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Abstract
A facile approach for material-independent surface modification using norepinephrine was
investigated. pH-induced oxidative polymerization of norepinephrine forms adherent films on vastly
different types of material surfaces of noble metals, metal oxides, semiconductors, ceramic, shape-
memory alloy and synthetic polymers. Secondary biochemical functionalizations such as
immobilization of proteins and growth of biodegradable polyester on the poly(norepinephrine) films
was demonstrated.

Performance of most advanced materials is closely connected to their surface chemical
characteristics. Examples include biosensors, medical devices, catalysts, nanomaterials, drug
delivery carriers, etc.1–5 Widespread methods for surface modification, such as self-assembled
monolayer (SAM) and organosilane chemistry, work well on particular material surfaces
compatible with the specific strategy for surface conjugation,6 but lack efficacy on broad ranges
of material surfaces. Methods that require the use of organic solvents, in some cases under
anhydrous conditions, represent further limitations of existing surface modification strategies.
Thus, development of versatile aqueous surface modification chemistry remains an important
goal.

Herein, we report a facile surface modification method utilizing norepinephrine, a small
catecholamine molecule. Oxidative polymerization of norepinephrine in alkaline aqueous
media modified virtually all material surfaces (noble metals, metal oxides, semiconductors,
ceramics, and synthetic polymers), and the modified surfaces serve as useful platforms for
biomolecule-conjugation and ring-opening polymerization.

Recently, we reported a material-independent surface functionalization strategy involving self-
polymerization of dopamine to form chemically active adherent films on virtually any material
surfaces including noble metals, oxides, polymers, semiconductors, and ceramics.7 The method
was inspired by the high content of 3,4-dihydroxy-L-phenylalanine (DOPA) and lysine found
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in the specialized mussel adhesive protein Mefp-5 (Mytilus edulis foot protein-5), which is
predominantly located at the interface between adhesive pad and substrate in byssal
attachments.8 The DOPA-Lys motif consists of about 40% in total amino acid content of
Mefp-5.

Dopamine is considered a small molecule mimic of Mefp-5 in that it contains the catechol and
primary amine functional groups found in the side chains of DOPA and Lys residues.
Incubation of substrates in an alkaline dopamine solution resulted in oxidative polymerization
of dopamine and formation of a heterogeneous polymer coating.7a A variety of secondary
immobilization reactions using the polydopamine coating as a base or ‘primer’ led to various
functional coatings, including grafted polymer coatings, metal films, and self-assembled
monolayers.

In an effort to further increase the versatility of this strategy, we now report organic thin film
formation by derivatives of dopamine, in particular catecholamines that offer chemical
functionalities not present in dopamine. Importantly, we find that norepinephrine shares the
material-independent coating-forming properties of dopamine, but can also support secondary
derivatization of surfaces that is difficult with polydopamine coatings. Unlike polydopamine
coatings, coatings derived from norepinephrine have the strong ability to activate surface-
initiated, ring-opening polymerization due to the presence of the alkyl hydroxyl group in
norepinephrine.

Substrates were modified by simple immersion in a solution of norepinephrine (2 mg of L-(−)-
norepinephrine per milliliter of 10 mM Tris, pH 8.5) as described in Scheme 1(b). After several
hours of incubation in aqueous norepinephrine, substrates exhibited visible changes in color
as shown in Figure 1(a). The brown color of the coated film is due to catechol oxidation
followed by polymerization of norepinephrine at alkaline pH (Figure S1). Analogous to
dopamine polymerization,7a the product is a surface-bound heterogeneous polymer coating
that we refer to as poly(norepinephrine) (PN).

