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Abstract: Organothiocyanate and organoselenocyanate compounds are of paramount importance in organic chemistry as they 

are key intermediates to access sulfur- and selenium-containing compounds. Therefore, among the different synthetic pathways 

to get SCN- and SeCN-containing molecules, original methodologies using electrophilic reagents has recently been explored. 

This Minireview will showcase the recent advances, which have been made. In particular, the design of several electrophilic 

sources and their applications for the thiocyanation and the selenocyanation of various classes of compounds will be highlighted 

and discussed. 

1. Introduction  

Organothiocyanate compounds and their selenated analogs are of high importance in organic chemistry and are found in 

agrochemicals, pharmaceuticals and materials.[1],[2] These key molecules are a linchpin in organic synthesis to access a 

large variety of molecules of interest (Figure 1).[1a],[1c],[2c],[3] Traditionally, they were synthesized by cyanation of sulfur- and 

selenium-containing molecules.[3],[4] A complementary and widespread approach relied on the direct introduction of the 

SCN[5] or the SeCN[6] moiety with a nucleophilic or a radical reagent.[3] In addition, the in situ generation[3h],[7] of an 

electrophilic reagent from a nucleophilic one was widely used. In sharp contrast, only a handful of electrophilic reagents 

was available until recently.  

 

Figure 1. Selected examples of thiocyanated and selenocyanated compounds of interest. 

Indeed, from the pioneer works, a regain of interest was showed to imagine and synthesize several original electrophilic 

SCN and SeCN sources as highlighted by the original reagents, which were successfully synthesized and applied in 

various transformations over the last years (Figure 2). 

mailto:tatiana.besset@insa-rouen.fr


In this review, we intend to discuss and showcase the recent advances made for the direct introduction of a thiocyanate 

or a selenocyanate moiety using electrophilic sources. Note that the in situ generation of electrophilic sources will be out 

of the scope of the Minireview.[3h]   

 

Figure 2. Electrophilic SCN and SeCN reagents. 

2. Historical Context 

Since the emergence of the thiocyanogen chloride as an electrophilic thiocyanating reagent in 1958, several major 

contributions were reported in the last half of the century. In this section, the synthesis of this SCN source and a selection 

of its applications will be described.[8] 

 

In 1958, Bacon and Angus reported the use of the thiocyanogen chloride I as an electrophilic thiocyanogen reagent 

(Scheme 1).[9] It was prepared from thiocyanogen 1 and gaseous chlorine and kept in solution as stable in a few solvents 

such as toluene, CHCl3 and CCl4. Note that since it decomposed rapidly overtime, it was generally used in a short time 

after being made. When it was reacted on ethylene, the product 3a resulting from the concomitant formation of a C-Cl and 

C-SCN bond was obtained in a 80% yield. The reaction was also carried out, at low temperature, on several olefins such 

as aliphatic ones, styrene and cyclohexene and in the last case, the compound 3b was obtained in a high yield. The 

thiocyanation of N,N-dimethylaniline 4a and phenol 4b gave the thiocyanated products 5a and 5b in 75% and 84% yields, 

respectively.  



 

Scheme 1. Synthesis of thiocyanogen chloride I and its application on the functionalization of alkene derivatives 2 as well as on N,N-dimethylaniline 

4a and phenol 4b. 

In 1973 and then in 1976, Guy and Pearson reported the thiocyanation of various alkenes 6 using the thiocyanogen 

chloride I in acetic acid (Scheme 2).[10] Depending on the alkenes, a mixture of chlorinated and acetoxylated products was 

obtained in different ratios. For instance, when the cyclohexene was engaged in these reaction conditions, the trans-1-

chloro-2-thiocyanatocyclohexane was obtained as the major compound (7aa) in 77% yield along with the trans-1-acetoxy-

2-thiocyanatocyclohexane (7ab, 15% yield). In case of the styrene, both the acetoxylated and the chlorinated products 

(7ba and 7bb) were obtained.  

 

Scheme 2. Thiocyanation of various alkenes using the thiocyanogen chloride I in acetic acid.  

In 1991, Baldakhonova and co-workers used the thiocyanogen chloride, in situ generated from lead rhodanide and 

chlorine, for the direct thiocyanation of vinyl (thio)ethers 8.[11] Note that when aryl chlorovinyl ethers (10a and 10b) were 

engaged, a two-step process was necessary to afford the expected thiocyanated vinyl ethers (11a and 11b) in up to 69% 



yield over the two steps (Scheme 3). Note that another application of the thiocyanogen chloride was depicted by the group 

of Hey-Hawkins for the thiocyanation of a nido-dicarbaborate anion (7,8-nido-C2B9H12
−).[12]   

 

Scheme 3. Thiocyanation of vinyl (thio)ethers using the thiocyanogen chloride I. 

Using the thiocyanogen chloride as the SCN source, chemists developed interesting transformations, although restricted 

to the functionalization of alkenes, alkynes or few aromatic derivatives. Indeed, the use of the thiocyanogen chloride as a 

SCN source often required synthetic constraints due to it short-timed stability and the need to freshly prepare it. Therefore, 

to address these persisting challenges, new tools were needed to push the field further and among them, the design of 

electrophilic thiocyanation sources emerged as a powerful strategy.  

3. Design of New Electrophilic Reagents: Synthesis and Applications 

Even if this field has remained almost steady for more than 40 years, the design of original electrophilic SCN sources led 

recently to major milestones in the way to prepare organocyanate compounds. In this section, we will discuss how the 

chemists have managed to develop new electrophilic thiocyanating reagents and have applied them in various 

transformations. 

3.1 Electrophilic RSO2SCN Reagents 

In 1964, Rosenthal and Goerdeler developed the synthesis of several arylsulfonyl thiocyanate reagents II starting from the 

corresponding sodium arylsulfonyl derivatives with thiocyanogen (SCN)2 (Scheme 4).[13] Using the 4-chlorophenylsulfonyl-

thiocyanate reagent IIc, the difunctionalization of alkenes was possible (4 examples) and the concomitant formation of C-

SCN and C-SO2C6H4Cl bonds occurred with a total control of the regioselectivity leading, for instance, to the corresponding 

thiocyanated alkanes (13a-13c) in good yields. This methodology was then applied to the functionalization of alkynes and 

the expected alkenes 15a and 15b were synthesized in 75% and 77% yields, respectively. More recently, another 

application of these reagents was reported. Indeed, in 2015, Somov and co-workers depicted the electrophilic 

thiocyanation of the 1-bromotricycloheptane using the methanesulfonyl thiocyanate and the benzenesulfonyl thiocyanate 

reagent.[14]   



 

Scheme 4. Synthesis of the arylsulfonyl thiocyanate reagents II and the thiocyanation of alkene and alkyne derivatives using the 4-

chlorophenylsulfonyl-thiocyanate IIc. 

