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Abstract A variety of carboxylates were recognized using
poly(9-aminofluorene) (P9AF) in the HEPES buffer (pH 7.4),
and a proposed possible mechanism was proposed as follow-
ing. The intermolecular hydrogen bonding interactions resulted
in electron transfer between P9AF and carboxylates. P9AF was
facilely electrosynthesized in boron trifluoride diethyl etherate
and could be used as an efficient fluorescent sensing material
for the detection of AcO−. On binding to AcO−, fluorescence
quenching of P9AF was demonstrated by a maximum 80 %
reduction in the fluorescence intensity, while no obvious fluo-
rescence change could be observed in the presence of some
other common anions. Some different carboxylates could be
recognized at different levels by P9AF. Substituent groups in
carboxylates could affect the intermolecular interaction be-
tween carboxylates and P9AF. These could be explained by a
possible mechanism that hydrogen bonding was the main way
of intermolecular interactions between P9AF and carboxylates,

which was further confirmed by absorption spectra monitoring
and density functional calculations. The significant advantage
of this strategy is that it does not require a prequenching
procedure and the polymer can be used directly for analyte
detection.

Keywords Carboxylates . Fluorescence quenching .
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Introduction

Anions play a major role in many biological processes and in
biological structures, such as amino acids, neurotransmitters,
organic acids, enzyme substrates, co-factors, and nucleic
acids. They are also important components in a variety of
industries, such as in the production of fertilisers, in food
additives, and in the water supply [1, 2]. Thus, the determina-
tion of anions in biological and industrial processes has
attracted increasing interests. With this consideration,
fluorescence-based sensors have been of particular interest
because of their high sensitivity, versatility, and fairly good
selectivity. The most desirable property of a fluorescence
anion sensor is the ability to respond to applied perturbation
in a highly selective and sensitive manner by dramatic change
in emission color and/or intensity. Among different kinds of
anions, carboxylates are important target species in molecular
recognition as they serve important functions in biological
systems. For this purpose, many fluorescent sensors for car-
boxylate anions have been developed on the basis of a variety
of signaling mechanisms such as competitive binding, photo-
induced electron transfer, metal-to-ligand charge transfer,
excimer/exiplex, and intramolecular charge transfer [3–7].
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Recently, fluorescent conjugated polymer molecular wires
have been widely explored as highly sensitive chemosensors
because they can offer a myriad of opportunities for coupling
analyte-receptor interactions, as well as nonspecific interac-
tions, into an observed response. In comparison with the con-
ventional small molecular-based fluorescent chemosensors,
conjugated polymer-based fluorescent chemosensors show en-
hanced sensitivity due to intrinsic signal amplification, which
coordinate the action of a large number of optically active
absorbing units with delocalized electronic structures [8, 9].
Important properties of conjugated polymers (CPs) such as
charge transport, conductivity, emission intensity, and exciton
migration, are easily perturbed by external agents, leading to
substantial changes in measurable signals [8–11]. Fluorescent
chemosensors based on polymers have several important ad-
vantages, such as their simplicity of use, signal amplification,
easy fabrication into devices, and combination of different out-
puts. Swager et al. firstly establish this concept through a
supposed theory that the receptors are interconnecting as a
molecular wire, in which the energy migration may occur along
the polymer backbone upon the excitations due to the conduc-
tivity of the backbone. Consequently, the polyreceptor system
produces a response larger than that afforded by a small inter-
action in an analogous small monoreceptor system [9–11]. In
CP-based sensors, only fractional binding of analyte can cause
an amplified signal due to delocalization of exciton along the
conjugated chain. Poly(p-phenylene)s [12], poly(p-phenylene
ethynylene)s [13], poly(p-phenylene vinylene)s [14],
polythiophenes [15], and polyfluorenes [16] with receptor
groups, e.g., crown ethers [17] pyridine derivatives [18] and
ionic groups [19] in the side chain or main chain have been
successfully used for sensing ions and biological species.

