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UV Light-Driven Nitric Oxide Release from Porous Nitrogen
Heterocyclic Polymers

Sharon T. Gregg, René-Ponce Nze, Qingchun Yuan, Su He, Tianchao Xie, and Bo Xiao*

In this study, porous polymers with nitrogen heterocyclic core structures are
synthesized through the condensation of enaminonitrile and
terephthalaldehyde monomers. These polymers are used as a platform to
store bioactive nitric oxide (NO) and control its release. NO loading is
achieved by nitrosating the polymers with acidified nitrite, a process that also
imparts photoresponsivity to the polymers. Polymer composition and porosity
affect NO storage and release. It is observed that under UV light at 365 nm in
a PBS solution, the polymers (NO@DHP-POP) can release NO in a manner
fully controlled by UV lighting. Under experimental conditions, these porous
polymers release NO at a rate of ≈10.0–50.0 μmol g−1 over 60 min. These
findings demonstrate the potential of these polymers for integrating NO
delivery into phototherapy applications.

1. Introduction

Porous organic polymers (POPs) offer significant advantages
over inorganic and hybrid polymers such as activated carbons,
zeolites, and metal–organic frameworks (MOFs). They excel
in structural diversity, allowing for easier tuning of porosity
and functionality. Their structural versatility enables a variety
of applications, including CO2 capture, gas separation, fuel
gas (CH4, H2) storage, catalysis, and biomedical applications
under mild temperature operation conditions.[1–11] A variety
of typical crystalline or amorphous porous POP materials,
e.g. covalent–organic frameworks (COF), covalent–triazine
frameworks (CTF), polymers of intrinsic microporosity (PIM),
conjugated microporous polymers (CMP), porous aromatic
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frameworks (PAF), and hyper-crosslinked
polymers (HCP),[12–21] have been synthe-
sized through various routes such as de-
hydration, condensation, or cross-linking
reactions. The inherent porosity of POPs
plays a beneficial role in accommodat-
ing the interesting molecules and enhanc-
ing their interaction with POPs to max-
imize POPs’ effectiveness, particularly in
drug delivery for therapeutic applications.
To meet the requirements for specific
applications, the POPs are usually post-
modified through the functionalization of
anchor sites or the unreacted terminal sites
present in POPs; inserting of the inter-
esting molecules (or metal ions) into the
pores; modification of the POP’s surface

to change the hydrophobic/hydrophilic property and the affinity
to the interesting molecules; and formulation of POPs into
composites.[22] The inheritance of monomer functional groups
in POPs makes postmodification easier to implement. These
strategies have been used to transform POPs into biomateri-
als. For example, the covalent link of glucose oxidase (GOX)
enzyme to the carboxyl functionalized COF for detecting the
concentration of glucose for the control of diabetes;[23] intro-
duction of polyethene-glycol modified curcumin derivatives
(PEG-CCM) to the amine-functionalized COF to improve COF
water dispersibility and increase the accumulation of antitumor
agent doxorubicin (DOX) on tumor site;[24] formulating poly-
dopamine (PDA)/COF core/shell nanoparticles that response
pH–photo dual stimuli to release the loaded active pharmaceu-
tical ingredients (APIs) for multimodal imaging-guided tumor
photothermal-chemotherapy;[25] incorporation of photoactive
moiety and a highly reversible proton acceptor into the skeleton
of a covalent triazine polymer (CTP) to photocatalyze hydrogen
peroxide production,[12] and so on. To date, there remains sig-
nificant research interest in developing cost-effective methods
for synthesizing porous organic polymers and optimizing their
properties for drug delivery and other therapeutic applications.
Previous studies successfully demonstrated the condensation

reaction of enaminonitrile compound with terephthalaldehyde
to yield 1,4-bis(4-(3,5-dicyano-2,6-dipyridyl) dihydropyridyl) ben-
zene molecules.[26,27] Subsequent assembly of these molecules
via hydrogen bonds and 𝜋–𝜋 stacking interactions can form
an organic framework. This discovery inspired us to develop
new porous organic polymers using monomers with two iden-
tical substituent groups (e.g., di-enaminonitrile groups and
di-aldehyde groups) for polymerization. Accordingly, Figure 1
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Figure 1. Condensation of enaminonitrile (1) with various terephthalaldehydes (2) to assemble polymers POPs (DHP-POP-1–4), followed by nitrosation
of POPs to load NO. UV light triggers the release of NO from the polymers by cleaving N─NO bond.