 

3.2 Synthesis of an Electrophilic Thioperoxocyanate Reagent 

In 2014, the group of Buchwald reported the synthesis of the electrophilic source III derived from an hypervalent iodide 

derivative.[15] Indeed, the chlorobenziodoxole was reacted with AgNCS at room temperature offering an efficient access to 

the electrophilic thiocyanate source III as ascertained by X-ray analysis (Scheme 5). 

 

Scheme 5. Synthesis of the electrophilic source III. 

3.3 Electrophilic N-Thiocyanating Reagents 



Among all the available reagents for the thiocyanation reaction, a lot of efforts was devoted to the synthesis of electrophilic 

N-thiocyanating reagents.  

3.3.a The N-Thiocyanatosuccinimide and N-Thiocyanato-phthalimide Reagents 

In 1995, the group of Still reported the thiocyanation of (hetero)arenes using the N-thiocyanatosuccinimide reagent IV from 

the commercially available NBS and NaSCN (Scheme 6).[16] The N,N-dimethylaniline was selectively functionalized at the 

para position and the product 17a was obtained in a 99% yield. In addition, the thiocyanation of the electron-rich arene 

16b along with the thiophene derivatives 16c and 16d was also depicted.  

 

 

Scheme 6. Synthesis of the N-thiocyanatosuccinimide reagent IV and its applications. [a] MeOH, 0 °C, 2 h. [b] 2 h. 

In 2008, the N-thiocyanatosuccinimide IV was applied for the -thiocyanation of (chiral) N-acyl imides, which were further 

used for the synthesis of 5-substituted and 5,5-disubstituted 2,4-thiazolidinediones (Scheme 7).[17] Indeed, using nBu2BOTf 

as a Lewis acid and in the presence of the reagent IV, the -thiocyanation of N-acyl carboximides was depicted, leading 

to  the corresponding products 19a-19d. The reaction was tolerant to various functional groups such as a terminal alkyne 

(18b), an olefin (18c) and a heterocycle (18d), and the expected products (19b-19d) were obtained in good yields. This 

methodology was extended to the asymmetric -thiocyanation of 4-(R)-phenylmethyl-2-oxazolidinone derivatives leading 

to the compounds 19e and 19f in good yields and with an excellent diastereoselectivity (up to 99:1 d.r.). 



 

Scheme 7. -Thiocyanation of N-acyl imides with the reagent IV. [a] Diastereoisomeric ratios (d.r.) were given in parenthesis.  

In 2018, during their study about the synthesis of alkynylthiocyanates, Zhao and co-workers reported the synthesis of -

thiocyanoketones 21 (Scheme 8).[18] Indeed, under silver and gold catalysis, the hydrothiocyanation of terminal alkynes 

20 with N-thiocyanosuccinimide IV was developed in a one pot two steps process (silver-catalyzed hydration of the alkyne 

followed by the subsequent gold-catalyzed thiocyanation of the resulted ketone derivative). Electron-rich aromatic alkynes 

were mainly functionalized in this process and substituents at the para, meta and ortho positions were well tolerated (20b-

20g). Terminal alkynes bearing a disubstituted arene were converted into the -thiocyanoketones (21h-21j) in moderate 

to good yields. The transformation was also suitable for heteroaromatic alkyne 20k and alkenyl-substituted compound 20l 

and the expected products (21k and 21l) were obtained in 72% and 70% yields, respectively.  



 

Scheme 8. Hydrothiocyanation of terminal alkynes 20 with the reagent IV under silver- and gold-catalysis. 

In the same vein, the N-thiocyanatophthalimide V was also studied as an electrophilic source of the SCN residue (Scheme 

9).  Its synthesis was described by Chen and co-workers.[19] Starting from the N-chlorophthalimide and copper thiocyanate, 

the expected product was isolated in a 87% yield. Note that the reagent V was also prepared using the N-bromophthalimide 

and silver thiocyanate.[18]  

 

Scheme 9. Synthesis of the N-thiocyanatophthalimide V by means of two synthetic routes. 

Interested by the functionalization of terminal alkynes with SCN sources, Zhao and co-workers developed a silver-

catalyzed thiocyanation of terminal alkynes 22 with the N-thiocyanophthalimide V to access the corresponding 

alkynylthiocyanates 23 (Scheme 10).[18] This transformation was applied to a wide range of terminal alkynes (27 examples). 

Aromatic alkynes substituted with electron-donating groups, electron-withdrawing ones and halogens were thiocyanated 

in moderate to good yields (23b-23m). Moreover, the reaction was tolerant to various functional groups such as ester (22f) 

and aldehyde (22j). Disubstituted aromatic alkynes (22n-22o), 9-ethynylphenanthrene 22p and a thiophene derivative 22q 

were smoothly functionalized. In addition, alkenyl- and alkyl-substituted alkynes (22r-22u) were also suitable in this 

transformation. 



 

Scheme 10. Thiocyanation of terminal alkynes with the reagent V. [a] Reaction on 1 mmole scale. 

The N-thiocyanatophthalimide reagent V was further applied in the enantioselective -thiocyanation of cyclic -ketoesters 

24 by a bifunctional cinchona alkaloid catalysis (Scheme 11).[19]  From this approach, a panel of SCN-containing molecules 

were obtained in good to excellent yields (up to 99%) with high enantioselectivity (up to 94% ee). -Ketoesters (24a-i) 

derived from indanone with substituents (mainly halogens) at various positions on the aromatic ring were thiocyanated. 

Other esters were also smoothly functionalized (24g-i). When a -ketoester derived from tetralone or possessing a  seven-

membered ring was used as a substrate, the expected products (25j and 25k) were obtained in good to excellent yields 

with 65% and 36% ee, respectively.  