It should be noted that most fluorescent CPs with rigid
structures can only work in the organic solvents which prevent
their potential application in medical and biological system.
Recent studies show that incorporation of anionic or cationic
functionalities into CPs yield new materials possessing the
beneficial properties of CPs with aqueous solubility. Plenty of
new water-soluble CPs have been designed and synthesized by
many groups all over the world, and advances in biological and
chemical applications of these water-soluble CPs have been
made [20–22]. Shinkai and coworkers reported a water-
soluble poly(thiophene)-based sensor for adenosine triphos-
phate (ATP) [20]. Heeger et al. reported that cationic conjugated
polyfluorene derivative was quenched with exceptional effi-
ciency by gold nanoparticles in water [21]. Therefore, water-
soluble CPs provide a unique platform for the construction of
chemical and biological sensors. The commonly employed re-
actions for the synthesis of water-soluble CPs are known as
palladium-catalyzed coupling reactions (Suzuki, Heck, and
Sonogashira), Wessling reaction, topopolymerization reaction,
and FeCl3 oxidative polymerization [22]. Although most of
polymers are synthesized by these chemical methods, the

electrochemical method has significant advantages of rapid
analyses, accuracy, precision, and requiring small amounts of
material [23, 24]. Shi group successfully synthesized a series of
water-soluble polypyrene derivatives via electrochemical poly-
merization and employed these CPs to detect various analytes
[25–27].

Polyfluorene (PF) and its derivatives have been considered
promising candidates as blue-light-emitting materials because
of their highly efficient photoluminescence and electrolumines-
cence, thermal and oxidative stability, and emission of polarized
blue light [28–30]. Therefore, during the past decades remark-
able advances have been made in the production of PF deriva-
tions which are used to sense anions [31, 32]. Liu et al. prepared
two cationic poly(fluorene-alt-benzothiadiazole) polymers and
tested their sensing ability toward heparin and hyaluronic acid
[32]. Our group has been studying the electrochemical synthe-
sis, characterization, and applications of CPs, including PF,
poly(9-aminofluorene) (P9AF), poly(9-hydroxylfluorene),
poly(9-fluorenecarboxylic acid), and poly(9-hydroxylfluorene-
9-carboxylic acid) [33–35]. Substitution of an amino group on
the PF backbone gives P9AF special good solubility in water.
The cost-effective, water-soluble, and easily electrosynthesized
P9AF has been successfully employed to sense Fe(III) and
inorganic phosphates (pH 7.0) in living cells with satisfying
results [36].

Inspiring results prompted us to take further this motif in
the construction of new anions sensor. In this study, P9AF
was electrosynthesized and developed as a fluorescent
chemosensor for recognition of AcO− anions in the 10 mM
HEPES buffer (pH 7.4). Furthermore, P9AF was used to
recognize a variety of carboxylates with different fluorescence
quenching efficiencies. Finally, a possible mechanism was
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Fig. 1 The fluorescence emission spectra of P9AF (5.0×10−7 M in repeat
units) in the HEPES buffer (pH 7.4) with successive addition of AcO−: (1)
blank; (2) 9.99×10−8 M; (3) 4.99×10−7 M; (4) 9.97×10−7 M; (5) 4.98×
10−6 M; (6) 9.95×10−6 M; (7) 4.97×10−5 M; (8) 9.93×10−5 M; (9) 4.96×
10−4 M; (10) 9.91×10−4 M. Inset: Relationship between the relative
fluorescence of P9AF and AcO− concentration. Excitation was at 342 nm
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discussed via absorption spectra monitoring and density func-
tional calculations.

