
Figure 4 Effects of reaction temperatures on reaction rates of TNBS w
other conditions were the same. Final level of ethanolamine to react with
withdrawn to measure absorbance at 420 nm.
in absorbance at 420 nm may be owing to decompos-
ition of conjugates at higher reaction temperature. As a
result, after ethanolamine was reacted with TNBS at 55°C
for 15 min, the reaction mixture was cooled to room
temperature with tap water before the assay of absorbance
at 420 nm. Since cooling, the absorbance at 420 nm
ith ethanolamine. Except the differences in reaction temperatures,
TNBS was 100 μmol/L. At indicated time, reaction mixtures were
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remained constant within at least 120 min so that absorb-
ance at 420 nm can be easily measured. This property
makes the new method more advantageous over the clas-
sical spectrophotometric method based on the absorbance
of NHS at 260 nm after reaction with ammonia or
hydroxide ion in aqueous solutions [9,11].
Potential interference from reaction products of

ethanolamine and NHS esters of mPEG with the assay
of ethanolamine was examined. In THF, NHS-CB-
mPEG5k at 0.80 mmol/L and ethanolamine at 0.85
mmmol/L were mixed for 20-min reaction under room
temperature. The amide was repetitively precipitated
with 10-fold volume of diethyl ether and washed with
THF till no ethanolamine in ether solution was detect-
able by reaction with TNBS. The amide of mPEG5k
alone in DMF up to 1.0 mmol/L caused negligible ab-
sorbance at 420 nm after reaction with TNBS for 15
min at 55°C; they also caused no changes of absorbance
at 420 nm for the conjugate of TNBS with ethanola-
mine. Similar results were observed with the amide
from NHS-SC-mPEG5k. Moreover, NHS at concentra-
tions smaller than 0.80 mmol/L in DMF did not alter
the absorbance at 420 nm of the conjugate between
TNBS and 0.83 mmol/L ethanolamine; it also caused
no interference with the assay of other alkyl primary
amines by reactions with TNBS (Additional file 1:
Figure S2, Supporting Material). Therefore, the new
method is resistant to pre-existed NHS and amide deri-
vatives of mPEGs. Based on the reaction between ethano-
lamine and TNBS at 55°C for 15 min, the absorbance at
420 nm linearly responded to ethanolamine quantities
with a slope about 92% of that after reaction at 37°C for
90 min (Figure 5). The difference in the response slopes
may be attributed to increased spontaneous hydrolysis of
TNBS and higher background absorbance at 55°C, but it
Figure 5 Response of absorbance at 420 nm to ethanolamine quantit
followed by cooling with tap water. B: Reaction was allowed to continue fo
resulted in no problems for the quantification of ethanola-
mine with TNBS.
Taken together, the optimized conditions for the new

method are preset as follows. The reaction between
0.83 mmol/L ethanolamine in excess and a tested NHS
ester of mPEG in DMF is allowed to continue for
15 min at 25°C for complete consumption of the NHS
ester (Figure 3). The reaction between residual ethanola-
mine and TNBS in borate buffer at pH 9.2 continues for
15 min at 55°C followed by cooling with tap water to
measure absorbance at 420 nm. These optimized condi-
tions were used throughout, unless otherwise stated.

Preliminary applications of the new method
Reference substances of NHS esters of mPEGs for this
new method are difficult to prepare, which is more pro-
nounced with chromatographic methods. NHS acetate
ester as synthesized has satisfactory purity and can serve
as a reference compound for the new method. In addition
to labor and instrumentation, the difference in availability
of reference substances makes this new method advanta-
geous over chromatographic methods. For the reaction of
NHS-AC with ethanolamine, the absorbance at 420 nm of
reaction mixtures with TNBS negatively correlated to
NHS-AC quantities within a reasonable range in DMF
(Figure 6). The absolute value of the slope for such a re-
sponse displayed a difference just about 1% from that for
the response of absorbance at 420 nm to ethanolamine
quantities. Therefore, the reaction between ethanolamine
and NHS-AC follows 1:1 stoichiometry.
By TLC analysis, no free NHS was detectable in the

two NHS esters of mPEG5k. By the new method, there
was a linear decrease in absorbance at 420 nm to quan-
tities of either of the two NHS esters of mPEGs in DMF
for reactions with ethanolamine. Based on the response
ies in reaction mixtures. A: Reactions continued for 15 min at 55°C
r 90 min at 37°C.