A large range of materials, including metal oxides (NiTi, SiO2, TiO2, Nb2O5, Ta2O5, Indium-
Tin oxide (ITO), and Al2O3), ceramic (glass), semiconductors (GaAs and Si3N4), noble metals
(Au and Pt), and synthetic polymers (polyurethane (PU), poly(ethylene terephthalate) (PET),
poly(carbonate) (PC), poly(styrene) (PS), poly(dimethylsiloxane) (PDMS), poly(ether ether
ketone) (PEEK), cellulose acetate (CA), poly(tetrafluoroethylene) (PTFE)), were successfully
coated with poly(norepinephrine). Static water contact angles of PN coated substrates were
roughly similar (~62°, red bar) even for substrates with vastly different initial wetting behavior
(Figure 1b, blue bar). PN layers on surfaces were characterized by X-ray photoelectron
spectroscopy (XPS) and ellipsometry after overnight coating. The XPS spectrum of PN coated
TiO2 showed no substrate signal (Ti 2p 3/2, 458.5 eV, 2p1/2, 464.5 eV). Instead, peaks from
the atomic composition of norepinephrine, carbon (C 1s, 285 eV), nitrogen (N 1s, 399.5 eV),
and oxygen (O 1s, 523 eV), were detected (Figure 2S). The thickness of PN layer (30–40 nm,
18 hrs coating) was found to be stable in organic solvents such as ethanol, toluene and acetone
whereas the layer was partly or completely removed upon treatment of 1 N alkali (decreased
to ~ 0 nm) and 1 N acid (decreased to~ 20 nm).

Under alkaline conditions the PN coating is expected to retain residual quinone groups that are
reactive toward amine and thiol containing biomolecules.7–9 Thus, facile conjugation of
proteins can be easily achieved due to the presence of N-terminal amine and ε-amine of lysine
in proteins. To demonstrate this, trypsin was conjugated onto PN-coated Si substrates, and the
activity of the surface-tethered enzyme was measured by colorimetric observation of the
reaction product of trypsin on its substrate (N-α-benzoyl-D,L-arginine p-nitroanilide) (Figure
2).
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In addition to biomolecular surface modifications, PN coating allows efficient ring-opening
polymerization (ROP) of biodegradable monomers. ROP is a widely used polymerization
method for biodegradable polyester coating. Especially, surface-initiated ROP is of interest
due to its application in the biomedical areas, such as passivation of biomedical devices.10 In
this case the alkyl hydroxyl group in norepinephrine plays an important role as surface initiator
for ring-opening polymerization of lactone monomers. In the presence of tin alkoxide catalyst,
11 biodegradable polymeric thin films can be prepared by the scheme described in Figure 3a.

ROP on the PN layer was investigated using ε-caprolactone (ε-CL) monomer. After 24-hr
polymerization of ε-CL on the 6-nm-thick PN layer, ellipsometric measurements showed a 34-
nm-thick polymeric film of ε-CL, and the poly(ε-caprolactone) (PCL)-coated substrates
became hydrophobic (static water contact angle of 65° → 112°) (Figure 3b,c). Further surface
characterization by FT-IR and AFM confirmed successful grafting of PCL to PN. In the FT-
IR spectrum, we observed characteristic peaks of polyester (C=O, 1733 cm−1) (Figure S3), and
AFM images showed changes in morphology and root-mean-square (RMS) roughness. The
RMS roughness of the substrate was increased after ROP of ε-CL: the RMS roughness of PCL
film grown on the PN was 9.0 nm whereas the RMS roughness of PN layer was 1.4 nm (Figure
S4).

In summary, we developed a facile approach for material-independent surface modification
using norepinephrine. Poly(norepinephrine) coatings can serve as a platform for protein
bioconjugation as well as ring-opening polymerization of biodegradable polymers. Many types
of materials can be modified by this surface modification strategy, which is accomplished under
mild aqueous conditions via a dip-coating process.

Supplementary Material
Refer to Web version on PubMed Central for supplementary material.

Acknowledgments
This work was supported by National Research Foundation (R31-2008-000-10071-0) and the National R&D Program
for Cancer Control of the Ministry of Health & Welfare (0920340). The authors also greatly thank NIH (DE014193)
for financial support.

