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The dye disodium 3,4:3′,4′-bibenzo[b]thiophene-2,2′-disulfonate can be used as a molecular probe for the
fluorimetric detection of caffeine in aqueous solution. The fluorescence response is attributed to non-
covalent interactions of caffeine with the dye in the ground state and in the excited state. The bimodal
interaction allows performing ratiometric measurements with very good selectivity over structurally
related analytes. The dye was also used to develop a simple test strip for the visual differentiation of
normal and decaffeinated coffee with a standard UV lamp.

Introduction

Caffeine is an important analyte for the food and pharmaceutical
industry because of its wide diffusion in beverages and drugs.1–4

In spite of the analytical interest, most of the methods developed
so far are time consuming or require complex instrumentation.5,6

Common quantification methods are based on high performance
liquid chromatography (HPLC), mass spectrometry, or capillary
electrophoresis.7–10 More recently, voltammetric sensing meth-
odologies have also been reported, mostly based on Nafion®
polymers modified with graphene or carbon nanotubes.11–15 Flu-
orescence-based sensors are of great interest because of their
potentially high sensitivity and ease of use.16 Examples of fluor-
escent sensors for caffeine have been reported in the literature,
mostly based on hydrogen bonding in organic solvents.17–21 A
fluorimetric method for caffeine sensing in water, which exploits
the interaction between trisodium 8-hydroxypyrene-1,3,6-tri-
sulfonate (HPTS) and caffeine, has recently been reported by our
group.22 HPTS was successfully used to quantify caffeine in
common beverages and drugs. However, HPTS displays only
modest affinity for caffeine (Ka ∼ 250 M−1). Furthermore, its
selectivity over the structurally related alkaloids theobromine and
theophylline was low. These shortcomings prompted us to inves-
tigate alternative molecular receptors that exhibit both enhanced
sensitivity and selectivity. To achieve this goal, we aimed at
increasing favorable van der Waals interactions by examining
dyes possessing three criteria: (a) more polarizable atoms (e.g.,
sulfur), (b) a conserved large π-stacking surface, and (c) a π-elec-
tron poor framework (i.e., reducing the delocalized π-density on

the central ring). The latter criterion is motivated by a design
principle that will be discussed in detail elsewhere.23 According
to these criteria, the fluorescent dye disodium 3,4:3′,4′-bibenzo-
[b]thiophene-2,2′-disulfonate (1) appeared to be a promising can-
didate. Below, we describe the synthesis and the caffeine binding
properties of dye 1. It is demonstrated that 1 can be used as a
sensitive and selective probe for caffeine in water. Furthermore,
we report the development of a simple test strip for the differen-
tiation of normal and decaffeinated coffee.

Results and discussion

The disulfonated bibenzo[b]thiophene 1 was synthesized by the
reaction of 3,4:3′,4′-bibenzo[b]thiophene24 with sulfuric acid in
acetic anhydride25 and subsequent cation exchange. The absorp-
tion spectrum of a solution of 1 in phosphate buffer (100 mM,
pH = 7.0) is shown in Fig. 1.

In analogy to other polyaromatic molecules, the spectrum of 1
displays a well defined vibrational structure. In the emission
spectrum, two main bands are observed. The higher energy emis-
sion band (located between 400 nm and 500 nm) features a
vibrational structure which mirrors the lowest energy absorption
band. It can be ascribed to an S1 → S0 transition. The lower
energy emission band (located between 500 nm and 650 nm) is
structureless and likely due to the formation of an excimer.26

The emission spectrum of a solution of 1 (λex = 350 nm) was
strongly influenced by the presence of caffeine: upon addition of
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the alkaloid (0–7.5 mM), the emission color changed from
purple to yellow-green (Fig. 2). The two main emission bands
showed opposite behavior: the intensity of the high-energy band
decreased, whilst the intensity of the low-energy band increased.
For the latter band, a slight blue shift was also observed (from
556 nm to 552 nm). The decrease of the high-energy band is

compatible with the formation of a ground-state complex
between dye 1 and caffeine (similar to what was observed for
HPTS). On the other hand, the intensity increase and the blue
shift observed for the low-energy band suggest the formation of
a complex involving the excimer.

The fluorescence titration data could be fitted to a 1 : 1
binding model, resulting in an apparent binding constant of
Ka = 930 ± 49 M−1.27 This value is about four-fold higher than
the value obtained for HPTS,22 and it allows sensing of caffeine
in the sub-millimolar concentration range.