Experimental

Reagents and Materials

9AF (99 %; Acros Organics, Belgium) was used as received.
Boron trifluoride diethyl etherate (BFEE) (Beijing Changyang
Chemical Plant, China) was distilled and stored at −20 °C before
use. Twice-distilled water was used throughout all experiments.
HEPES was obtained from Aldrich. Unless otherwise stated, all
fluorescent tests were performed in the 10 mM HEPES buffer
(pH 7.4). Sodium acetate, sodium glycinate, sodium oxalate,
sodium glutamate, sodium citrate, sodium benzoate, sodium
salicylate, formic acid, acetic acid, propionic acid, isobutyric
acid, pivalic acid, benzoic acid, 9-fluorenecarboxylic acid, oxalic

acid, glutamic acid, tricarballylic acid, citric acid, trifluoroacetic
acid, trichloroacetic acid, tribromoacetic acid, acrylic acid, meth-
yl acrylate, butyl acrylate, and 2-ethylhexyl acrylate were
obtained from commercial suppliers. Note:methyl acrylate, butyl
acrylate, and 2-ethylhexyl acrylate were dissolved in ethanol and
others were dissolved in water.

Apparatus

Electrochemical polymerization and tests were performed in a
one-compartment cell using a model 263A potentiostat-
galvanostat (EG&GPrinceton Applied Research) under com-
puter control. Absorption spectra were measured using an
Agilent 8453 UV/VIS spectrophotometer. All fluorescence
experiments were carried out using a Hitachi F-4500 spectro-
photometer with excitation slit set at 5 nm and emission slit at
5 nm. The pH values were tested by a pen-like pH meter (CT-
6022, Shanghai Rentong Meter CO., Ltd). Gel permeation
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Fig. 2 Fluorescence quenching efficiencies of P9AF (5.0×10−7 M in
repeat units) in the presence of various anions (each 1 mM) in the HEPES
buffer (pH 7.4). I0 corresponds to the fluorescence emission of solution
without AcO− and I to the fluorescence emission of solution with AcO−

Table 1 Parameters and performance of the different AcO− fluorescent sensor in previous reports

Fluorophore Solvent Concentration of
fluorophore (M)

Working of concentration
range (M)

Limit of
detection (M)

References

Anthracene derivative 2 DMSO 1.0×10−5 (0–3.2)×10−2 ND [39]

Anthracene derivative 1 DMSO 2.0×10−6 (0–8.0)×10−4 ND [40]

3-hydroxyl-2-naphthanilide CH3CN 1.0×10−5 (0–2.0)×10−5 ND [41]

Thiourea derivative CH3CN 8.0×10−6 (0–1.1)×10−5 ND [42]

Naphthalene derivative 1 CH3CN 1.0×10−5 (0–2.0)×10−3 ND [43]

Uranyl salophen L CH3CN/H2O = 9/1 (v/v) 5.0×10−6 (1.6–250)×10−7 2.5×10−8 [44]

3HF-Al(III) complex CH3OH ND (0–6.8)×10−5 ND [45]

Anthracene derivative 1 DMSO/H2O = (95:5, v/v)
HEPES buffer

4.0×10−5 (0–2.2)×10−4 ND [46]

P9AF HEPES buffer (pH = 7.4) 5.0×10−7 (0.999–9910)×10−7 4.45×10−9 This work

Fig. 3 Plots of the fluorescence maximum intensity of P9AF (5.0×
10−7 M in repeat units) versus test objects (TO) concentration. a
sodium acetate, b sodium glycinate, c sodium oxalate, d sodium
glutamate, e sodium citrate, f sodium benzoate, g sodium salicylate
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chromatography (GPC) measurements of the P9AF were
performed in tetrahydrofuran with a Waters Breeze GPC
system. Quantum chemical calculations were performed to
determine the interaction between carboxylates and P9AF.
Geometry optimization, relative energy and harmonic vibra-
tional frequency analysis were performed with the most pop-
ular hybrid-GGA B3LYP density functional theory (DFT)
method with the 6-31+G(d) basis set for H, C, O, N and F
atoms using the Gaussian 09 program [37].

Syntheses

P9AFwas electrosynthesized in BFEE containing 0.02mol L−1

9AF. The amount of the resulting polymers deposited on the
surface of the working electrode was controlled by the integrat-
ed current passed through the cell. Polymer films were rinsed

with diethyl ether to remove the electrolyte, oligomers, and
monomer. The as-obtained P9AF films were in the doped state,
dark metallic in color, and were soluble in water. The molecular
weight of polymers was measured by GPC (Mn=6021, Mw=
6573). For spectral analyses, Polymers were dedoped with
25 % ammonia for 3 days. The dedoped films were then dried
under vacuum at 60 °C for 24 h.