Figure 6 Response plots of absorbance at 420 nm to quantities of NHS esters. Reaction between NHS esters and ethanolamine continued
for 15 min at 25°C; reaction between ethanolamine and TNBS continued for 15 min at 55°C; absorbance was measured after cooling of
reaction mixture with tap water. The response equations were as follows. (1) NHS − SC −mPEG5k : A420 = − 0.0006 × C + 0.7548, R2 = 0.9911;
(2) NHS − CB −mPEG5k : A420 = − 0.0009 × C + 0.7834, R2 = 0.9970; (3) NHS − AC : A420 = − 0.0010 × C + 0.7272, R2 = 0.9978.

Figure 7 Stability of NHS esters of mPEG5k under accelerated
conditions. Effects of two conditions were examined consecutively.
In the first stage, samples in sealed bottles were kept at 37°C for one
week. In the second stage, bottles were opened and samples were
exposed to saturated humidity at 37°C in a closed cell culture
incubator. At the same time in every indicated day for both stages,
samples in bottles were dissolved with equal volumes of DMF to
estimate molar equivalent of NHS esters under stated conditions.
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slopes and 1:1 reaction stoichiometry, NHS-CB-
mPEG5k and NHS-SC-mPEG5k in their preparations
were about 90% and 60% of their theoretical values cal-
culated from their average molecular weights, respect-
ively. By the classical spectrophotometric method based
on absorbance at 260 nm of NHS released upon the re-
action with ammonia, consistent molar equivalents of
these two NHS esters of mPEG5k in their preparations
were obtained, correspondingly (data not given). NHS-
CB-mPEG5k in its preparation had a molar equivalent
close to its theoretical value, supporting its high purity
and the reaction stoichiometry of 1:1 between NHS-
CB-mPEG5k and ethanolamine. It is a putative that
NHS-SC-mPEG has reactivity with ethanolamine com-
parable to NHS-CB-mPEG5k [21,22]. The reaction be-
tween NHS-SC-mPEG and ethanolamine should be
completed under the optimized reaction conditions; the
lower molar equivalent of NHS-SC-mPEG in its prep-
aration thus indicated its lower purity. Hence, both
the new method and the classical spectrophotometric
method are effective to check homogeneity of NHS
esters of mPEGs in the absence of pre-existed NHS.
To test the potential advantages of the new method to

quantify molar equivalents of NHS esters of mPEGs in
preparations containing pre-existed NHS due to partial
hydrolysis, the storage stability of powder samples of
NHS-SC-mPEG5k and NHS-CB-mPEG5k was examined
under different conditions. As expected, both the new
method and the classical spectrophotometric method
gave consistent molar equivalents of NHS esters of
mPEG5k in such powders when they were isolated from
water during storage. After exposure of such powders to
humid air for 6 h, the new method already can detect a
statistical significant decrease in molar equivalents of
two NHS esters of mPEG5k, but neither TLC analysis
nor the classical spectrophotometric method based on
NHS absorbance upon reaction with ammonia can safely
detect hydrolysis of the two NHS esters of mPEG5k
(data not given). After exposure of such powders to
humid air for 24 h at 37°C, the two NHS esters display
nearly 30% hydrolyses by the new method (Figure 7),
less than 20% hydrolyses by the classical spectrophoto-
metric method, and detectable hydrolyses by TLC ana-
lyses (Additional file 1: Figure S3, Supporting Material).
After exposure of such powders to humid air for 72 h at
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37°C, both NHS esters exhibited more than 50% hydroly-
ses by the new method, but less than 30% hydrolyses by
the classical spectrophotometric method. The differences
in percentages of hydrolysis in powder samples of each
NHS ester of mPEG5k by these two spectrophotometric
methods grew larger after exposure of these samples to
humid air for more time. It is a putative that hydrolysis of
NHS esters of mPEG5k produces NHS. Thus, for quanti-
fying molar equivalents of NHS esters of mPEGs in prep-
aration containing pre-existed NHS, the new method is
superior to the classical spectrophotometric method.
In conclusion, a facile method is developed to quantify