A number of biologically relevant analytes were examined in
order to determine the selectivity of the sensor 1. The measure-
ments were performed with a dye concentration of 150 μM and
analyte concentrations of 750 μM. The selectivity was evaluated
by using a ratiometric approach (the ratio of the fluorescence
intensity at 558 nm and 428 nm was employed). The results
obtained for some of the analytes are depicted in Fig. 3; the data
for other analytes are given in ESI.†

All analytes that were tested gave only modest fluorescence
changes compared to what was observed for caffeine. Small
signals were found for the structurally related analytes adenine
and theophylline, but the majority of analytes gave only a minor
emission change (<10%). It is noteworthy that only purine
derivatives induced an increase of the low-energy emission band
at ∼550 nm, whilst a decrease of both emission bands was
observed in the case of the other analytes. A comparison with
the selectivity observed for HPTS shows that 1 is at least two-
fold more selective than the sulfonated pyrene.22 For example,
the selectivity for caffeine over the related theophylline was
1.6 : 1 in the case of HPTS, whereas a selectivity of 4 : 1
was observed for 1. Moreover, a ratiometric sensing approach
was not applicable in the case of HPTS.

The dual emission change of 1 in the presence of caffeine
prompted us to explore the possibility of using 1 for developing
a visual, qualitative test for caffeine. Such a test would ideally
consist of a strip which is dipped in coffee. The presence of
caffeine would then be visualized with a common UV lamp.

Fig. 2 Top: Fluorescence spectra of buffered aqueous solutions con-
taining dye 1 and different amounts of caffeine ([1] = 50 μM, [caffeine]
= 0–7.5 mM, λex = 350 nm, 100 mM phosphate buffer, pH 7.0). The
inset shows the emission colors at different caffeine concentrations.
Bottom: changes of the fluorescence emission at 556 nm (average value
of three independent measurements).

Fig. 3 Normalized ratiometric change of the emission of 1 in the pres-
ence of different analytes ([1] = 150 μM, [analyte] = 750 μM, λex =
350 nm, 100 mM phosphate buffer, pH 7.0, average value of three inde-
pendent measurements).

Fig. 1 Absorption (solid line) and emission spectra (dashed line) of
dye 1 in buffered aqueous solution (100 mM phosphate buffer, pH =
7.0). λex = 350 nm.

7488 | Org. Biomol. Chem., 2012, 10, 7487–7490 This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2012
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To develop such a test strip, two main obstacles had to be
overcome: (a) the immobilization of the dye on a surface, and
(b) the necessity of removing the colored/heterogeneous
materials which are present in coffee and which hamper the visu-
alization of the fluorescence.

The immobilization of 1 was successfully achieved by exploit-
ing the presence of the sulfonate groups, which can interact with
a positively charged surface. A standard silica TLC strip on an
aluminum sheet was first functionalized with (3-aminopropyl)tri-
methoxysilane and then treated with iodomethane to give a silica
surface functionalized with tetraalkylammonium groups. This
surface functionalisation was achieved by dipping the TLC strips
into solutions of the respective reagents. The modified strips
were then immersed in an aqueous solution of 1 and dried. The
resulting strips showed a pale blue emission under irradiation
with a standard UV lamp (λex = 355 nm). When treated with a
drop of water containing caffeine, a green spot was clearly
visible on the blue background. Caffeine detection in coffee can
be achieved with the following simple procedure. The lower part
of the functionalized TLC strip was dipped into the beverage for
approx. 10 min. The strips were briefly dried and then dipped
into plain water for another 10 min. The caffeine migrated with
the solvent front giving a green fluorescent band under UV
irradiation (Fig. 4, left). The dark components of coffee
remained at the bottom of the strip, and the material migrating
with the front of the solvent did not interfere with the detection
of caffeine. A control experiment with decaffeinated coffee did
not show any fluorescent band (Fig. 4, middle), but the green
band reappeared when caffeine was added to decaffeinated
coffee prior to testing (Fig. 4, right). Test strips for caffeine
based on an antibodies technology have been developed.28 The
simplicity and the robustness of our method could be an advan-
tage (no biological material is involved). It is clear, however, that
further optimization from an engineering/technical point would
be needed for a ‘real-world’ application.

To validate the formation of a ground state complex between 1
and caffeine and to identify the nature of the excimer, the ener-
gies and geometries of the relevant species were computed at the
ωB97X-D/def2-SVP level using an implicit solvent model
(see ESI† for more details). The computations predict a stable
π-stacked complex between caffeine and 1 in the ground state
(Fig. 5, A). The formation of such a complex can explain the
observed quenching of the high-energy fluorescence band. The
computations also reveal a stable complex between the excited
state of 1 and caffeine (Fig. 5, B), but this aggregate does not

generate an exciplex band. A low-energy band was found to
arise from excimer formation (12), but it could only be obtained
for one specific relative orientation of the two dyes 1 (Fig. 5, C).
The vertical fluorescence peak is at 507 nm compared to 436 nm
for the monomer. The π-stacked complex between the excimer
and caffeine (Fig. 5, D) is characterized by a similar low-energy
transition, blue shifted by ∼6 nm (0.04 eV) in comparison to C,
in good agreement with experiment.29 The change of the emis-
sion frequency is probably related to the fact that the presence of
caffeine alters slightly the preferred relative orientation of the
stacked dyes (see ESI Fig. S4†). Our computations indicate that
a hypothetical sandwich complex dye 1–caffeine–dye 1 does not
contribute to the optical response as the energy of the excited
sandwich complex is 11 kcal mol−1 higher than that of caffeine
bound to the excimer of dye 1. In addition, the sandwich
complex does not give rise to the excimer band, which critically
depends on the interaction between two dyes. Finally, classical
molecular dynamics simulations have been performed to esti-
mate binding free energies in aqueous solution at 300 K. In the
gas phase, dye 1 has a higher affinity for theophylline than for
caffeine, which can be rationalized by an N–H⋯sulfonate hydro-
gen bond. However, when accounting explicitly for the water
molecules and therefore for the solvation of the N–H groups, the
affinity for caffeine is about 1 kcal mol−1 higher than for theo-
phylline and indole is barely bound at all. These free energy simu-
lations demonstrate that explicit solvent effects are important for
reproducing the experimental selectivity (see details in ESI†).