 

Scheme 11. Enantioselective -thiocyanation of cyclic -ketoesters with the reagent V; ee values were determined by chiral HPLC analysis. [a] 

CH2Cl2 instead of CH3CHCl2. [b] After a single recrystallization. 

One year later, the same group reported an extension of their methodology to the -thiocyanation of 3-substituted 

oxindoles 26 (Scheme 12).[20] Indeed, using a similar catalytic system and the 2-naphtol as a co-catalyst, the expected 

thiocyanated products  27 were afforded in excellent yields (er up to 94:6). Note that the stereoselectivity outcome of the 

reaction was substrate-dependent.   



 

Schema 12. Asymmetric -thiocyanation of 3-substituted oxindoles using the N-thiocyanatophthalimide V. 

In 2019, the group of Knochel developed a methodology for the electrophilic thiolation of organozinc chlorides by copper-

catalysis. During this study, they successfully extended their approach to the thiocyanation of three arylzinc chlorides (28a-

28c) with the reagent V, offering an access to the corresponding products 29a-29c in high yields (Scheme 13).[21]  

 

Scheme 13. Copper-catalyzed thiocyanation of arylzinc chlorides with the reagent V.  

This year, a palladium-catalyzed directed mono-thiocyanation of (hetero)arenes by C-H bond activation was reported by 

the group of Besset (Scheme 14).[22] With this ligand- and additive-free approach, a panel of SCN-containing products was 

selectively synthesized using the reagent V in up to 78% yield. The 2-phenylpyridine 30a and the naphthalene analogue 

30b were smoothly functionalized. The thiocyanation reaction was suitable with 2-aryl-pyridines with various substituents 

at the para position such as a halogen 30c or a fluorinated group 30d, at the meta position 30e and even with the 

disubstituted derivative 30f. When the 2-(2-thienyl)pyridine 30g was reacted under these reaction conditions, the SCN-

containing product 31g was obtained in a 41% yield. Moreover, by changing the nature of the directing group (pyrimidine 

vs pyridine), the corresponding product 31h was obtained in a 44% yield. 



 

Scheme 14. Palladium-catalyzed ortho thiocyanation of (hetero)arenes by C-H bond activation using the reagent V as the SCN source. 

3.3.b The N-Thiocyanatosaccharin Source 

Recently, a new electrophilic thiocyanating reagent has emerged, namely the N-thiocyanatosaccharin VI. The first 

synthesis and application of this original source was reported by Yin, Chen and co-workers in 2018.[23] The N-

thiocyanatosaccharin VI was prepared in a 71% yield over two steps: chlorination of the saccharin with tert-butyl 

hypochlorite followed by a treatment with AgSCN. Note that the reagent VI is sensitive to light and air and therefore, should 

be stored at low temperature under an inert atmosphere (Scheme 15). 

 

Scheme 15. Synthesis of N-thiocyanatosaccharin VI. 

The potential of this reagent as an electrophilic SCN source was investigated with the direct thiocyanation of a panel of 

nucleophiles (Scheme 16).[23] Firstly, on the 5-bromoindole 32a, the thiocyanation gave selectively the expected 3-

thiocyanated product 33a in a 95% yield. When the 3-methyl indole was used as a substrate, the 2-thiocyanation occurred 

with a remarkably high yield (33b). The transformation was also performed on the benzothiophene 32c and the oxindole 

34a leading to the corresponding thiocyanated compounds with high yields (33c and 35a, respectively).  

Aniline, phenol and anisole derivatives were also investigated. On aniline, the thiocyanated product was obtained with a 

particularly good yield (37a). When the para position was functionalized by a bromine atom, only the N-functionalization 

was observed with a good yield (37b). In contrast, 3,5-dimethoxyaniline led to a mixture of para and ortho thiocyanated 

products (37c, 37c’). A mixture of N-functionalization and ortho-functionalization was observed with the 4-chloroaniline 

(36d, 36d’). On phenol and anisole derivatives (36e and 36f), only the para-functionalization was observed with high yields 

(37e and 37f). On acyclic aromatic ketones (38a and 38b), the transformation gave the corresponding thiocyanated 

products with moderate to good yields (39a and 39b). However, the reaction was more efficient in case of the indanones 

38c and 38d. Finally, the thiocyanation reaction was also conducted on -ketoesters derived from indanone and tetralone 



leading to the corresponding products 41a-41d in good yields. Note that in case of the acyclic β-ketoester 40e, the reaction 

was possible under slightly modified reaction conditions.     

 

Scheme 16. Application of the electrophilic N-thiocyanatosaccharin reagent VI for the direct thiocyanation of various nucleophiles. [a] TfOH (1.0 

equiv.) in MeCN. [b] 12 h. [c] VI (1.0 equiv.). [d] Zn(BF4)2•H2O (0.2 equiv.) instead of Me3SiCl (1.0 equiv.). [e] DMAP (4.0 equiv.), toluene, 30 °C, 20 

h. 

One year later, Zhao and co-workers developed a selenide-catalyzed thiocyanoaminocyclization of the alkene derivatives 

42 using the electrophilic N-thiocyanatosaccharin VI as the SCN source (Scheme 17).[24] In the presence of a catalytic 

amount of diphenyl selenide and a Lewis acid (BF3·Et2O), an access to SCN-containing azaheterocycles was achieved 

with a good regioselectivity and an excellent diastereoselectivity (> 19:1). When the reaction was carried out with alkenes 

bearing an aromatic moiety as the R1 substituent (42a-42d), the corresponding products selectively resulted from a 6-

endo-cylization (43a-43d). Otherwise, when the R1 substituent was a hydrogen or an alkyl group, the olefins underwent a 

5-exo-cyclization and the transformation led to the final product in good to excellent yields (44a-44i). The length of the 

alkyl chain did not impact the outcome of the reaction (44b-44e). However, when an alkene with a bulkier R1 substituent 

was used (tert-butyl group, 43f), the yield dropped to 51%. Note that the reaction also worked well with a derivative having 

a cyclohexyl group (42g). Finally, when the protecting group was changed from nosyl to mesyl (42h) or tosyl (42i), the 

transformation proceeded smoothly, albeit in slightly lower yields. The authors proposed the following mechanism 

(Scheme 17): activation of the N-thiocyanatosaccharin VI with BF3·Et2O, followed by a reaction with the diphenyl selenide 

would afford the intermediate A. Then, the species B would be obtained and after reaction with 42, would lead to the 

corresponding iranium ion species C. Depending on the nature of the R1 substituent, the cyclization would then proceed 

either via a 6-exo- or a 5-endo-cyclization providing hence the expected products 43 or 44 and would regenerate the 

catalyst. 