Results and Discussion

Electrochemical Polymerization of P9AF

P9AFwas facilely obtained by the direct electropolymerization
of commercially available monomer 9AF in pure BFEE (Fig.
S1). The electrochemistry, thermal stability, and structural
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Fig. 4 UV–vis titration of P9AF
in the HEPES buffer (pH 7.4)
with increasing concentration of
carboxylate anions: a blank;
b 9.99×10−8 M; c 4.99×10−7 M;
d 9.97×10−7 M; e 4.98×10−6 M;
f 9.95×10−6 M; g 4.97×10−5 M;
h 9.93×10−5 M; i 4.96×10−4 M;
j 9.91×10−4 M
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characterization of water-soluble P9AF were studied in detail
in our previous work, and the fluorescence spectra suggested
that water-soluble P9AF was a good blue-light emitter [33].
Then, P9AF was employed to sense cations and had highly
selective and sensitive to Fe3+, and inorganic phosphates could
recover this P9AF-Fe3+ quenching system in the HEPES buff-
er (pH 7.0). This technology has been applied in cell images
with satisfying results [36]. Inspired by these aspects, we
studied the sensing of anions by P9AF in the following study.

Anion Binding Studies of P9AF

It is well known that fluorescent emission spectroscopy is more
sensitive toward small changes that affect the electronic prop-
erties of molecular receptors. Herein, titration of P9AF with
AcO− (as sodium salt) was monitored by a photoluminescent
technique at physiological pH value (pH 7.4) in the 10 mM
HEPES buffer. Figure 1 displayed the fluorescence spectra
upon titration of P9AF (5.0×10−7 M in repeat units) with
AcO−. Upon addition of AcO−, emission intensity immediately
decreased with an emission blue shift up to 25 nmwhich could
be observed with the ‘naked-eye’. In addition, the relationship
between fluorescence intensity (I) and the AcO− concentration
[AcO−] of the fabricated sensor containing various [AcO−] was
shown in Fig. 1. Obviously, I gradually decreasedwith increas-
ing [AcO−], revealing that this method was suitable for
detecting the unknown content of AcO−. I vs. lg[AcO−]
depicted the relationship between I and the common logarithm
of [AcO−] (lg[AcO−]). The I vs. lg[AcO−] graph in Fig. 1 inset
revealed that there was a good linearity of the common I vs.
lg[AcO−] from 99.9 nM to 0.991 mM (y=−106.1491x+
627.7250(R2=0.9898)). The limit of detection (LOD) was
calculated using the following equations [38]:

LOD ¼ 3s
.
m

where s is the standard deviation of the lowest concentration of
the linearity range andm is the slope of linear equation in Fig. 1
inset. The detection limit was found to be 4.45 nM. These
results indicated that water-soluble P9AF could be used as a
fluorescent sensor for AcO−. To validate the specificity of
P9AF toward anionic guests, the changes in the fluorescence
intensity of P9AF upon addition of some anions such as F−,
Cl−, Br−, I−, ClO4

−, HSO4
−, NO3

−, NO2
−, HCO3

−, SCN−, and
H2PO4

−were studied. Figure 2 revealed fluorescence emission
response profiles of P9AF up addition different anions with the
concentration of 1 mM. Almost no emission quenching was
observed upon addition of Cl−, Br−, I−, HSO4

−, NO3
−, NO2

−,
H2PO4

− and ClO4
−. P9AFwas slightly active to F−, SCN−, and

HCO3
−, but had the highest sensitivity to AcO−.