illustrates the scheme for polymer synthesis, NO loading until it
is released.
The new POPs were synthesized through condensation of

monomers, e.g., enaminonitrile (1) with different terephthalalde-
hydes (2). The yielded polymers were coded as DHP-POP-x (x:
1–4). These resulting POPs contain nitrogen heterocyclic ring di-
hydropyridine (DHP) moieties. It is worth noting that the DHP
derivatives exhibit variousmedicinal activities such as antitumor,
antitubercular, and anti-inflammatory activities.[28] The subse-
quent step is to postmodify the DHP-POP-x by nitrosation re-
action to incorporate nitroso groups (>N─NO) into DHP-POP-
1–4, in this manner NO was charged in the POPs. The corre-
sponding POPs were coded as NO@DHP-POP-1–4. As antici-
pated, these nitrosated POPs exhibit light responsiveness and
can release NO under light irradiation, a characteristic that holds
promising implications for diverse applications in responsive
materials and biological systems. It is well known that bioactive
NO, as a messenger molecule in the body, plays a crucial role
in mediating various physiological and pathological processes.
For example, it serves as a modulator, orchestrating vasodila-
tion, inflammation, and immune responses during infection.[29]

It can also hinder platelet adhesion and aggregation and pro-
mote the healing of diabetic wounds. In particular, its antivi-
ral effectiveness was observed in recent years against diverse
virus families, including the coronavirus SARS-CoV-2.[30] The
precise and efficient delivery of NO remains a topic of intense
research focus.

2. Synthesis of Dihydropyridyl Polymers and
Characterization

By following the route illustrated in Figure 1, the polymers
DHP-POP-1–4 were synthesized from the condensation of 3,3′-
(1,4-phenylene)bis(3-aminoprop-2-enenitrile) with benzene-1,4-
dicarbaldehyde, [1,1′-biphenyl]−4,4′-dicarbaldehyde, benzene-
1,3-dicarbaldehyde, and benzaldehyde, respectively. The FTIR
spectra of the derived polymers are shown in Figure 2a, veri-
fying the dihydropyridine moieties as the core structure of the

DHP-POP polymers as illustrated in Figure 1, in which the ni-
trile moieties ─CN is identified by a typical sharp absorption
peak at ∼2210 cm−1. The stretching vibration of ─C═C─ con-
jugated with aryl occurs at ∼1640 cm−1. The secondary amine
N─H stretching vibration is observed at ∼3450 cm−1. Further
identification of the local structure was conducted by the solid-
state NMR (13C and 15N). In Figure 3, 13C NMR peak des-
ignation is denoted by numbering carbon 1–5 on the partial
structure, where the lowest number corresponds to the low-
est chemical shift. The peak at 42.7 ppm corresponds to the
aliphatic sp3 carbon C1, confirming the presence of the di-
hydropyridine ring in the structure, rather than an alterna-
tive aromatic pyridyl alternative; the peaks at 85 and 134 ppm
are ascribed to the sp2 carbons C2 and C4, respectively; the
peak at 118 ppm is from the C3 in ─CN, and the peak of
149 ppm from aromatic C5. Peaks at 129.5 and 49.7 ppm cor-
respond to the strong aromatic C─H signal and residual sol-
vent. By comparing to 15N NMR correlation tables, the 15N NMR
spectra clearly show a peak at −254.7 ppm, ascribed to the
N─H in the dihydropyridine group, and the peak appearing at
−210.4 ppm corresponds to the nitrogen in the nitrile group,
this is feint in most spectra due to the effect of shielding and
the remoteness of protons. Both FTIR and ssNMR spectra de-
code the local structures as expected, indicating the desirable
DHP-POP polymers have been obtained through the route de-
signed in Figure 1. Thus, it was expected that the polymerisa-
tion would follow a similar reaction in the synthesis of 1,4-bis(4-
(3,5-dicyano-2,6-dipyridyl)dihydropyridyl)benzene molecules, in
which the lateral nitrile functional groups are cojoined by dihy-
dropyridyl moieties.[27] The derived polymers are quite chemi-
cally stable, no decomposition was detected in water, benzene,
toluene, n-hexane, methanol, ethanol, acetonitrile, ethyl acetate,
diethyl ether, dichloromethane, chloroform, THF, DMF, and
DMSO at ambient temperature. Thermogravimetric analysis
(TGA) (Figures S6–S9, Supporting Information) confirms that
this series of polymers can endure temperatures of up to∼350 °C,
suggesting they possess adequate stability for subsequent modi-
fication if required.
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Figure 2. FTIR spectra of polymers (DHP-POP-1–4): a) before NO load-
ing; b) after NO loading through nitrosation of polymers.