 

Scheme 17. Scope and mechanism of the regio- and diasteroselective thiocyanoaminocyclization of alkenes with the reagent VI. [a] Toluene was 

used as the solvent instead of DCE. All diastereoselectivities are > 19:1. DCE =  

1,2-dichloroethane, Ns = Nosyl, Ms = Mesyl, Ts = Tosyl. 

In 2020, Tripathi and co-workers reported the thiocyanation of unsaturated thioamides with the N-thiocyanatosaccharin VI 

via a Lewis base and a Brønsted acid co-catalyzed reaction (Scheme 18).[25] Using triphenylphosphine selenide and 

diphenyl phosphate as co-catalysts, an efficient access to thiocyanated thiazoline derivatives 46 was developed (up to 

97% yield). The thiocyanation of the ,-unsaturated thioamides 45 was effective with both electron-rich and electron-poor 

arenes (46a-46f). The transformation was also tolerant to cyano (45d) and ketone (45e) groups along with thiophene 

(45g), albeit in the last two cases the corresponding products were obtained in only 54% yield and 63% yield, respectively. 

The transformation also proceeded smoothly when the phenyl group on the olefin was replaced by a chlorinated arene 

(45h and 45i) or a methyl group (45j). This methodology was also applied to the functionalization of 1,2-disubstituted 

olefins 47 providing the expected compounds 48 in good yields regardless of the substituents on the aromatic ring via a 

5-exo-trig cyclization process. It is worth mentioning that by switching the reagent VI to the N-thiocyanatophthalimide V, 

the thiocyanation of ,-unsaturated amides was also efficiently achieved.  



 

Scheme 18. Lewis base/brønsted acid catalyzed thiocyanation of thioamide derivatives with the reagent VI. [a] 4 h of reaction instead of 2 h. 

3.3.c The N-(Cyanosulfanyl)aniline Reagents 

In 2016, Besset and co-workers developed the thiocyanation of aniline derivatives with silver thiocyanate. Several 

functionalized N-(cyanosulfanyl)anilines (VIIa-VIId) were prepared in up to 85% yield (Scheme 19).[26] Note that when 

using NaSCN instead of AgSCN, the thiocyanation of the 4-fluoroaniline led to the corresponding thiocyanated aniline VIIc 

in a similar yield.[26],[27] The reagent VIIc was then used in a Friedel-Crafts type reaction with the indole 49 and the 1,3,5-

trimethoxybenzene 51, leading to the corresponding products 50 and 52, respectively, in high yields (Scheme 19).  



  

Scheme 19. Synthesis of the N-(cyanosulfanyl)aniline VII derivatives and the electrophilic thiocyanation of the indole 49 and the 1,3,5-

trimethoxybenzene 51 using the reagent VIIc. [a] 18 h. [b] NaSCN instead of AgSCN. 

3.3.d The N-Thiocyanatosulfoximine Source 

In 2018, the group of Bolm studied the synthesis of the N-thiocyanato sulfoximine derivatives as new electrophilic 

thiocyanating reagents (Scheme 20).[28] Indeed, prepared from N-bromo sulfoximines and ammonium thiocyanate, the N-

thiocyanato sulfoximine derivatives VIII were obtained in good to high yields (up to 90% yield). In the presence of these 

electrophilic reagents and using the fac-[Ir(ppy)3] complex as a photocatalyst, the concomitant difunctionalization of styrene 

derivatives was achieved under blue light irradiation. With the N-thiocyanato sulfoximine, a panel of styrene derivatives 

was efficiently functionalized leading to the corresponding para- and meta-substituted products (54b-54d) in good yields, 

although ortho-substituted ones (54e and 54f) were obtained in lower yields. Pleasingly, various N-thiocyanato sulfoximine 

derivatives with different substitution patterns and electronic properties on the aromatic ring were reacted with styrene 

leading to the corresponding compounds (54g-54k). Note that even the S,S-diphenyl sulfoximine 54l and the S-ethyl S-

phenyl sulfoximine 54m were suitable on this reaction.  

The authors suggested the following mechanism to explain the transformation: after excitation of the photocatalyst fac-

[IrIII(ppy)3] under fluorescent light irradiation into the complex fac-[*IrIII(ppy)3], a single electron transfer to the N-thiocyanato 

sulfoximine VIII would lead to the generation of a fac-[IrIV(ppy)3] species along with a SCN anion and a sulfoximidoyl radical 

A. This latter would react with the styrene 53 to afford the intermediate B, which would undergo a SET to give the 

intermediate C and after a final reaction with the thiocyanate anion, the desired product 54 would be obtained.  



 

Scheme 20. Photocatalyzed difunctionalization of styrene derivatives with the N-thiocyanato sulfoximine reagents VIII. 

3.3.e The N-Thiocyanato-dibenzenesulfonimide Reagent 

In 2019, Chen and co-workers described the first synthesis of the N-thiocyanato-dibenzenesulfonimide reagent IX and 

studied its application in various thiocyanation reactions (Scheme 21).[29]  The N-thiocyanato-dibenzenesulfonimide IX was 

prepared in two steps. Starting from the dibenzenesulfonimide in the presence of tert-BuOCl, the corresponding 

chlorinated product was isolated in a 81% yield. Then, this latter was engaged with AgSCN to furnish the reagent IX in a 

75% yield. Note that this reagent was slightly sensitive to light.  

 

Scheme 21. Synthesis of the N-thiocyanato-dibenzenesulfonimide IX. 

The electrophilic reagent IX was used for the difunctionalization of olefins (Scheme 22).[29] Indeed, the group of Chen 

reported the synthesis of SCN-containing lactones 56 starting from alkenes bearing a carboxylic acid group 55 in presence 

of a catalytic amount of TMSCl. Other olefinic derivatives were also studied such as olefinic 1,3-diketones 57, silyl enol 



ethers 59 or alkene alcohols 61 leading to the corresponding thiocyanated dihydrofurans 58, ketones 60 and 

tetrahydrofurans 62, respectively. Finally, 1,1-disubstituted alkenes 63 were functionalized, the solvent (R3OH) playing the 

role of the nucleophile.  