Of the analytes studied here, these results indicated that the
quenching of fluorescence was much more effective in the
presence of AcO− than with the use of other anions and that

the detection limit could be extended to the order of 10−9 M.
To elucidate the interaction behind the remarkable fluores-
cence quenching observed for P9AF in the presence of AcO−,
the UV–vis spectra of P9AF were studied as well in the
presence AcO−. As shown in Fig. S2, the absorption maxi-
mum of P9AF was exhibited at 325 nm, which red shifted
upon adding AcO− anions. This is presumably due to pertur-
bation of the HOMO energy levels of the sensors mainly
localized on the fluorene moieties. The presence of the anion
raises the energy level of the HOMO causing a red shift in the
absorption. At [AcO−]=0.496 mM, the absorption spectra of
P9AF was gradually levelled off, indicating the analyte-
receptor saturation. The changes in the absorption spectra of

Fig. 5 Optimized structures for complexes formed from P9AF and
carboxylate anions (a AcO−, b benzoate) by B3LYP/6-31+G(d) meth-
od. The relative energies are given in kcal/mol
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P9AF upon addition F−, Cl−, Br−, I−, ClO4
−, HSO4

−, HCO3
−,

SCN−, NO3
−, NO2

−, and H2PO4
− were studied. It was found

that absorption bands of P9AF did not show any significant
shift upon addition of Cl−, Br−, I−, ClO4

−, HCO3
−, SCN−,

NO3
−, NO2

−, and HSO4
−. After addition of an equimolar

amount of F− and H2PO4
−, the absorption bands of P9AF

decreased without any shift (Fig. S3).
In previous reports, AcO− can be detected using colorimet-

ric sensors, fluorescent sensors, and electrochemical sensors
etc [3–7]. As can be listed in Table 1, the as-fabricated sensor

exhibits better performance in terms of the sensitivity, linear
range, detection limits, and selectivity [39–46]. Moreover, the
sensing material exhibits good water solubility, facile prepa-
ration, and low cost.

Recognition of Carboxylate Anions Using P9AF

The analytical determination of AcO− with P9AF indicated that
P9AF could be applied as a satisfactory AcO− sensor in the
HEPES buffer (pH 7.4). AcO− possesses a –COO− compared

Fig. 6 Plots of the fluorescence
maximum intensity of P9AF
(5.0×10−7 M in repeat units)
versus TO concentration.
a formic acid, b acetic acid,
c propionic acid, d isobutyric
acid, e pivalic acid, f benzoic
acid, g 9-fluorenecarboxylic
acid, h trifluoroacetic acid,
i trichloroacetic acid,
j tribromoacetic acid, k acrylic
acid, l methyl acrylate, m butyl
acrylate, n 2-ethylhexyl
acrylate, o oxalic acid, p
glutamic acid, q tricarballylic
acid, r citric acid

Scheme 1 Schematic
illustration of the
intermolecular hydrogen-
binding interaction between
P9AF and carboxylate anions
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with other detected anions, which may have an interaction with
P9AF. Intrigued by this fact, we detected some carboxylate
anions using P9AF in the same conditions. As shown in Fig. 3,
the fluorescence quenching efficiencies of P9AF with carboxyl-
ate anions were in decreasing order: citrate (e) > oxalate (c) >
glutamate (d) > acetate (a) > glycinate (b) > benzoate (f) >
salicylate (g). It showed that these carboxylate anions could be
sensed in the HEPES buffer. The fluorescence quenching effi-
ciencies slightly increasedwith the increasing number of−COO−

(from a, c, e) in comparison to acetate (a), but decreased with
introduction of substituent groups such as amino group (–NH2),
hydroxyl group (–OH), and phenyl group. These phenomena
showed that substituent groups affect the interaction between –
COO− and P9AF. In view of this fact, we studied the changes in
the absorption spectra of P9AF upon addition of afore-
mentioned carboxylate anions (Fig. 4). Absorption spectra of
P9AF showed a redshift upon gradual addition of oxalate and

citrate, which were similar to AcO−. But there was a smaller
redshift upon addition of glycinate and glutamate, which was
due to the effect of the substituent group (–NH2). After adding
benzoate and salicylate, the absorption spectra of P9AF in-
creased at 275 nm, but only a little change at 325 nm. From
Fig. 4e and f, the absorbance of benzoate and salicylate were
approximately at 280 nm, e.g., the interaction between benzoate
or salicylate and P9AFwasweaker thanAcO−, whichwas due to
the influence of phenyl group and –OH.