molar equivalents of NHS esters of mPEGs in laboratory
or commercial preparations via their reactions with
ethanolamine in dimethylformamide and subsequent
spectrophotometric assay of residual ethanolamine with
2,4,6-trinitrobenzenesulfonic acid. The new method con-
sumes just about 35 min for each analysis, displays resist-
ance to pre-existed NHS, is universally applicable to
common active esters as long as they are stable in DMF,
and requires just one easily-accessible reference com-
pound for different NHS esters. The glycylglycine test of
active esters requires over 60 min for each analysis and
is unreliable to active esters susceptible to hydrolysis
[1,8,13]. The classical spectrophotometric method based
on NHS absorbance at 260 nm is susceptible to the inter-
ference of pre-existed NHS originated from partial decom-
position/hydrolysis of NHS esters. Taken together, the
new method for controlling quality of commercial or la-
boratory preparations of active esters of mPEG derivatives
and optimizing PEGylation process of therapeutic proteins
is advantageous over other conventional methods.

Materials and methods
Chemicals and instruments
5% aqueous solution of TNBS and mPEG5k were from
Sigma-Aldrich. NHS, triphosgene, glycine, n-butylamine,
Scheme 1 Synthesis route to NHS esters.
dicyclohexanylcarbodiimide (DCC), ethanolamine, ethyl-
enediamine hydrochloride, and organic solvents were
domestic reagents of analytical grade and used as
received. Shimadzu UV 2550 and Mapada UV 1600 PC
spectrophotometers were used.

Syntheses of NHS active esters
Three NHS esters were prepared as described below and
frozen at below −10°C in sealed bottles prior to use, un-
less stated otherwise. (1) To 5.0 g mPEG5k in 10 mL
dichloromethane, triphosgene (0.45 g) in 4 mL THF was
added drop-by-drop and the mixture was stirred for
18 h at room temperature [21,22]. Then, the reaction
mixture was concentrated to 5 mL under reduced pres-
sure below 40°C, the intended intermediate was precipi-
tated by 50 mL diethyl ether. The purification process,
including the dissolution in 5 mL dichloromethane, the
precipitation by 50 mL diethyl ether and wash with the
ether, was repeated twice to give a white powder that
was finally dissolved in 15 mL dichloromethane again.
To this solution of the intermediate, 0.12 g NHS in
4 mL THF and 0.50 mL tri-(n-butyl)-amine were added
consecutively for 8-h reaction at 37°C under continuous
stirring. The reaction mixture was concentrated to about
5 mL under reduced pressure below 40°C; the resulting
NHS carbonate ester of mPEG5k (NHS-CB-mPEG5k)
was purified by repetitive precipitation by 50 mL diethyl
ether followed by wash with diethyl ether for three times
(Scheme 1). The overall yield of the final NHS esters
was about 75% based on mass weight of mPEG5k used.
(2) mPEG5k (5.0 g), succinic anhydride (0.12 g) and
p-toluenesulfonic acid (50 mg) were melted at 70°C with
oil bath for 4-h reaction. The resulting intermediate was
dissolved in 10 mL THF, precipitated with 50 mL diethyl
ether and washed repeatedly with ethyl ether; the purifica-
tion process was repeated for three times. Then, to the
intermediate in 15 mL THF, 0.12 g of NHS and 0.25 g of