 

Scheme 22. Applications of N-thiocyanato-dibenzenesulfonimide IX. [a] No TMSCl was used in case of silyl enol ethers 59.  

The same year, the group of Chen independently investigated the thiocyanation of several classes of compounds using 

the reagent IX (Scheme 23).[30]First, the thiocyanation of indole derivatives was selectively achieved at the C3 position 

leading to the corresponding thiocyanated products (66a-66h) in good to excellent yields (up to 98% yield). The 

transformation was tolerant to halogens (65c, 65f and 65g) and to the cyano group (65d). A N-protected indole, a 

benzothiophene, a benzofuran and an 7-azaindole were also suitable substrates (65e-65h). Then, the methodology was 

extended to the selective para-thiocyanation of aniline derivatives (66i-65l) in good yields. In contrast, when para-

halogenated anilines (65m-65o) were used, only the N-thiocyanation occurred. Interestingly, the thiocyanation was also 

possible on heteroaromatic derivatives such as the 8-aminoquinoline (65p). A series of phenol derivatives (65q-65t) was 

also functionalized along with the 2-methyl-anisole (65u) and the naphtol (65v). In the presence of TfOH, the thiocyanation 

of arenes was possible as shown with compounds 66w-66z.  

In presence of Zn(OTf)2 as a Lewis acid, the thiocyanation of 1-indanone derivatives (67a-67d), the tetralone 67e and the 

propiophenone 67f was achieved. Finally, the difunctionalization of styrene derivatives was also studied and the 

corresponding amino thiocyanato products (70a-70b) were obtained in good yields. The methodology was also applied to 

cyclic alkenes such as the cyclopentene 69c and the cyclohexene 69d. However, in the case of the 1,1-diphenylethylene 

69e, only the thiocyanated product was obtained. 

 

 

The N-thiocyanato-dibenzenesulfonimide IX was also used for the synthesis of -thiocyano carbonyl derivatives by means 

of a Lewis acid mediated thiocyano semipinacol rearrangement of allylic alcohols (Scheme 24).[31] A panel of 1,1-

disubstituted alkene alcohols 71 was functionalized and the corresponding rearranged 2-

thiocyanatomethylcyclopentanone derivatives 72 were obtained in good to excellent yields. Note that various aromatic 

derivatives (71a-71h) with different substitution patterns and electronic properties as well as the aliphatic compound 71i 



was suitable in this transformation. The approach was extended to other tertiary alcohols such as the molecule derived 

from the cyclopentanol 73a and the acyclic tertiary alcohol 73b. Even secondary alcohols were tolerated leading to the 

corresponding -quaternary center -thiocyanato aldehydes 74c and 74d. In addition, the methodology was also 

successfully applied to the functionalization of trisubstituted alkenes (75a-75e) and the SCN-containing compounds (6 

examples), bearing indanone, 1,2-dihydronaphthalene and chromene scaffolds for instance, were obtained in up to 86% 

yield with a good diastereoselectivity. 

  



  

Scheme 23. First application of IX for the thiocyanation of (hetero)arenes, -ketones and alkene derivatives. [a] TfOH (1.0 equiv.), 60 °C, 12 h. [b] 

CH2Cl2, rt, 10 min. 

 



 

Scheme 24. Synthesis of -thiocyano carbonyl derivatives by means of a Lewis acid mediated thiocyano semipinacol rearrangement of allylic 

alcohols using the reagent IX. [a] Reaction was performed at 0 °C. [b] AcCl was used. [c] TMSCl was used. 

3.4 Electrophilic Hypervalent Iodine Reagent for the Thiocyanation Reaction  

In 2019, in the course of their investigation regarding the design of an electrophilic selenocyanating reagent, the group of 

Xiao, Su, Yang synthesized the first thiocyanobenziodoxolone X in two steps from the commercially available 2-

iodobenzoic acid with a 60% overall yield (Scheme 25).[32] Under grinding conditions, the -thiocyanation of the N-acetyl-

-arylenamine 77 was achieved leading to the corresponding tetralone 78 in 64% yield.  



 

Scheme 25. Thiocyanation of the N-acetyl--arylenamine 77 with the reagent X. 

4. Design of New Electrophilic Selenocyanating Reagents: Synthesis and Applications 

As numerous organoselenium compounds demonstrated biological activities such as the SeCN-aspirin analogue (Se-

NSAID, Figure 1), a lot of attention was paid to the development of straightforward methodologies to synthesize them. 

Very recently, the use of electrophilic reagents has emerged although restricted so far to a handful of examples. In this 

section, the synthesis of the SeCN-containing sources and their applications will be depicted. 

4.1 The Selenocyanobenziodoxolone Reagent  

So far very few electrophilic sources have been designed and among them, the selenocyanobenziodoxolone reagent XI 

was studied.[33] In 2019, the group of Xiao, Su and Yang reported the synthesis of the selenocyanobenziodoxolone XI and 

its application as an electrophilic source (Scheme 26).[32] The reagent XI was prepared in two steps. Starting from the 2-

iodobenzoic acid and in the presence of the tert-butyl hypochlorite, the 1-chloro-1,2-benziodoxol-3(1H)-one was 

synthesized. Then, this latter reacted with AgSeCN to afford the selenocyanobenziodoxolone XI in a 86% yield. This 

reagent was then applied to the functionalization of various nucleophiles under solvent-free conditions (grinding 

conditions). Various -keto esters including indanone derivatives (79a and 79b) and the acyclic β-ketoester 79c were 

functionalized in good yields. The reaction was also efficient with the cyclohexanone derived -ketoester 79d, offering an 

access to the corresponding product 80d in a 81% yield. The selenocyanation was also performed on aromatic enamines 

(81a-81c) with different substituents, providing the corresponding selenocyanated aromatic ketones (82a-82c) in good 

yields. When cyclic enamines (81d-81e) were reacted under these reaction conditions, the corresponding ketones were 

obtained in high yields. The methodology was then further applied to the functionalization of steroid derivatives, leading to 

the SeCN-containing product 82f in a 87% yield.  



 

Scheme 26. The selenocyanobenzodioxolone reagent XI: synthesis and applications. [a] A final hydrolysis step was necessary to release the 

products 82. 