Absorption spectra monitoring revealed that there were in-
teractions between P9AF and carboxylate anions. To deter-
mine the interaction between carboxylate anions and P9AF, we
calculated the structures of complexes formed from P9AFwith
carboxylate ions and their relative energies by B3LYP/6-31+
G(d) method, considering the three modes of intermolecular
interactions: the hydrogen bonding interaction, the interaction
between carboxyl carbon atoms and amino nitrogen atoms,

Fig. 7 Optimized structures for
complexes formed from P9AF
and carboxylates (a acrylic
acid, b trifluoroacetic acid) by
B3LYP/6-31+G(d) method. The
relative energies are given in
kcal/mol
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and the interaction of carboxylate ions and P9AF rings. From
Fig. 5, we can see that the complexes of P9AF with AcO− and
benzoate through hydrogen bonding interactions are the most
stable and hydrogen bonding is the primary intermolecular
interactions. As shown in Scheme 1, the carbonyl oxygen
atoms of carboxylate anions can interact with amino hydrogen
atoms of P9AF to form hydrogen bonds in the HEPES buffer,
which work as efficient bridges to mediate electron transfer
between hydrogen-bonded species and initiate the so-called
proton coupled electron transfer.

Possible Interaction Mechanism for Carboxylates
and P9AF

Afore-mentioned results indicated that carboxylate anions
could be recognized using P9AF in the HEPES buffer (pH

7.4), and substituent groups in carboxylate anions affected the
interaction between –COO− and P9AF. To further explore the
interaction between P9AF and carboxylate anions, we detected
a variety of carboxylates using P9AF in the same conditions.
As shown in Fig. 6a, the relative fluorescence quenching effi-
ciencies of P9AF with carboxylic acids were in decreasing
order: formic acid (a) ≈ acetic acid (b) > propionic acid (c) >
isobutyric acid (d) > benzoic acid (f) > pivalic acid (e) > acrylic
acid (k) > 9-fluorenecarboxylic acid (g). This suggested that
these carboxylic acids could be sensed by P9AF, and the
interaction decreased with the increasing of substituent groups
in the side chain, which was due to the steric effect of substit-
uent groups. Take acrylic acid for example, the calculation
results revealed that hydrogen-bonding interactions were the
primary intermolecular interactions (Fig. 7a). Moreover, the
relative fluorescence quenching efficiencies of P9AF with

Fig. 8 UV–vis titration of P9AF
in the HEPES buffer (pH 7.4)
with increasing concentration of
carboxylates: a blank;
b 9.99×10−8 M; c 4.99×10−7 M;
d 9.97×10−7 M; e 4.98×10−6 M;
f 9.95×10−6 M; g 4.97×10−5 M;
h 9.93×10−5 M; i 4.96×10−4 M;
j 9.91×10−4 M
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halogenated carboxylic acids were in decreasing order: acetic
acid (b) > trifluoroacetic acid (h) > trichloroacetic acid (i) >
tribromoacetic acid (j) (Fig. 6b). The interaction slightly de-
creased with the increasing of radiuses of halogen atoms, which
further confirmed steric hindrance could affect the formation of
hydrogen bonds between carbonyl oxygen atom of carboxyl-
ates and amino hydrogen atom of P9AF. Similar to acrylic acid,
our DFT calculations proved that hydrogen-bonding interac-
tions were the primary intermolecular interactions for the com-
plex of P9AF and trifluoroacetic acid (Fig. 7b). To our surprise,
acrylic esters hardly quenched the intensity, and acrylic acid
quenched a small intensity of P9AF (Fig. 6c). This was due to
alkyl groups in esters hindering acrylic esters near P9AF and
then decreased the formation of hydrogen bonds between P9AF
and acrylic esters. Additionally, carboxylic esters could not
dissociate into carboxylate anions and hydrogen-bonds hardly
formed between carboxylic esters and P9AF. Considering sol-
vent effects, we also did the same experiment following the
precedure in Fig. 6c, just using the series solution (ethanol)
without acrylic esters. The fluorescence gram was shown in
Fig. S4 and the addition of ethanol with different volumes
caused almost no quench. From recognition carboxylates using
P9AF, it could be see the relative fluorescence quenching
efficiencies decreased with introduction of substituent groups,
but they slightly increased with increasing the number of –
COOH in the low concentration of carboxylic acids. Then, we
detected some other carboxylic acids which have different
number of −COOH and different substituent groups. In the
low concentration of carboxylic acids, the relative fluorescence
quenching efficiencies of P9AF with these carboxylic acids
were in increasing order: acetic acid (b) < glutamic acid (p) <
oxalic acid (o) < citric acid (r) ≤ tricarballylic acid (q) (Fig. 6d).
The relative fluorescence quenching efficiencies obviously in-
creased with the increasing number of –COOH (from b, o, q),
which could be benefical to enhance the interaction between