Gao et al. Chemistry Central Journal 2012, 6:142 Page 8 of 9
http://journal.chemistrycentral.com/content/6/1/142
DCC were added for 8-h reaction under room temperature.
After the removal of precipitates, the NHS ester of succi-
nic monoester of mPEG5k (NHS-SC-mPEG5k) in THF
was precipitated with 50 mL diethyl ether; the purification
process was repeated for three times again [7]. The yield
based on mass weight of mPEG5k used was about 75%.
(3) Acetic acid (0.60 mL), NHS (1.2 g), DCC (2.4 g) were
mixed in 15 mLTHF for reaction under room temperature
for 8 h. After the removal of precipitates, the solvent was
removed under reduced pressure at room temperature;
the residuals as white powder were washed repetitively
with diethyl ether for more than five times. TLC analysis
gave no detectable NHS in resulting NHS acetate, NHS-
AC; the yield of NHS-AC was about 70% based on mass
weight of NHS added.

Reactions of NHS esters with primary amines and
quantification with TNBS
Each NHS ester was reacted with an indicated alkyl pri-
mary amine in THF or DMF at room temperature for a
stated period [11,14-17]. Then, 50 μL reaction mixture
was withdrawn and mixed with 0.95 mL sodium borate
buffer (200 mmol/L at pH 9.2); to this alkaline solution in
1.0 mL, a total of 50 μL TNBS aqueous solution (0.4%)
was added and mixed by vortex. The mixture was kept at
room temperature (25°C) or an indicated temperature for
a stated period. Finally, absorbance of reaction mixture
with TNBS at 420 nm (after cooling to room temperature)
was measured using reagent blank to correct background
absorbance [18-20]. NHS-AC was used as the reference
owing to its high purity.

Quantification of NHS esters based on NHS absorbance
The method completely followed those reported [9,11].
NHS ester was added to 0.10 mol/L aqueous ammonia
and absorbance at 260 nm was measured from 5 min to
20 min since reaction initiation.

Storage stability
An aliquot of THF solution of each NHS ester was
transferred into a small bottle, dried in vacuum at 25°C
and was then sealed. The effects of two conditions on
storage stability were tested. Firstly, samples were kept
at 37°C in sealed bottles. Secondly, samples were kept at
37°C in opened bottles in a closed cell culture incubator
with saturated humidity. A bottle of powder sample was
withdrawn at indicated time for analysis.

Data analyses
Data were determined at least in triplicate and repre-
sented as mean ± standard deviation (SD). Coefficients
of variation (CV) were below 10% unless otherwise sta-
ted. Student’s t-test was used for comparison.
Additional file

Additional file 1: Figure S1. Production of precipitates between NHS
and ethanolamine. S2. Effects of NHS on TNBS assay of ethanolamine.
S3. Spontaneous hydrolyses of NHS-SC-mPEG5k by TLC analyses.

Abbreviations
DMF: Dimethylformamide; mPEG: Monomethoxyl poly-(ethylene glycol);
NHS: N-hydroxysuccinimide; NHS-AC: NHS acetate ester; NHS-SC-mPEG: NHS
esters of succinic monoester of mPEGs; NHS-CB-mPEG: NHS esters of
carbonate of mPEGs; TNBS: 2,4,6-trinitrobenzenesulfonic acid;
THF: tetrahydrofurane.

Competing interest
The authors declared no competing interest.

Authors’ contributions
AG, CZ, GL, JP, HL and YL performed the experiments; XY, FL, AG, CZ, YY, HL
and YL analyzed experimental data; XY, AG, and FL wrote the manuscript; XY
and FL conceived the idea. All authors read and approved the final
manuscript.