4.2 The N-Selenocyanatosaccharin Reagent  

Very recently, Chen’s group developed a methodology for the asymmetric selenocyanation of -ketoesters by means of a 

Lewis acid catalysis (Scheme 27).[34] To reach that goal, a new electrophilic reagent XII derived from saccharin was 

synthesized in two steps in an overall 68% yield. In the presence of the selenocyanatosaccharin XII, a nickel-catalyzed 

selenocyanation of various -ketoesters was achieved in high yields (up to 99% yield) and a good control of the 

enantioselectivity (up to 92% ee). The reaction showed a good functional group tolerance regardless to the nature of the 

substituent on the aromatic part of the tetralone derivatives (83a-83e). Note that the nature of the ester did have an impact 

as the derivative 84e was obtained in a 80% yield although with only 45% ee. However, when the indanone derivative 83f 

was used as a substrate, the selenocyanated product 84f was obtained in a high yield (87%) as a racemic mixture.  



 

 

Scheme 27. Synthesis of the selenocyanatosaccharin XII and its use to functionalize various -ketoesters. [a] Reaction on 1 mmole scale. [b] The 

product was obtained as a racemic mixture.  

4.3 The N-Selenocyanatophthalimide Source  

Very recently, Xiao, Ren, Huang and co-workers reported the synthesis of the electrophilic selenocyanate source XIII[35] 

from N-chlorophthalimide and silver selenocyanate in a 87% yield (Scheme 28).[36] The selenocyanatophthalimide reagent 

XIII was then applied to the selenocyanation of enaminone derivatives 85 or 87, which after cyclization led to the 

corresponding 3-selenocyanato-substituted chromones 86 and quinolinones 88.  



 

Scheme 28. Synthesis of the N-selenocyanatophthalimide XIII and its applications to the functionalization of enaminone derivatives. 

4. Conclusion 

In summary, the selective introduction of SCN and SeCN groups onto molecules is of matter of importance in the organic 

chemistry field. Therefore, a growing attention was paid by the scientific community to the quest of efficient synthetic 

solutions. In this Minireview were discussed the major advances made over the last years to build up thiocyanated or 

selenocyanated molecules thanks to the design and use of a panel of electrophilic reagents with various backbones. These 

emergent reagents were able to react with various classes of nucleophiles, expanding further the chemical space of 

molecular complexity. By unlocking the door towards unprecedented thiocyanation or selenocyanation reactions, the 

newly-designed tools will definitely have a strong impact on the way to synthesize SCN- and SeCN-containing molecules 

and will offer new perspectives in the field of organic synthesis. Nevertheless, the use of these reagents in more 

challenging transformations is still a goal to be reached and major advances are expected in the coming-years.  
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Recherche Scientifique (CNRS), Université de Rouen Normandie (URN), INSA Rouen Normandie, Labex SynOrg (ANR-

11-LABX-0029) and Innovation Chimie Carnot (I2C). M.G., M.V. and T.B. thank the European Research Council (ERC) 

under the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme (grant agreement no. 758710). M.-Y.C. 



thanks the French National Research Agency for a doctoral fellowship (ANR-17-CE07-0037-01). M.V. thanks the ERC for 

a doctoral fellowship (grant agreement no. 758710). M.G. thanks the Region Normandy for a doctoral fellowship.  

Keywords: thiocyanation reaction • electrophilic reagents • methodologies • synthetic transformations • selenocyanation 

reaction 

[1] For selected examples, see: a) Yasman, R. A. Edrada, V. Wray, P. Proksch, J. Nat. Prod. 2003, 66, 1512-1514; b) E. Zubía, M. J. Ortega, J. 

L. Carballo, J. Nat. Prod. 2008, 71, 2004-2010; c) S. Dutta, H. Abe, S. Aoyagi, C. Kibayashi, K. S. Gates, J. Am. Chem. Soc. 2005, 127, 

15004-15005; d) J. F. Liu, C. H. Heathcock, J. Org. Chem. 1999, 64, 8263-8266.  

[2]  For selected examples, see: a) S. S. Roy, P. Ghosh, U. H. Sk, P. Chakraborty, J. Biswas, S. Mandal, A. Bhattacharjee, S. Bhattacharya, 

Bioorg. Med. Chem. Lett. 2010, 20, 6951-6955; b) W. Ali, M. Álvarez-Pérez, M. A. Marć, N. Salardón-Jiménez, J. Handzlik, E. Domínguez-

Álvarez, Curr. Pharmacol. Rep. 2018, 4, 468-481; c) D. Plano, D. N. Karelia, M. K. Pandey, J. E. Spallholz, S. Amin, A. K. Sharma, J. Med. 

Chem. 2016, 59, 1946-1959. 

[3] For selected reviews, see: a) T. Castanheiro, J. Suffert, M. Donnard, M. Gulea, Chem. Soc. Rev. 2016, 45, 494-505 and references cited 

therein; b) X. Qing, Z. Lianyang, F. Gaofeng, J. Chengan, Chin. J. Org. Chem. 2019, 39, 287-300 and references cited therein; c) E. A. Ilardi, 

E. Vitaku, J. T. Njardarson, J. Med. Chem. 2014, 57, 2832-2842; d) A. W. Erian, S. M. Sherif, Tetrahedron, 1999, 55, 7957-8140; e) R. Frei, 

T. Courant, M. D. Wodrich, J. Waser, Chem. Eur. J. 2015, 21, 2662-2668; f) L. Zhang, C. Niu, X. Yang, H. Qin, J. Yang, J. Wen, H. Wang, 

Chin. J. Org. Chem. 2020, 40, 1117-1128; during the preparation of this Minireview, two complementary reviews were published: g) M. Gulea, 

M. Donnard, Curr. Green Chem. 2020, 7, 201-216; h) S. Rezayati, A. Ramazani, Tetrahedron 2020, 76, 131382-131416. 

[4] For selected examples, see: a) W. Guo, W. Tan, M. Zhao, L. Zheng, K. Tao, D. Chen, X. Fan, J. Org. Chem. 2018, 83, 6580-6588; b) D. Zhu, 

D. Chang, L. Shi, Chem. Commun. 2015, 51, 7180-7183; c) T. Castanheiro, M. Gulea, M. Donnard, J. Suffert, Eur. J. Org. Chem. 2014, 7814-

7817; d) F. Teng, J.-T. Yu, H. Yang, Y. Jiang, J. Cheng, Chem. Commun. 2014, 50, 12139-12141; e) K. Yamaguchi, K. Sakagami, Y. 