carboxylates and P9AF due to the increasing number of hydro-
gen bonds. However, there was almost no fluorescence
quenching increase of tricarballylic acid (q) in comparison to
citric acid (r) and obviously fluorescence quenching increase of
oxalic acid (o) compared with glutamic acid (p). This was
possibly due to the formation of intramolecular hydrogen bonds
between substituent groups (–NH2 or –OH) and –COOH/–
COO−, which influenced the formation of intermolecular hy-
drogen bonds. In addition, the fluorescence quenching efficien-
cies of P9AFwere not influencedwith increasing the number of
−COOH in the high concentration of carboxylic acids, indicat-
ing the analyte-receptor saturation. Absorption spectra of P9AF
showed a redshift upon addition of trifluoroacetic acid, trichlo-
roacetic acid, and tribromoacetic acid which accorded with
AcO− (Fig. 8). However, the absorption spectra of P9AF did
not change at 325 nm upon addition acrylic acid/acrylates. It
showed that the interaction between acrylic acid/acrylates and
P9AF was weak compared with AcO−.

These tested carboxylic acids easily dissociate into car-
boxylate anions in the HEPES buffer (pH 7.4). But no
matter what forms carboxylates exist (excluding carboxylic
esters), it is successful to detect carboxylates using P9AF
via fluorescence quenching and hydrogen-bonding interac-
tions are the primary molecular interactions. This indicates
that P9AF can be applied as a satisfactory carboxylate
sensor in this system. However, carboxylic esters can be
hardly detected by P9AF via fluorescence quenching, which
is mainly because carboxylic esters cannot dissociate into
carboxylate anions, and hydrogen bonds can hardly form
between carboxylic esters and P9AF. The possible sensing
mechanism of P9AF is shown in Scheme 2. Since one
carboxylate can coordinate with one or more 9AF units in
the different polymer chains via hydrogen bonds, the coor-
dination may cause the perturbation of the HOMO energy
levels of the sensors mainly localized on the fluorene

Scheme 2 Schematic
illustration of the sensing
mechanism of P9AF for
carboxylates
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moieties and lead to the aggregation of polymer chains. A
red shift in the absorption shows the presence of the anion
raises the energy level of the HOMO. It is well-known that
polymer chain can form a coil in solution depending on the
surrounding environment and hydrogen bonds can enhance
this aggregation, which leads to a significant quenching of
P9AF emission.

Conclusions

In conclusion, water-soluble fluorescent P9AF has been
successfully synthesized via electrochemical polymerization
and was used as an efficient and practical technique for the
detection of AcO− in the HEPES buffer (pH 7.4). Additionally,
this sensor was employed to recognize a variety of carboxylates
and a possible mechanism was proposed. UV–vis spectra and
DFT calculations indicated that the binding interactions be-
tween P9AF and carboxylates were described as intermolecular
hydrogen bonds. This investigation provides new opportunities
and fundamental guidelines for designing CP-based chemo/
biosensor. The proposed chemosensor can pave the way for
further practical use in biological science and plant physiology.
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