3. Nitrosation of Polymers by Acidified Sodium
Nitrite to Load NO

The subsequent nitrosation process transforms the secondary
amine groups >NH within the DHP-POP into N-nitrosamine
(>N─NO) groups, thus completing the NO loading in the poly-
mers. This process was accomplished by treatment of the poly-
mers with acidic NaNO2. The complex polymer structure may
cause the >NH group to behave differently compared to simple
molecules containing a dihydropyridine ring, such as felodipine
and amlodipine, thus complicating the nitrosation mechanism
and affecting the formation of N-nitroso groups. The formed N-
nitroso groups are recognized by the FTIR spectra. In Figure 2b,
the N═O stretching vibration gives strong peaks at 1530 cm−1,
C─N stretching vibration at 1380 cm−1, and 906 cm−1 is corre-
lated to N─N stretching vibration.[29] Similar to the DHP-POPs,
the derived NO@DHP-POPs are relatively stable in the PBS so-
lution, and no nitrosamine release was observed. The inclusion
of NO species impacts the porosity of DHP-POP, as evidenced
by the N2 adsorption/desorption isotherms (Figures S4 and S5,
Supporting Information), the BET surface areas are reduced by
∼75–95% from previous ∼96–512 m2 g−1. In this scenario, no-
ticeable hysteresis loops have been observed in the isotherms be-
fore and after NO bonding to polymers, deviating from conven-
tional isotherm classifications, which may be attributed to the
deformation of pore geometry induced by N2 molecule adsorp-
tion. This characteristic has been extensively observed during the
gas adsorption over other porous POP polymers,[30] highly ad-
vantageous for API delivery, yet the mechanism has not been
accurately interpreted due to the intricate nature of polymer
structures. The incorporated NO species exhibit thermal release
within the range of ∼250–350 °C (Figures S6–S9, Supporting In-
formation), and their thermal stability remains relatively consis-
tent across the various DHP-POP structures investigated in this
study.

4. Ultraviolet (UV) Light Driving NO Release from
the Polymers

After the nitrosation reaction, the polymers DHP-POP have
been converted into bioactive NO donors. In contrast to other
NO donors, for example, the coordinate polymers (or MOFs)
and zeolites where the NOmolecules are coordinated with metal
open sites as well as N-diazeniumdiolate-based NO donors are
moisture-responsive,[31] the polymers NO@DHP-POP exhibit
light responsiveness. To verify this, in this study the NO@DHP-
POP polymers were dispersed in the PBS solution, followed
by UVA light irradiation at a wavelength of ∼365 nm and an
intensity of ∼15 mW cm−2. Under the experimental conditions,
the photolysis of NO@DHP-POP cleaves the bonded NO species
to release NO into the PBS solution where the released NO
forms the NO2

− species which can readily react with the Griess
reagent to form the azo dye (𝜆max = 540 nm). This reaction is
quite sensitive and can be quantitatively detected. In plasma or
other physiological fluids or buffers, NO is oxidized almost com-
pletely to nitrite, where it remains stable for several hours.[32]

The Griess method was adopted in this study to evaluate the NO
release from the polymers. The positive results were obtained as
shown in Figure 4, convincing that NO has been charged into
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Figure 3. Solid-state NMR spectra of polymers DHP-POP-1–4: a) 13C and b) 15N (*spinning sidebands).
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Figure 4. NO release profiles from the polymers a) NO@DHP-POP-1, b) NO@DHP-POP-2, c) NO@DHP-POP-3, and d) NO@DHP-POP-4 under UVA
light irradiation at ∼365 nm.

the derived polymers, and the DHP-POP polymer-based method
for bioactive NO delivery is a feasible.
The accumulated amount of NO released over time is shown

in Figure 4, obtained by lighting the polymers NO@DHP-POPs
at an interval of ∼10–20 min. It was observed that without UV
light irradiation, the NO concentration in the PBS solution re-
mained unchanged, indicating that NO release from the poly-
mers was precisely controlled by switching the light on and off.
This is distinct from the mechanism of water displacement reac-
tion in NO release from MOFs and diazeniumdiolate-based NO
delivery materials.[33] This observation largely rules out the pos-
sibility of NO2

− species adsorbed in the polymer pores interfer-
ing with the Griess test. Analysis of the NO release profiles in
Figure 4 showed that NO release can be fitted by the apparent
first-order kinetics (A = A0 (1 − exp(−kt))). The rate constant k
varies within a narrow range of ∼(0.75–1.05) × 10−3 s−1, imply-
ing that photolysis of NO species in polymers is not significantly
affected by the polymer structures. Compared to the others, the
polymer DHP-POP-4, made from linear chains with lower poros-
ity, may not have as many exposed secondary amines to bind NO.
Consequently, it stores a smaller amount of NO to be released
(Table S2, Supporting Information). In general, these polymers
can store and release approximately (10.5–50.0) × 10−3 mmol g−1

of NO in PBS solution under UVA irradiation.

5. Summary

In summary, through the condensation reaction of enaminoni-
trile and terephthalaldehyde, a series of polymers with nitrogen

heterocylic moieties have been successfully synthesized. Their
porous nature tomuch extent allows the nitrosation of these poly-
mers, to complete the transformation of polymers DHP-POPs
into the polymeric NO donors for light-driven NO delivery. The
NO release is completely controlled by UV light lighting. It would
be possible to use this type of porous polymer as the bimodal vec-
tor for delivering different APIs simultaneously. Further work
is still required focusing on polymer modification to improve
or optimize NO storage and release. It was noted that the long-
wavelength UVA (340–400 nm) phototherapy has been reported
to be effective in treating atopic dermatitis, localized scleroderma
and T-cell-derived skin diseases.[34] In future medical practice,
there is potential to combine light-driven NO delivery with pho-
totherapy.

Supporting Information
Supporting Information is available from the Wiley Online Library or from
the author.
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