Miyamoto, X. Jin, N. Mizuno, Org. Biomol. Chem. 2014, 12, 9200-9206. 

[5]  For selected examples of thiocyanation reactions, see: a) Z. Yang, Y. Wang, L. Hu, J. Yu, A. Li, L. Li, T. Yang, C. Zhou, Synthesis 2020, 52, 

711-718; b) F. Meng, H. Zhang, H. He, N. Xu, Q. Fang, K. Guo, S. Cao, Y. Shi, Y. Zhu, Adv. Synth. Catal. 2020, 362, 248-254; c) X. Mao, J. 

Ni, B. Xu, C. Ding, Org. Chem. Front. 2020, 7, 350-354; d) T. Kittikool, S. Yotphan, Eur. J. Org. Chem. 2020, 961-970; e) M. Dyga, D. 

Hayrapetyan, R. K. Rit, L. J. Gooßen, Adv. Synth. Catal. 2019, 361, 3548-3553; f) X. Bao, Q. Wang, J. Zhu, Angew. Chem. Int. Ed. 2019, 58, 

2139-2143; g) V. A. Kokorekin, R. R. Yaubasarova, S. V. Neverov, V. A. Petrosyan, Eur. J. Org. Chem. 2019, 4233-4238; h) M. Li, W. Song, 

K. Dong, Y. Zheng, Tetrahedron Lett. 2020, 61, 151503-151507; i) X. Zeng, B. Chen, Z. Lu, G. B. Hammond, B. Xu, Org. Lett. 2019, 21, 

2772-2776; j) Z. Yang, L. Hu, T. Cao, L. An, L. Li, T. Yang, C. Zhou, New J. Chem. 2019, 43, 16441-16444; k) A. Dey, A. Hajra, Adv. Synth. 

Catal. 2019, 361, 842-849; l) V. Rathore, S. Kumar, Green Chem. 2019, 21, 2670-2676; m) K. Gullapalli, S. Vijaykumar, Org. Biomol. Chem. 

2019, 17, 2232-2241; n) P. Chauhan, Ritu, Preeti, S. Kumar, N. Jain, Eur. J. Org. Chem. 2019, 4334-4340; o) Y. Gao, Y. Liu, J.-P. Wan, J. 

Org. Chem. 2019, 84, 2243-2251; p) I. Ghosh, J. Khamrai, A. Savateev, N. Shlapakov, M. Antonietti, B. König, Science 2019, 365, 360-366; 

q) S. Samanta, R. Chatterjee, S. Santra, A. Hajra, I. A. Khalymbadzha, G. V. Zyryanov, A. Majee, ACS Omega 2018, 3, 13081-13088; r) X. 

Zeng, L. Chen, Org. Biomol. Chem. 2018, 16, 7557-7560; s) Y. Chen, S. Wang, Q. Jiang, C. Cheng, X. Xiao, G. Zhu, J. Org. Chem. 2018, 

83, 716-722; t) O. Khaikate, J. Meesin, M. Pohmakotr, V. Reutrakul, P. Leowanawat, D. Soorukram, C. Kuhakarn, Org. Biomol. Chem. 2018, 

16, 8553-8558; u) C. Feng, Y. Peng, G. Ding, X. Li, C. Cui, Y. Yan, Chem. Commun. 2018, 54, 13367-13370; v) P.-F. Yuan, Q.-B. Zhang, X.-

L. Jin, W.-L. Lei, L.-Z. Wu, Q. Liu, Green Chem. 2018, 20, 5464-5468; w) H. Jiang, W. Yu, X. Tang, J. Li, W. Wu, J. Org. Chem. 2017, 82, 

9312-9320; x) S. Mitra, M. Ghosh, S. Mishra, A. Hajra, J. Org. Chem. 2015, 80, 8275-8281; y) V. A. Kokorekin, V. L. Sigacheva, V. A. 

Petrosyan, Tetrahedron Lett. 2014, 55, 4306-4309. 

[6] For selected examples of selenocyanation reactions, see: a) D. He, J. Yao, B. Ma, J. Wei, G. Hao, X. Tuo, S. Guo, Z. Fu, H. Cai, Green 

Chem. 2020, 22, 1559-1564; b) G. S. Sorabad, M. R. Maddani, New J. Chem. 2020, 44, 2222-2227; c) X. Zhang, C. Wang, H. Jiang, L. Sun, 

RSC Adv. 2018, 8, 22042-22045; d) K. Sun, Y. Lv, Y. Chen, T. Zhou, Y. Xing, X. Wang, Org. Biomol. Chem. 2017, 15, 4464-4467; e) S. 

Thanna, C. M. Goins, S. E. Knudson, R. A. Slayden, D. R. Ronning, S. J. Sucheck, J. Org. Chem. 2017, 82, 3844-3854; f) Y. Guan, S. D. 

Townsend, Org. Lett. 2017, 19, 5252-5255; g) L. A. Jacob, B. Matos, C. Mostafa, J. Rodriguez, J. K. Tillotson, Molecules 2004, 9, 622-626; 

h) V. Nair, A. Augustine, T. G. George, Eur. J. Org. Chem. 2002, 14, 2363-2366; i) G. A. Krafft, P. T. Meinke, J. Am. Chem. Soc. 1986, 108, 

1314-1315. 

[7] For selected examples related to the in situ generation of the electrophilic sources, see: a) Z. Wang, L. Wang, Q. Chen, M. He, Synth. 

Commun. 2018, 48, 76-84; b) Q. Chen, Y. Lei, Y. Wang, C. Wang, Y. Wang, Z. Xu, H. Wang, R. Wang, Org. Chem. Front. 2017, 4, 369-372; 

c) H. Zhang, Q. Wei, Q. Wei, J. Qu, B. Wang, Eur. J. Org. Chem. 2016, 3373-3379; d) C. Wang, Z. Wang, L. Wang, Q. Chen, M. He, Chin. 