Acknowledgements
This project was supported by Natural Science Foundation Project of CQ
(CSTC2011BA5039), National Natural Science Foundation of China
(no. 30672009), Program for New Century Excellent Talent in University
(NCET-09-0926), and “863”-High-Technology Program of China
(No. 2011AA02A108). Dr. Yonghua Yuan presently works in Children’s
Hospital, Chongqing Medical University.

Received: 17 August 2012 Accepted: 25 October 2012
Published: 23 November 2012

References
1. Roberts MJ, Bentley MD, Harris JM: Chemistry for peptide and protein

PEGylation. Adv Drug Deliv Rev 2002, 54(4):459–476.
2. Harris JM, Chess RB: Effect of pegylation on pharmaceuticals. Nat Rev Drug

Discov 2003, 2(3):214–221.
3. Veronese FM, Pasut G: PEGylation: successful approach to drug delivery.

Drug Discov Today 2005, 10(21):1451–1458.
4. Pasut G, Veronese FM: PEG conjugates in clinical development or use as

anticancer agents: an overview. Adv Drug Del Rev 2009, 61(13):1177–1188.
5. Yang XL, Yuan YH, Zhan CG, Liao F: Uricases as therapeutic agents to treat

refractory gout: current states and future directions. Drug Dev Res 2012,
73(2):66–72.

6. Zhang C, Yang XL, Yuan YH, Pu J, Liao F: Site-specific PEGylation of
therapeutic proteins via optimization of both accessible reactive amino
acid residues and PEG derivatives. BioDrugs 2012, 26(4):209–215.

7. Zhang C, Yang XL, Feng J, Yuan YH, Li X, Bu YQ, Xie YL, Yuan HD, Liao F:
Effects of modification of amino groups with poly(ethylene glycol) on a
recombinant uricase from bacillus fastidiosus. Biosci Biotechnol Biochem
2010, 74(6):1298–1301.

8. Mero A, Clementi C, Veronese FM, Pasut G: Covalent conjugation of poly
(ethylene glycol) to proteins and peptides: strategies and methods.
Methods Mol Biol 2011, 751:95–129.

9. Niemczyk HJ, van Arnum SD: Analytical method development for a
specific assay method for monomethoxypoly(ethylene glycol)
succinimido carbonate(mPEG-SC): a comparison of spectrophotometric,
titrimetric and chromatographic methods. Anal Chim Acta 2008,
615(1):88–95.

10. Van Arnum SD, Niemczyk HJ, Chang C: HPLC method validation studies
on a specific assay for monomethoxypoly(ethylene glycol) succinimido
carbonate (mPEG-SC). J Pharmaceut Biomed 2009, 50(2):138–143.

11. Talia M, Meir W: A spectrophotometric assay for soluble and immobilized
n-hydroxysuccinimide esters. Anal Biochem 1982, 126(2):433–435.

12. Pasut G, Scaramuzza S, Schiavon O, Mendichi R, Veronese FM:
PEG-epirubicin conjugates with high loading. J Bioacct Compat Polym.
2005, 20(3):213–230.

13. Morpurgo M, Veronese FM: Conjugates of peptides and proteins to
polyethylene glycols. Methods Mol Biol 2004, 283:45–70.

http://www.biomedcentral.com/content/supplementary/1752-153X-6-142-S1.pdf


Gao et al. Chemistry Central Journal 2012, 6:142 Page 9 of 9
http://journal.chemistrycentral.com/content/6/1/142
14. Liao F, Xie YL, Yang XL, Deng P, Chen YW, Xie GM, Zhu S, Liu BZ, Yuan HD,
Liao J, Zhao YS, Yu MA: Homogeneous noncompetitive assay of protein
via förster-resonance-energy-transfer with tryptophan residue(s) as
intrinsic donor(s) and fluorescent ligand as acceptor. Biosens Bioelectron
2009, 25(1):112–117.