References
1. (a) Murray RW. Acc Chem Res 1980;13:135. (b) Creutz C, et al. J Phys Chem B 2003;107:6668.
2. (a) Kanaras DE, Kamounah FS, Schaumburg K, Kiely CJ, Brust M. Chem Commun 2002:2294. (b)

Zheng M, Davidson F, Huang X. J Am Chem Soc 2003;125:7790. [PubMed: 12822983] (c) Jun, Y-
w; Seo, J-w; Cheon, J. Acc Chem Res 2008;41:179. [PubMed: 18281944]

3. Medintz IL, Uyeda HT, Goldman ER, Mattoussi H. Nature Mater 2005;4:435. [PubMed: 15928695]
4. (a) Lee H, Lee B, Messersmith PB. Nature 2007;338:448. (b) Karp JM, et al. Proc Natl Acad Sci USA

2008;105:2307. [PubMed: 18287082]
5. (a) Girard PP, Cavalcanti-Adam EA, Kemkemer R, Spatz JP. Soft Matter 2007;3:307. (b) Chen CS,

Mrksich M, Huang S, Whitesides GM. Science 1997;276:1425. [PubMed: 9162012]
6. (a) Love JC, Estroff LA, Kriebel JK, Nuzzo RG, Whitesides GM. Chem Rev 2005;105:1103. [PubMed:

15826011] (b) Ulman A. Chem Rev 1996;96:1533. [PubMed: 11848802] (c) Metzke M, Bai JZ, Guan
Z. J Am Chem Soc 2003;125:7760. [PubMed: 12822968]

7. (a) Lee H, Dellatore SM, Miller WM, Messersmith PB. Science 2007;318:426. [PubMed: 17947576]
(b) Waite JH. Nature Mater 2008;7:8. [PubMed: 18167496]

8. Waite JH, Qin XX. Biochemistry 2001;40:2887. [PubMed: 11258900]
9. Lee H, Rho J, Messersmith PB. Adv Mater 2009;21:431.

Kang et al. Page 3

J Am Chem Soc. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2010 September 23.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



10. (a) Naith N, Chilkoti A. Adv Mater 2002;14:1243. (b) Lahann J, Choi IS, Lee J, Jensen KF, Langer
R. Angew Chem Int Ed 2001;40:3166. (c) Klugherz BD, Jones PL, Cui X, Chen W, Meneveau NF,
DeFelice S, Connolly J, Wilensky RL, Levy RJ. Nat Biotechnol 2000;18:1181. [PubMed: 11062438]
(d) Yoon KR, Lee KB, Chi YS, Yun WS, Joo SW, Choi IS. Adv Mater 2003;15:2063.

11. (a) Choi IS, Langer R. Macromolecules 2001;34:5361. (b) Yoon KR, Chi YS, Lee KB, Lee JK, Kim
DJ, Koh YJ, Joo SW, Yun WS, Choi IS. J Mater Chem 2003;13:2910.

Kang et al. Page 4

J Am Chem Soc. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2010 September 23.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



Figure 1.
Material-independent surface modification by norepinephrine. (a) A photograph of substrates
before (upper row) and after (lower row) immersion in norepinephrine, pH 8.5 for 9 hrs [left
to right: polyurethane (PU), poly(ether ether ketone) (PEEK), glass, gold, and tantalum oxide
(Ta2O5)]. (b) Static contact angles of unmodified substrates (blue) and PN-coated ones (red).
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Figure 2.
Enzymatic activity of surface-immobilized trypsin on PN-coated Si substrate (solid line) versus
unmodified one containing nonspecifically adsorbed trypsin (dashed line).
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Figure 3.
(a) Schematic procedure for ring-opening polymerization of ε-caprolactone on the PN layer.
Static contact angles of PN-coated gold substrates before (b) and after (c) polymerization of
ε-caprolactone.
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Scheme 1.
(a) The chemical structure of L-(−)-norepinephrine; (b) poly(norepinephrine) coating forms
by dip-coating of substrates in alkaline norepinephrine.
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