Conclusions

We have shown that dye 1 can be used as a molecular probe for
the fluorimetric detection of caffeine in aqueous solution. The

Fig. 4 Fluorescence response of functionalized TLC test strips which
were treated with coffee (left), decaffeinated coffee (middle), or decaffei-
nated coffee spiked with caffeine (right).

Fig. 5 (A) Ground state complex between caffeine and dye 1, (B)
excited state complex between caffeine and 1, (C) excimer of 12, and
(D) complex between the excimer of 12 and caffeine optimized at the
ωB97X-D/def2-SVP in implicit water.

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2012 Org. Biomol. Chem., 2012, 10, 7487–7490 | 7489
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sensitivity and selectivity of the system is significantly better
than that of the previously reported caffeine sensor HPTS.22

Another advantage is the fact that dye 1 can be used as a ratio-
metric fluorescence sensor. The change in emission color upon
addition of caffeine is easily detected by the naked eye. This
allowed preparing a simple test strip for the differentiation of
normal and decaffeinated coffee. A computational study has
revealed that the interaction of 1 with caffeine occurs via π-stacking,
which is particularly favorable for the bibenzo[b]thiophene core.

Experimental

General

All the chemicals and solvents were purchased from usual sup-
pliers and used without further purifications. Silica gel TLC 60
F254 plates (Merck) on aluminum sheets were used for the
realization of the caffeine-sensitive strips. 3,4:3′,4′-Bibenzo[b]-
thiophene was prepared according to the literature procedure.24

Absorption spectra were measured on a Lambda 40 UV-Vis
spectrometer (Perkin Elmer). Fluorescence emission spectra were
recorded on a Varian Cary Eclipse spectrofluorimeter in 10 mm
path polymethylmethacrylate cuvettes (Semadeni) with an exci-
tation wavelength of 350 nm. 1H and 13C NMR were recorded
on a Bruker Advance DPX 400. Multiplicities of the 1H NMR
signals are assigned as follows: d (doublet), t (triplet). Chemical
shifts (δ) are reported in parts per million (ppm) relative to the
residual peak of the solvent. All solutions used for fluorimetric
titrations and sensitivity tests were prepared in 100 mM phosphate
buffer (pH = 7.0). Fitting of the fluorimetric titration data was
done by using a non-linear regression algorithm implemented in
the software Origin 8.5 using the following equation:

ΔI ¼ AKa½c�
1þ Ka½c�

where ΔI is the absolute value of the difference between the emis-
sion intensity of the sample in the absence and in the presence of
quencher, A is a proportionality constant, Ka is the association
constant and [c] is the molar concentration of quencher.

Synthesis of disodium 3,4:3′,4′-bibenzo[b]thiophene-2,2′-di-
sulfonate (1). A solution of 3,4:3′,4′-bibenzo[b]thiophene
(100 mg, 0.38 mmol) in acetic anhydride (15 mL) was cooled in
an ice bath. H2SO4 (40 μL) was added slowly to the mixture,
which was then stirred at room temperature for 6 h. The orange
precipitate was filtered and washed with a saturated NaCl solu-
tion. The solid was dried under vacuum to obtain 125 mg of 1
(0.27 mmol, 71%).

1H-NMR (400 MHz, D2O) δ: 8.67 (d, 2H, 7.9 Hz), 7.85 (d,
2H, 8.0 Hz), 7.56 (t, 2H, 7.9 Hz). 13C-NMR (100 MHz, D2O) δ:
137.9, 137.3, 128.2, 127.5, 127.0, 123.8, 122.4, 120.3. Elemen-
tal analysis calc. for 1 × H2O (C16H8Na2O7S4): C 39.50, H 1.66;
found: C 39.74, H 1.56.

Preparation of caffeine-sensitive test strips. A silica TLC
plate was first dipped for 10 min in a 25% solution of (3-amino-
propyl)trimethoxysilane in acetone containing a catalytic amount
of water. After drying at 100 °C for 1 min, the TLC plate was
then dipped for 10 min in a 17% solution of iodomethane in
CH2Cl2 and dried again. The resulting TLC was then placed for

5 min into a solution of 1 in H2O (250 μM) and dried. The last
step was repeated four times in order to obtain a bright and
homogeneous coating, providing a good contrast for
measurements.
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