15. Xie YL, Yang XL, Pu J, Zhao YS, Zhang Y, Xie GM, Zheng J, Yuan HD, Liao F:
Homogeneous competitive assay of ligand affinities based on
quenching fluorescence of tyrosine/tryptophan residues in a protein via
főrster-resonance-energy-transfer. Spectrochim Acta A Mol Biomol Spectrosc
2010, 77(4):869–876.

16. Yang XL, Xie YL, Pu J, Zhao H, Liao J, Chen YW, Long GB, Zhang C, Yuan YH,
Zhu S, Yuan HD, Liao F: Estimation of affinities of ligands in mixtures via
magnetic recovery of target-ligand complexes and chromatographic
analyses: chemometrics and an experimental model. BMC Biotechnol
2011, 11:44.

17. Yang XL, Pu J, Zhao H, Li XY, Liao J, Xie YL, Zhu S, Long GB, Yuan YH, Liao F:
Method to screen aromatic ligands in mixtures for quantitative affinities
to target using magnetic separation of bound ligands along with HPLC
and UV photometry detection. Michrochim Acta 2012, 176(1):243–249.

18. Freedman RB, Radda GK: The reaction of 2, 4, 6-trinitrobenzenesulphonic
acid with amino acids, peptides and proteins. Biochem J 1968,
108(3):383–391.

19. Goldfarb AR: A kinetic study of the reaction of amino acids and peptides
with trinitrobenzenesulphonic acid. Biochem (USA) 1966, 5(8):2570–2574.

20. Snyder SL, Sobocinski PZ: An improved 2,4,6-trinitrobenzenesulfonic acid
method for the determination of amines. Anal Biochem 1975,
64(1):284–288.

21. Eckert H, Forster B: Triphosgene, a crystalline phosgene substitute. Angew
Chem Int Ed Engl 1987, 26(9):894–895.

22. Kogan TP: Synthesis of substituted methoxypolyethylene glycol
derivatives suitable for selective protein modification. Synth Commun
1992, 22(16):2417–2424.

doi:10.1186/1752-153X-6-142
Cite this article as: Gao et al.: Facile spectrophotometric assay of molar
equivalents of N-hydroxysuccinimide esters of monomethoxyl poly-
(ethylene glycol) derivatives. Chemistry Central Journal 2012 6:142.
Open access provides opportunities to our 
colleagues in other parts of the globe, by allowing 

anyone to view the content free of charge.

Publish with ChemistryCentral and every
scientist can read your work free of charge

W. Jeffery Hurst, The Hershey Company.

available free of charge to the entire scientific community
peer reviewed and published immediately upon acceptance
cited in PubMed and archived on PubMed Central
yours     you keep the copyright

Submit your manuscript here:
http://www.chemistrycentral.com/manuscript/


	Abstract
	Background
	Results
	Conclusion

	Background
	Results and discussion
	Selection of a suitable alkyl primary amine and a proper organic solvent
	Optimization of reaction conditions of ethanolamine with TNBS
	Preliminary applications of the new method

	Materials and methods
	Chemicals and instruments
	Syntheses of NHS active esters
	Reactions of NHS esters with primary amines and quantification with TNBS
	Quantification of NHS esters based on NHS absorbance
	Storage stability
	Data analyses

	Additional file
	Competing interest
	Authors’ contributions
	Acknowledgements
	References


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /PageByPage
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails true
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000500044004600206587686353ef901a8fc7684c976262535370673a548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200208fdb884c9ad88d2891cf62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef653ef5728684c9762537088686a5f548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200204e0a73725f979ad854c18cea7684521753706548679c300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV <>
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020b370c2a4d06cd0d10020d504b9b0d1300020bc0f0020ad50c815ae30c5d0c11c0020ace0d488c9c8b85c0020c778c1c4d560002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken voor kwaliteitsafdrukken op desktopprinters en proofers. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents for quality printing on desktop printers and proofers.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [595.440 793.440]
>> setpagedevice