J. Chem. 2016, 34, 1081-1085; e) K. Khosravi, S. Naserifar, Tetrahedron 2018, 74, 6584-6592; f) S. Sajjadifar, G. Mansouri, A. Nikseresht, 

F. K. Azani, J. Sulfur Chem. 2018, 39, 294-307; g) K. Nikoofar, S. J. Gorji, J. Sulfur Chem. 2015, 37, 80-88; h) N. Muniraj, J. Dhineshkumar, 

K. R. Prabhu, ChemistrySelect 2016, 1, 1033-1038; i) Y. Feng, M. I. Hussain, X. Zhang, J. Shi, W. Hu, Y. Xiong, Tetrahedron 2018, 74, 2669-

2676. 

[8] E. V. Skorobogatova, V. R. Kartashov, Russ. Chem. Rev. 1998, 67, 423-433 and references cited therein. 

[9] A. B. Angus, R. G. R Bacon, J. Chem. Soc. 1958, 774-778. 

[10] a) G. R. Guy, I. Pearson, J. Chem. Soc., Perkin Trans. 1. 1973, 281-284; b) G. R. Guy, I. Pearson, Bull. Chem. Soc. Jap. 1976, 49, 2310-

2314. 

[11]  T. I. Bychkova, N. G. Glukhikh, V. A. Kron, E. V. Baldakhonova, Izv. Vyssh. Uchebn. Zaved., Khim. Khim. Tekhnol. 1991, 34, 45-48. 

[12] R. Frank, T. Grell, M. Hiller, E. Hey-Hawkins, Dalton Trans. 2012, 41, 6155-6161. 

[13] J. Goerdeler, P. Rosenthal, Tetrahedron Lett. 1964, 48, 3665-3666. 

[14] a) V. A. Vasin, D. Y. Korovin, P. S. Petrov, V. V. Razin, N. V. Somov, Russ. J. Org. Chem. 2015, 51, 1697-1702; b) V. A. Vasin, P. S. Petrov, 

S. G. Kostryukov, V. V. Razin, Russ. J. Org. Chem. 2012, 48, 494-504. 

[15] E. V. Vinogradova, P. Müller, S. L. Buchwald, Angew. Chem. Int. Ed. 2014, 53, 3125-3128. 

[16] F. D. Toste, V. De Stefano, I. W. J. Still, Synth. Commun. 1995, 25, 1277-1286. 

[17] J. R. Falck, S. Gao, R. N. Prasad, S. R. Koduru, Bioorg. Med. Chem. Lett. 2008, 18, 1768-1771. 

[18]  J. Y. See, Y. Zhao, Org. Lett. 2018, 23, 7433-7436. 

[19] J. Qiu, D. Wu, P. G. Karmaker, H. Yin, F.-X. Chen, Org. Lett. 2018, 20, 1600-1603. 



[20]  J. Qiu, D. Wu, L. Yuan, P. Long, H. Yin, F.-X. Chen, J. Org. Chem. 2019, 84, 7917-7926. 

[21]  S. Graßl, C. Hamze, T. J. Koller, P. Knochel, Chem. Eur. J. 2019, 25, 3752-3755. 

[22] M. Gao, M.-Y. Chen, X. Pannecoucke, P. Jubault, T. Besset, Chem. Eur. J. 2020, 26, 15497-15500. 

[23]  D. Wu, J. Qiu, P. G. Karmaker, H. Yin, F.-X. Chen, J. Org. Chem. 2018, 83, 1576-1583. 

[24] W. Wei, L. Liao, T. Qin, X. Zhao, Org. Lett. 2019, 21, 7846-7850. 

[25]  Qumruddeen, A. Yadav, R. Kant, C. B. Tripathi, J. Org. Chem. 2020, 85, 2814-2822. 

[26] H.-Y. Xiong, X. Pannecoucke, T. Besset, Org. Chem. Front. 2016, 3, 620-624  

[27]  a) H.-Y. Xiong, A. Bayle, X. Pannecoucke, T. Besset, Angew. Chem. Int. Ed. 2016, 55, 13490-13494 ; b) J. Wang, H.-Y. Xiong, E. Petit, L. 

Bailly, X. Pannecoucke, T. Poisson, T. Besset, Chem. Commun. 2019, 55, 8784-8787; c) F. Petit-Cancelier, B. François, X. Pannecoucke, 

S. Couve-Bonnaire, T. Besset, Adv. Synth. Catal. 2020, 362, 760-764. 

[28] D. Zhang, H. Wang, C. Bolm, Chem. Commun. 2018, 54, 5772-5775. 

[29]  A.-H. Ye, Y. Zhang, Y.-Y. Xie, H.-Y. Luo, J.-W. Dong, X.-D. Liu, X.-F. Song, T. Ding, Z.-M. Chen, Org. Lett. 2019, 21, 5106-5110. 

[30] C. Li, P. Long, H. Wu, H. Yin, F.-X. Chen, Org. Biomol. Chem. 2019, 17, 7131-7134. 

[31] X.-F. Song, A.-H. Ye, Y.-Y. Xie, J.-W. Dong, C. Chen, Y. Zhang, Z.-M. Chen, Org. Lett. 2019, 21, 9550-9554. 

[32]  J.-A. Xiao, Y.-C. Li, X.-L. Cheng, W.-Q. Chen, J.-G. Cui, Y.-M. Huang, J. Huang, Q. Xiao, W. Su, H. Yang, Org. Chem. Front. 2019, 6, 1967-

1971. 

[33]  J. Xiao, W. Su, Y. Li, CN-109320496, 2019. 

[34]  D. Wu, J. Qiu, C. Li, L. Yuan, H. Yin, F.-X. Chen, J. Org. Chem. 2020, 85, 934-941. 

[35]  J. Xiao, W. Su, X. Cheng, CN-110563632, 2019.  

[36]  J.-A. Xiao, X.-L. Cheng, R.-F. Meng, X.-S. Qin, H. Peng, J.-W. Ren, Z.-Z. Xie, J.-G. Cui, Y.-M. Huang, Synthesis 2020, DOI: 10.1055/s-0040-

1707315.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Over the years, SCN- and SeCN-containing molecules have received significant attention due to their importance in 

pharmaceuticals and agrochemicals as well as key intermediates in organic chemistry. Recently, original electrophilic 

reagents were designed, offering straightforward synthetic pathways to thiocyanated and selenocyanated molecules. This 

Minireview will highlight and discuss these recent advances. 

 

 


